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Chapter 1
The fair-haired man in the corner had taken no part in the conversation. He made the fifth of the group that had gathered itself together in the corner of the smoking-room, and I don’t think any of us even knew his name. He had come on board the day before at Marseilles with his wife, and it was she who had attracted my attention at dinner to such an extent that I had remarked on her to Sturgis of the Gunners, who was sitting next me. A pretty woman — extremely pretty, and judging by her face somewhere about thirty. Certainly not more, for there was not a wrinkle to be seen, and her arms and neck were those of a young woman. It was her hair that surprised one, and made one wonder if the age estimated was wrong. For though there was a lot of it, it was snow white. “Some newfangled fashion,” grunted Sturgis in answer to my comment. “Next year it will be pea-green. I’ll bet you that woman is not out of the twenties yet.” But somehow she didn’t look in the least of the type who go in for freak fancies of that sort. And her husband seemed to be the last man in the world who would marry one of the type. A more prosaic, matter-of-fact-looking Englishman I have seldom seen, and he was quiet to the point of dullness. It was his first trip out East, we gathered, whereas we calculated that between the rest of us we had just topped the half-century. Which quite possibly accounted for his silence: we were talking of seas and places that, to him, were merely names out of an atlas. And also, as the evening grew older and tongues grew looser, some pretty tall stories began to fly around. Some were perfectly true; some — however, I will not labor the point. I forget who it was who first started the discussion on tight corners and terrifying experiences generally. Cartwright spun a fairly useful one about three days in the company of some Chinese pirates waiting for a ransom he knew would never come; Sturgis specialized on a singularly unpleasant sect of priests somewhere up in Tibet. In fact, none of us disgraced ourselves, and I think we all had a comfortable feeling that our fair-haired friend was suitably impressed with the perils that lay in wait for the unwary. “Of course,” said Cartwright reassuringly, “it’s only when you get off the beaten track that there’s any danger. Otherwise you’re as safe as you are in England.” The fair-haired man smiled a little thoughtfully. “What age would you put my wife at, gentlemen?” was his somewhat astounding remark. “Well, really,” said Sturgis, after a slightly embarrassed silence, “I — er —” “I think you noticed her at dinner,” went on the other quietly. “And I have a reason for my apparently strange question.” “Twenty-five,” I said, determined to err on the right side. “My wife will be twenty next July,” he answered. “And seven months ago, when she was just nineteen, her hair was as dark as yours. Not illness, gentlemen: nothing of that sort. But when you made use of the phrase ‘as safe as you are in England,’ I couldn’t help thinking of that change of color.” “You mean she had some terrible shock?” said someone. “Nothing to compare, of course, with that sect of priests in Tibet,” he answered mildly, and Sturgis became engrossed in the bowl of his pipe. “Yes, she had a terrible shock.” “Which turned her hair white?” Cartwright looked at him with interest. “I’ve heard of such cases second-hand, but — Is it a matter which you can pass on, sir?” The fair-haired man was silent for a moment or two. “Well, gentlemen,” he said at length, “you will understand that it’s not a thing which I care to talk about as a general rule. But on the condition that it goes no farther, and above all on the condition that no allusion should ever be made to it in front of my wife, I have no objection to telling you what happened. “You will understand, of course, that much of it has been pieced together by me from what she told me after it happened: I was not there at the time. If I had been —” His fists clenched suddenly, and a strained look came into his eyes. “We had been married three months when it took place. Our honeymoon was over — I couldn’t afford the time for a very long one — and we were settling into the house I had managed to get not far from Sunningdale. “It was a nice little house — ten bedrooms sort of size, with a well-laid-out garden and about a couple of acres of rough ground in which my predecessor had planted a whole lot of prize rhododendrons. It had a tennis court and a garage, and the marvel to me was that it hadn’t been snapped up the instant it came on the market. We found it by mere chance when we were motoring to look at another place, and the instant we saw it we knew that it would do us, and further that we meant to have it. An old caretaker — a strange-looking old woman — showed us over it, and we found that the inside was in just as good condition as the exterior. Which was not to be wondered at, seeing that she told us it had only been unoccupied about nine months. “How comes it that it has remained empty all this time?” I asked her, for nine months in that locality is more than nine years elsewhere. “She shrugged her shoulders and looked more bovine than before. Yes — the drains were all right, and the house wasn’t damp and there weren’t any rats — she could assure us of that. And the house agents could give us all other particulars. “So off we went to the house agent. The rent was eminently satisfactory, and since he seemed a very decent sort of fellow I decided to put the matter to him point-blank. ‘Look here,’ I said, as man to man, ‘is there a catch somewhere? I know it’s your job to let the house, but this lady and I are shortly going to get married, and we don’t want to be let down. And from what I know of the housing problem it’s a mighty strange thing that a house of that type, in this locality, should have remained empty for nearly a year.’ “He didn’t answer for a bit, but just sat at his desk fingering the plans. ‘Are you a stranger to these parts?’ he said at length. “‘Complete,’ I answered. “‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s unprofessional, I suppose, but in view of the circumstances I’ll tell you. Mark you, personally I think it’s the most hopeless rot. It’s a first-class property in first-class order; of its type and size it’s out and away the best value I have on my books. But three years ago a singularly brutal murder was committed there.’ “‘Three years!’ I cried. ‘But it’s only been empty nine months!’ “‘The next party that had it after the crime took place moved to a larger house,’ he answered. “‘And you promise me that that is all there is against it?’ I said. “‘Absolutely all’, he assured me. ‘You may have any tests you like carried out And then he looked at my fiancée and rubbed his chin. ‘Dash it all,’ he burst out, ‘I got married myself once upon a time. The real trouble is — servants. There — I’ve let the cat out of the bag. You know what they are: difficult at the best of times these days. But that is where the rub comes. The party I told you of certainly did move to a larger house, but I don’t think they would have if they had been able to keep a servant. Silly, hysterical girls — swearing that they saw things and heard noises: you know the sort of thing.’ “We thanked him warmly for having been so frank with us, and told him we’d think it over. “‘If I can do anything for you,’ were his parting words, ‘let me know. I’ve got a few possibles on my books, though none of them compares with that one. But if you do decide to take it, I would not, if I were you, get your servants locally.’ “Well, we went away, and we thought it over. It may sound perhaps a small point to some of you fellows — this servant question — but it isn’t a small point to us stay-at-homes. And there was no doubt about it — the drawback was a very serious one. So serious that for a week we tried to find something else. But nothing that we saw approached the house at Sunningdale, either for comfort or convenience. And finally, to cut a long story short, we made up our minds to chance it. “So I wrote and told the house agent of our decision, and in the stress and bustle of getting married, the matter more or less passed from my mind. Furniture I had in plenty, and it was not until the house had been completely repapered and fixed-up generally that I went down again. “I went alone, I remember, as my fiancée was busy that day. It was principally to get some measurements, and I took down a sandwich lunch with me. The old caretaker was there, and I thought she eyed me a bit strangely as she opened the door, though she said nothing. In fact, I don’t think I saw her again until just before I was going, when she came into the hall and stood looking at me. “‘What is it, Mrs. Gulliver?’ I said. ‘Do you want to ask me anything? “‘So you’ve taken the house’, she remarked quietly. “‘I certainly have,’ I answered. ‘And a very charming little house it is.’ “She nodded her head once or twice, and her eyes never left my face. “‘What’s the matter?’ I cried irritably. ‘Have you got something at the back of your mind about it? If so, please tell me.’ “‘I’ve nothing at the back of my mind that you would be paying attention to,’ she said. ‘But that’s not saying that I haven’t got something there.’ “‘Well, what is it?’ I said. ‘I shall certainly pay attention to it if it’s anything serious.’ “‘There’s death in this house, Mr. Morgan,’ she answered gravely. ‘It’s hanging over us: I can feel it.’ “Well, gentlemen, I can tell you I was furious. Just the sort of damned silly fatuous remark which would scare the average servant stiff and send her flying from the house. At least, that’s how it struck me at the time. Now — well, now I’m not so certain. Looking back on the little interview I favored Mrs. Gulliver with in that sunny, fresh-painted hall, there is one thing that stands out very clearly in my mind. And that was her impassive demeanor. She never raised her voice, even when I became thoroughly annoyed. She just stood there listening to what I had to say, and her quiet, steady eyes never wavered. “‘It’s ridiculous,’ I cried. ‘Perfectly ridiculous. It’s remarks like that which make it impossible to keep servants.’ “‘Better that,’ she said, ‘than the other. For it will be a terrible death.’ “‘But what earthly reason have you for making such a statement?’ I fumed. “‘Maybe it’s not earthly,’ she answered. “‘Just because a murder was committed here,’ I grunted. And then her last remark struck me. ‘What do you mean — not earthly?’ “‘There are things, Mr. Morgan, beyond our
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