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			INTRODUCTION

			This third volume of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection contains a novel, a novelette, and a short story. 

			The novel This Way Out is a compelling thriller supercharged with suspense. The story takes place in London in 1902. It is concerned with a genteel middle-class Englishman, a clerk named Philip Marshall who is married to Cora, a harridan of a wife. Marshall meets a novelist, Simmons, who has not written for years. Marshall walks a very drunk Simmons home and during this walk they discuss the idea of the perfect murder. He meets young Mary Grey, who is unemployed and suffering from depression. Their deepening friendship, though physically innocent, is discovered by Philip’s wife, who threatens him with exposure and scandal. He carefully plans her demise, and carries it out so that he can marry Mary. He appears to get away with it…

			This Way Out was first published in the UK as a hardcover in July 1938 by Rich & Cowan, based at 37 Bedford Square, London W.C.1. This edition was followed by J.B. Lippincott, 1939 in the USA. In January 1940, the story appeared in Cosmopolitan Magazine, Number 643. The book was made into an American film noir for Universal, The Suspect, released in 1944, starring Charles Laughton and directed by Richard Siodmak. To capitalise on the film, the book was reprinted in 1948 by Hodder and Stoughton, with a depiction of Charles Laughton on the dust wrapper.

			The second story in this volume is a novelette, Diamonds of Death. It is a humorous mixed bag with American ‘pulp fiction’ overtones. It involves a stolen diamond necklace, murder and romance between amateur sleuth Bill and a beautiful girl:

			Out of the wreckage a girl ran toward him. An ermine evening wrap accentuated her tall, slim figure and emphasised the golden beauty of her bare head.

			Bill leaned out of the driving seat and she clutched his arm. He switched on his spotlight and shone it on her face. Her eyes were wide with horror. “Will you help me?” she gasped breathlessly. “You must help me!”

			For a moment Bill was silent. He was stunned into silence by her beauty. An odd feeling swept over him as he looked at her, an emotion no other girl had ever aroused in him. She had on too much make-up. She was fragrant with expensive perfume. Her wrap, falling open, revealed a shimmering white dress, cut daringly low. She was exactly the exotic, butterfly type of woman he had always faintly despised. But as he stared at her numbly, he realised that she was the first woman to come into his life who really mattered. Why, he could not have explained. She was beautiful, but the attraction was more than that. Character was expressed in her face, but even that did not explain the elusive emotion she evoked in him.

			One of James Ronald’s earliest works, Diamonds of Death was published by Gramol, Mystery Novels No. 17, 1934. It could be described as a companion story to The Monocled Man (Stories of Crime and Detection Volume Two). Not only is this story similar in length, it was also published by Gramol. The story is also about stolen diamonds, American gangsters, a gunfight on a rooftop, and a beautiful girl. It is a fast moving, tongue-in-cheek romp, not so much a serious crime and detection story, but nevertheless great fun to read.

			The short story, Ruined by Water was published in The Daily Mail, UK, 22 September 1931. The story also appeared in several other newspapers, all under the pseudonym of Peter Gale, including: The Australasian, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia, 21 April 1934; The Falkirk Herald, 27 February 1935, from which this text is transcribed; The Linlithgowshire Gazette, West Lothian, Scotland, 01 March 1935; The Coatbridge Express, Lanarkshire, Scotland, 27 July 1938; The Saturday Evening Express, Launceston, Tasmania, 17 June 1939; and no doubt others.

		

	
		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			James Jack Ronald, to give his full name, was born 11 May 1905, in North Kelvinside, Glasgow, Scotland. He was the son of James Jack Ronald, a Chartered Public Accountant, and Katherine Hamilton Ronald. He was educated at Hillhead High School, Glasgow, established in 1885.

			Until he was five, James Ronald says he was chubby, happy, and irresponsible; but in 1911, his sixth year, he was run over by an automobile causing a very real morbidity to creep in. For ten years following the accident he suffered recurrent dreams about a wheel that became larger and larger as it turned faster and faster. He was invalided over a long period during which, with his mother Catherine’s encouragement, he enjoyed a prodigious amount of reading. He later claimed he owed his literary gift and resultant career to this near-fatal automobile accident, which caused him to change from a sunny little extrovert to a cloudy introvert.

			When he was fourteen he wrote an account of the accident, setting down all the details in a somewhat light vein, not forgetting to note that the candy he had purchased with such delight on that foggy morning was found sticking to the wheels of the car as he was being carried off. The piece won him first prize for composition and congratulations from the masters at the school and even the headmaster wished him well, but that did not prevent corporal punishment for his appalling handwriting. He was called into the headmaster’s office, but kept waiting so that everybody knew that he, James Ronald, was going to receive a beating from the headmaster. This injustice obviously affected him very deeply, because it remained with him all his life, and crops up in interview after interview:

			“After all, I taught myself to read before going to school and could see no reason for accepting a beating because they failed to teach me how to write, so I bolted.”

			In a spirit of rebellion against repeated punishments for bad handwriting for compositions for which he invariably got an ‘A’, Ronald came home from school one day announcing he would never return. It was time to leave. His mother Catherine was understandably distressed, concerned her elder son leaving school at such a young age would diminish his career prospects. Aware of the scarcity of jobs just then in Glasgow, she told him he could only stay away from school if he remained active in some useful employment, making it clear she would not condone an idler in the family.

			Within three days James Ronald was an errand boy for the Glasgow Evening News, a paper into which he had smuggled a poem some months earlier. But there was ‘no writing, nothing editorial’ in his set up and he thoroughly disliked it and lost the job. He found another post immediately with the Glasgow Sunday Mail and kept this one until he printed his own rival paper on the office mimeograph. He broke the machine and, failing to cover his tracks by leaving a sheet in the copier, he was fired. Then came a dozen jobs, including one with an art dealer for whom he gilded statues and washed windows. His mother told him, ‘It is no disgrace to wash windows, James, but it is a disgrace to wash them like that.’

			By the age of seventeen, James Ronald had run through all prospective employers in Glasgow, including every newspaper. He felt the need of open space—‘a lot of it’—and after various and sundry abortive departures, finally won grudging permission to seek his fortune in the New World.

			For some reason, Chicago stuck in the mind of the young Ronald as a magic word. He became determined to travel to the United States of America. The main method of crossing the Atlantic Ocean in the 1920s was by steamship and ocean liner. The passengers aboard the SS Saturnia included seventeen-year-old James Ronald, who arrived at his destination on 6 December 1922, at the Port of Québec, an inland port located in Québec, Canada. From there he continued his journey across the Great Lakes to Chicago, Illinois, United States. He managed to survive in Chicago; the fastest-growing city in world history, with a flourishing economy approaching three million people, attracting huge numbers of new immigrants from Eastern and Central Europe. Ronald stayed in Chicago for five years, wanting to write, but unable to afford the time because he was forced to earn money to live. He was taken on and fired from a variety of jobs with monotonous regularity. Like his experiences in Glasgow, he exhausted all potential employers, dabbling in some forty jobs ranging from short-order cook and dishwasher to muslin salesman; from dance promoter and theatre manager to washing dishes again in a Greek restaurant. He edited ten trade journals at one time for a Chicago publisher; and gave new life to a women’s religious magazine. A chain-smoker, he confessed slyly to have worked for the Anti-Cigarette League, his excuse being ‘a man must eat don’t you know’—at that time eating being the only philosophy he could afford to practise. It was in the Windy City that he learned about life.

			Working in the U.S. as ‘a visitor’ to avoid immigration may have caught up with Ronald because, in 1927, he returned to Britain on a more permanent basis, and secured a well-paid job with an English newspaper chain, and a promise of future advancement. However, during his first holiday in the job, a car accident disrupted this promising career trajectory. Whilst driving a small open two-seater Rover 8, Ronald was struck by a two-ton truck and thrown out against the radiator of another vehicle. Left with a broken hip and temporarily crippled (and without the newly acquired job), he settled down to write.

			Ronald’s writing developed in three stages. First, he hammered out serializations and short stories which were syndicated in newspapers, both at home and abroad; and a number were also published in obscure pulp magazines. Some stories then became lost and forgotten and this has unfortunately contributed to a lack of recognition for an impressive body of work. These early narratives were very difficult to track down, but searching has provided me with an enjoyable and rewarding task—a treasure hunt for lost tales. This was not made any easier because many of these stories were published under pseudonyms; Peter Gale, Mark Ellison, Kenneth Streeter, Alan Napier, and even women; Cynthia Priestley and Norah Banning—in addition to known pseudonyms Michael Crombie and Kirk Wales. Those I have discovered have all been gathered together for republication in this series.

			A second writing stage followed; the full-length mystery stories which have made him so popular with Golden Age of Detection aficionados. They are out-of-print, elusive to find, and first editions are very expensive.

			Finally, late in life, James Ronald embarked on his Dickensian-style life drama novels. He received enthusiastic praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time, such as August Derleth. Orville Prescott, the main book reviewer for The New York Times for 24 years, called James Ronald ‘a born novelist’, and that he ‘has in full measure the two basic drives which inspire a writer of fiction–the urge to create characters and to tell stories about them. Mr. Ronald does both naturally, directly and well.’ His work received praise and has been compared to William de Morgan, H. G. Wells, Rudyard Kipling, J. M. Barrie, and Somerset Maugham.

			James Ronald is a writer who has not gained the long-term recognition he deserves. His work has received high praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time and current enthusiasts, highlighting him as one of the leading storytellers of the day, yet barely anything has been republished since his death in 1972. I hope the reader will enjoy these imaginative and entertainingly written stories as much as I have collecting them.

			Chris Verner

			Berkhamsted, Buckinghamshire, UK 

			April 2023

		

	
		

		
			THIS WAY OUT

			They were telling stories at the other end of the bar and Philip wanted to join them but Simmons had a firm grip of his sleeve. Simmons was talking volubly, the words tripping over his tongue and breaking off their final letters. He was telling Philip about a book he intended to write and gradually leading up to asking for the loan of a pound. For years he had been telling people about this book as often as he could grip a sleeve and edge the wearer into a corner. As a prelude to borrowing money it had worked fairly well at first—for it seemed stingy to refuse a small loan to a man about to make a fortune out of serial, film, and book rights—but now few habitués of ‘The Hole in the Wall’ would listen to him.

			Before he was thirty Simmons had written three novels of promise but now he was thirty-five and for years had not written a line. He still described himself as a novelist and was hurt if anyone suggested he should look for a job. At seven every evening he swaggered into the saloon bar of ‘The Hole in the Wall’ with a shilling or so in his pocket and after closing time he wavered out again with a skinful of beer and most of his shilling. He never paid for more than his first drink of the evening; the rest grudgingly was supplied by habitués of the pub. Frequently the regulars vowed to leave him out when they ordered a round but when they came to pay, invariably they found that Simmons’s pint of bitter had included itself in the order.

			For the third time the barman said wearily: “Time, gentlemen, please.”

			“Two pints of bitter,” said Simmons, pushing an empty tankard across the bar. As a matter of form, he went through the motions of fumbling for money before he said to Philip: 

			“You’ll have to pay, old boy. I’m broke.”

			“Sorry, sir. It’s after time.”

			“But I ordered them five minutes ago. You heard me, didn’t you, Marshall, old boy?”

			“No,” said Philip.

			The barman moved on. “Come along, gentlemen. Drink up, please. It’s after time.”

			Simmons hammered with his tankard on the bar. “How the hell can I drink up when I haven’t anything to drink?”

			“Let’s go,” said Philip, taking his arm. “It’s late.”

			“Damned if I do,” retorted Simmons, hammering louder than before. “I ordered drinks ten—fifteen minutes ago and I’m going to stand here till I get them if I have to stand here all night.”

			The landlord, a phlegmatic man with immense shoulders, came out of his den behind the bar and stood looking at Simmons. The sprinkling of customers who were finishing drinks craned their necks, hoping to see Simmons bodily thrown out. The landlord was capable of doing it. An ex-prize-fighter, he was built like a champion, but he had not gone far in the ring because he had a weak stomach. He liked to talk about his stomach, and he liked Philip Marshall because Philip was the only one of his regular customers who showed any interest in it. He was equal to handling twelve of Simmons, weak stomach or no weak stomach.

			In silence, the regulars waited for something to happen. But nothing happened. Nothing, at least, worth watching. For a moment the landlord stared at Simmons and then looked down in mild surprise at the hammering tankard. Simmons stopped pounding the bar. He put down the tankard. The landlord raised a flap in the counter and followed his departing customers to the door.

			“Good night, gentlemen. See you tomorrow.”

			And the devil of it was, reflected Philip, he probably would. He would see them all tomorrow, Philip included. At the age of forty-six, Philip had become a pub-haunter, a regular, one of the coterie that nightly trooped out of the ‘Hole in the Wall’ a few minutes after closing time. Most of the others had the same reason as he for lingering as long as possible in the place; it was so much pleasanter than home.

			Fresh air struck Simmons like a physical blow and sent him reeling diagonally against the wall. Philip followed without haste and took his arm.

			“I’m going to be sick.”

			“You’ll be all right in a moment.”

			“I tell you; I’m going to be sick. I ought to know.” Simmons was right. In wracking spasms, he rid himself of all he had consumed, and then Philip guided him home through slumbering streets. Simmons ran on garrulously about his book. It was going to be a mystery novel but ordinary thrillers could no more be compared to it than a pimple can be compared to Mount Everest. The trouble with most mystery novels, he said, was that they were too involved. The murders were done with revolvers hidden in clocks or fountain pens or radios. That was all rot. The perfect murder must be so simple that no one would suspect it to be murder.

			An arranged accident was the perfect murder.

			“You hate a man and you want to kill him but you don’t want to hang. All right, what do you do? You make friends with him; you take him up to town for a night out. You stand him a slap-up dinner with plenty to drink and you go on throwing drinks into him until he can hardly walk. You’re a little drunk yourself and you pretend to be drunker than you are. You come home by Tube when the platforms are crowded with theatregoers returning to the suburbs. Everyone is jostling to get in place for a train that’s coming in and in the crush you push against your poor old pal and he falls on to the line. Too bad. Too bad.” Simmons clicked his teeth sadly.

			“Or, you buy a revol—a revol—you buy a gun and show it to your pals in the local boozer. One evening you show it to this special pal and the damned thing goes off. Everyone knows a thing like that’s always liable to happen when you play with firearms. At the inquest the coroner ticks you off for being so bloody careless and hopes this will be a lesson to you. You haven’t a licence for the gun, so they fine you fifty quid or send you to gaol for three months. But they don’t hang you. It was an accident and no one can prove it wasn’t.”

			“This is your gate,” said Philip, stifling a yawn.

			“Let go my arm till I find my key.”

			Philip obeyed. Simmons reeled across the garden path and fell into a rosebush. He rolled out, cursing, and picking at thorns in the seat of his trousers. Philip went forward to help him up but Simmons butted him away with his head. “Let me alone. You pushed me.”

			On his hands and knees Simmons crawled up the front steps to the door. Grasping the handle, he drew himself up and put a thumb on the bell-button. He kept it there and the bell shrilled through the house until a light appeared in an upper window.

			Simmons looked over his shoulder and giggled. “My dear little wife, God bless her, damn her,” he said, falling off the steps into Philip’s arms.

			A light went on in the hall and a woman in pyjamas opened the door. She cast a look of utter loathing at Simmons, lying giggling in Philip’s arms, then she opened the door wider and stood back. 

			“Bring him in.”

			In the hall Simmons struggled upright and pulled himself out of Philip’s grasp. He wobbled over to his wife with both arms extravagantly outstretched.

			Without heat she raised her hand and slapped his face. He staggered back and fell against a standard lamp, slid down it, and lay in a heap at the base. The shade fell off and settled over his head.

			The woman stood looking at him dispassionately. At first sight Philip had taken her to be about forty but now he realized that she was fully ten years younger. She had the pale aloof face of one who is dead, who had suffered greatly before dying, upon whom has settled the chilling calm of the dead. Her features were lovely. She must have been very beautiful, Philip thought, before she died.

			“And I slave my life away to support that,” she said.

			She looked at Philip. I suppose I ought to thank you. You’re the only pub-crawling pal who’s bothered to see him home. Not that I should care if he never came home but when he wanders about drunk, he gets into trouble and that costs money I can’t afford. A month ago, he went for a joy-ride in a car he found outside a pub and made a complete wreck of it.”

			Philip did not reply. It was no good saying anything. She did not want sympathy. She had gone beyond the stage at which sympathy might have helped.

			“You don’t look Gilbert’s type,” she went on dryly. “You look like a respectable little man with a steady job. A managing clerk, or something like that.”

			“You’re a good judge of character.”

			“Why do you bother with him? You haven’t got to. You’re not married to him. He’s nothing to you. How can you put up with him?”

			“I don’t know exactly. I lead a lonely life. I—”

			“You must be damned hard up for a friend if that drunken scrounger is the best you can do.”

			“I am damned hard up for a friend. But it isn’t only that. When I was younger, I wanted to write and—well, he’s the only author I’ve ever known.”

			The woman laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. “That’s funny. That’s very, very funny. You stand him drinks for the same reason that I married him. He was the only author I’d ever known. I thought it would be something to be the wife of a novelist. Well, it is something, by God it is. A few days after the wedding he broke the news that he wouldn’t have any money until he finished his next book. To keep the wolf from the door while he finished it, I got my old job back. I’m still waiting for him to finish it. I’ve waited five years.” 

			“You ought to kick him out.”

			“Don’t tell me what I ought to do,” she retorted. “I know what I ought to do, a damned sight better than you can tell me. If you knew so much you wouldn’t have to rely for company on a thing like that”—she jerked a contemptuous finger at her husband, sprawling on the floor with a lampshade over his head like a snuffer on a candle. “Why don’t you marry, if you’re so lonely? You’re not so very old. In the middle forties, I suppose. Lots of girls would jump at a nice little man like you.”

			“I am married.”

			

			“Oh. Married—and lonely. I thought only women were lonely after marriage. So, you got stuck too, eh?” 

			“Yes,” said Philip. “I got stuck, too.”

			“Not so badly as me, I’d be willing to bet.”

			“You’d lose.”

			“My God, she must be a terror.”

			“She is.”

			For an instant her face became softer. “Poor little man. You don’t look as though you deserved it.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, hell! I’m going to bed before we start crying on each other’s shoulders.”

			“What about him?” asked Philip, indicating Simmons, who had started to snore.

			“Nobody asked him to lie there.”

			“He’ll be stiff when he wakes.”

			“I hope so,” she replied, mounting the stairs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Going home down a quiet street lined with trees, Philip saw a familiar figure approaching. He halted under a lamppost and waited. The figure came nearer, the yellow glow of the street lamp fell on a solemn young face, a hatless head with a shock of curling brown hair.

			“Hello, John,” said Philip, a pathetic eagerness in his voice.

			The young man started. He smiled. “Hello, Dad.” They shook hands and stood awkwardly looking at each other. The boy was a head taller than Philip and built like an athlete. Although so big he looked very young, far younger than his twenty-three years. He had the fine features of a youth in a Greek sculpture. Philip never saw him without a feeling of wonder that such a youth could be a son of his. It was quite impossible to think of him as a son of Cora’s.

			Years ago, Philip had overheard a scrap of conversation between two boys at the annual sports of the secondary school at which John had been a pupil. One of them had indicated Philip and his wife as the parents of the school champion athlete and the other expressed amazement: 

			“Those two? They can’t be.”

			“They are. I’ve seen him with them.”

			“That little tick of a man and that hay-bag of a woman? No wonder he keeps them dark.”

			Many a man would have resented a son so much his physical superior but Philip’s love for John was too great to allow of envy or resentment. “You’re looking well. A little pale, perhaps, overdoing your studies?”

			“I don’t think so, Dad. I do a couple of hours every evening, of course. Don’t want to be a clerk all my life.”

			“Of course not,” said Philip quietly.

			John gripped his father’s arm. “I didn’t mean...”

			“That’s all right. What are you doing in the neighbourhood? Not changed your digs?”

			“No, I’m still living out on the Great West Road. I’ve been visiting a friend.”

			There was an uncomfortable silence.

			“I’ve been missing you rather badly,” said Philip at last.

			“I know. I’ve been missing you, Dad. But I had to go, you know that.”

			“Yes, you had to go.”

			John ran his fingers through his hair. “I couldn’t stand the atmosphere at home any longer. Those continual rows! —I look back on them as one long nightmare.” He glanced hesitantly at Philip. “How is Mother?”

			“Pretty much the same.”

			“Now I’m gone you’ll come in for all of it.”

			“That can’t be helped. What are the digs like?” 

			“Oh, they’re fine,” said John, a shade too quickly. He avoided Philip’s eye.

			“The last time we ran into each other you told me your landlady has a daughter about your age.”

			“Yes.”

			“That doesn’t tell me anything. What’s she like?” 

			“Oh, I don’t know. Quite a decent sort. But girls are…funny. I never know quite what to make of her.”

			“I’d like to see something of you. Do you suppose I could come round to your digs for a chat some evening?”

			Another awkward silence, and then: “I’d rather you didn’t, Dad. I wouldn’t know how to explain you. You see, well, I didn’t want to go into a lot of explanations, so I told Mrs. Lemon I was an orphan.”

			“I see.”

			“Don’t look like that, Dad. I know wiping you out sounds pretty cold-blooded, but I only did it because I didn’t want to tell her why I couldn’t live at home.”

			“That’s all right. Well, can’t we meet some evening and go for a walk or drop into a pub for a glass of beer and a talk?”

			“That would be great, Dad. I don’t know just when it will be for, I don’t get much time these days, but I’ll give you a ring at the office some time and we’ll fix up something. I’m pretty busy studying in the evenings and I’ve joined a rowing club and then Gladys—that’s Mrs. Lemon’s daughter—Gladys and I go to the movies every so often, so I…don’t get much time.”

			John shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

			

			“It’s getting late,” he said.

			Philip sighed. “Yes, it’s getting late. Well... We’ll run into each other again some evening, I expect.”

			“I hope so, Dad.”

			They shook hands. Philip stood under the street lamp and watched his son swinging briskly away from him. There was a dryness in his throat as he turned the corner into the street in which he lived. Two rows of little brick houses, all built from the same plans, identical with each other almost to a brick. In front of each house a pocket-handkerchief garden, surrounded by a hedge. Some of the hedges were neatly trimmed but the one in front of Philip’s house was tall and ragged. It was a long time since Philip had done any gardening. Cora had grumbled about the cost of seeds and tools; about the dirt he brought in; about the results of his efforts, which were never quite as good those achieved by his neighbours. So, Philip had given up the garden and now Cora grumbled about its neglected state. In twenty-five years of married life, Cora had never run short of things to grumble about.

			She was waiting up for him. She always waited for him and rolled her eyes at the clock when he came in. Her wispy, greying hair was in curl-papers. It stuck out all over her head like a star-fish. She had undressed down to corsets and knickers and put on a soiled flowered kimono. There were bones missing from the corsets; she had loosened them and she bulged in the most unexpected places. The kimono—or perhaps the way she sat—left her legs uncovered to the thighs. They were fat and shapeless, like two pork sausages. Cora’s eyes were sullen, her mouth was peevish. Philip averted his gaze. He could not bear to look at her.

			On her lap lay a darning basket and a heap of socks but Philip knew that if he looked under the cushion flattened behind her broad back, he would find Peg’s Paper or Film Weekly and a sticky bag of chocolate creams. The darning basket was only a stage property, to help her sustain the role of a hard-working, long-suffering housewife. Every night she had the heap of socks lying at hand, ready to be snatched up when she heard him coming. They were always the same socks and the heap never became any smaller. 

			The room was a jumble of shabby furniture. There was a drawing-room at the rear of the ground floor but it was kept locked for Cora grumbled that an extra room in use would mean additional work. The single electric light bulb, covered by a paper shade, which hung from the centre of the ceiling was not strong enough to enable one to see clearly the dirt that lurked in the corners, but one knew it was there. By day there was little additional light in the room, for Cora kept the windows closely curtained; but one was still aware of the dirt.

			“This is a nice time to come home night after night. I suppose you’ll say you’ve been working late at the office but you can’t fool me with that story, Mr. Philip Marshall. No employer keeps his clerks until eleven and twelve every night. If he did, you’d get overtime and I’ve yet to see a penny of it.”

			Philip’s supper was spread on a corner of the table. The end of a loaf of bread. A scrap of butter in a greasy dish. The remains of a leg of mutton which had done duty for five days and now wore an air of defiance. A few dejected pickles on a saucer. A pot of lukewarm tea. Pushing aside the mutton, Philip buttered a crust of bread and spread the evening paper at his elbow.

			“Don’t imagine that I don’t know where you spend your evenings. You’ve been seen. Mr. Greener saw you. You’re in ‘The Hole in the Wall’ every night, guzzling beer. It’s not good enough. I won’t have it. If you have money for beer, you can give me more for the housekeeping.”

			Cora did not look directly at him while she ranted on. She looked at a point in mid-air above his head. It was years since they had looked at each other squarely. Philip had a feeling that if they ever did something would break. 

			“I’d like a bath,” he said, his eyes on his paper. “Is there any hot water?”

			“You know perfectly well there’s no hot water. I’ve more to do than stoke fires all day on the off-chance you’re wanting a bath. Not to mention burning coal at forty-eight shillings a ton. It’s as much as I can do to manage hot water once a week. If you want baths oftener than that, my lord, you’d better take up your abode at the Ritz.”

			“We ought to have a geyser.”

			“And who’d pay for it, may I ask?”

			“I would. You can hire one for a few shillings a quarter and they don’t burn much gas.”

			“Indeed. Well, you listen to me, Mister Philip Marshall: if you can pay for a geyser, you can give me more money. There isn’t a woman in the street who has less to manage on than I have. Five pounds a week for everything! I’d like to see Mrs. Greener’s face if her husband expected her to make do with that. But then”—she infused into her voice a mocking purr that made Philip long to wring her neck— “Mrs. Greener’s husband wasn’t content to be a clerk all his life. In a few years Mrs. Greener will be riding in her own car and I—I’ll still be a domestic drudge, scrimping and saving to make ends meet. If you were a man, you’d ask for a rise and see that you got it.”

			Philip smiled inwardly. He did not tell her that he had asked for a rise twice within the past two years—and got it each time. He had not the smallest intention of allowing her more money. Heaven knew what she did with the sum he already allowed her. She didn’t spend it on the house; they had not had so much as a new pair of curtains for years. She didn’t spend it on food—or, if she did, she was robbed, for Philip could not remember one decent meal in his own home.

			“You’re not even handy about the house. I told you weeks ago about the broken step at the top of the stairs but you haven’t done anything about it. I suppose you’re waiting for me to trip on it and break my neck.”

			Philip kept his eyes on his paper and let her rave on and on and on. But he was not reading. It was impossible to read with that barbed tongue dinning in his ears. His mind framed replies to the thing she was saying but he did not utter them. She liked him to talk back, so that she could make a scene and bawl at the top of her voice. It annoyed her when he held his tongue.

			“It beats me why I ever married you. I had plenty of other chances. If I had married Dick Burbage, I need never have soiled my fingers. But no, I had to marry you. I’ve given you the best years of my life and what have I got in return? A life of drudgery, that’s what. You stay out until all hours of the night. I might be a widow for all I see of you. I believe you hate me. You do. You hate me. You needn’t deny it.”

			“I wasn’t going to deny it,” said Philip quietly.

			Cora stared and her face became purple with anger. “You brute. Oh, you beast.”

			Philip rose and left the room. Her voice, shrill with rage, followed him up the stairs. He groped his way up, for the hall, the stairs, and the upper landing were in darkness. It was typical of Cora that she could not bear to buy light bulbs. When one burned out, she replaced it from another part of the house. At the moment there was a light in Philip’s bedroom, one he had bought a few days before, but he knew the next time a bulb fused Cora would replace it without hesitation from his socket.

			The bed was unmade. Philip had been in a hurry that morning, and had left for the office without making it. Only after a series of arguments with Cora had he achieved a bedroom of his own. Cora’s sense of the fitting had been outraged by the thought of husband and wife sleeping apart.

			“You don’t care how much work you make!” she had stormed when Philip had pointed out that sleep was the only purpose for which they had shared a bed for many years and that sleep would be more comfortable for both of them if they were separated. “How many pairs of hands do you think I have? I’ve more to do already than I can manage. I’ve no time to make extra beds and tidy extra rooms.”

			“If that’s all that’s worrying you,” Philip had retorted, “I’ll keep the room in order myself.”

			Cora had held him to his word. Since he took possession of the room, she had never entered it, except to appropriate his light bulbs and pry into his belongings for evidence of infidelity. Cora put great emphasis on fidelity. That was the buoy to which she clung when, in a marital argument, she found herself floundering out of her depth. “I’m a good wife. I’ve always been faithful to you…” 

			Philip no longer considered faithfulness the most important factor in marriage, as he had done in his youth. He would not care greatly if Cora gave herself—curl-papers, kimono and all—to the milkman, the coalman, to Tom, Dick, or Harry; if only she would be pleasant about the house. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			

			Tr-r-ing… Tr-r-ing… Philip burrowed into the pillow and clung to the skirts of fleeing sleep. A moment more to dream, another brief period of escape from reality. But the red tin imp on his bedside table would not be denied. Across its face was printed: RotoRex—The Reliable Alarm, and the red tin imp was as good as its word. Tr-r-ring... Tr-r-ring... It screamed in his ear, insistently, imperatively: ‘Half-past seven. Time to get up.’ Fumbling about the table-top, Philip knocked the little red clock over the edge. It rolled across the floor ringing with undiminished vigour, with shrill defiance. He rose and wrung its neck.

			Barefooted, in faded cotton pyjamas, shrunk in the wash, which exposed two bony ankles, he tiptoed to the door and opened it softly. With relief he listened to the familiar sounds that came from Cora’s room. Gr-r-raw—whee. Gr-r-raw—whee. Gr-r-raw—whee. That was Cora snoring. She snored in a bass and soprano duet. Thank heaven the red tin imp had not disturbed her. To waken Cora early in the morning was the surest way to start the day badly.

			He stood at his open window and breathed deeply forty times, spreading his arms as he inhaled, letting them drop to his sides as he exhaled. That was a good idea, his favourite newspaper had informed him. He sprinkled his thinning hair with a much-advertised tonic and kneaded the scalp with his fingers. With the aid of two mirrors, he inspected his bald spot and shook his head over it. He was beginning to lose faith in this hair tonic. For three months he had been using it night morning and the bald spot—which at first was the size of a shilling—should now be covered with thick, glossy hair. Instead, it had grown to the size of a florin.

			After a close shave he stripped to the waist and washed himself vigorously in cold water. Rubbing himself down with a coarse towel, he felt warmly alive. Nothing like cold water, he reflected, to wake a chap up in the morning. It was a reflection that occurred to him daily. For years he had been toying with the idea of starting the day with a cold bath but there was the danger that the running water might waken Cora—and besides a whole tubful of cold water looks so very cold.

			In a neat blue suit, he stood before his dressing-table mirror, tweaked the knot of his tie, brushed down a stray hair. The receding tide of his hair had given him a high forehead, lending a touch of distinction to a face otherwise insignificant. Staring back at him from the mirror it was so familiarly his own that it did not occur to him that it might have belonged to any one of a million other men; but he would not have recognized it as his own if it had sat opposite him in a Tube train, attached to another body. It was one of those plain, utilitarian faces with no outstanding features which accompany the bodies of so many middle-class Englishmen in the middle forties. Even the clipped moustache was from stock. 

			The bed had been airing while he washed and dressed. Now he made it with brisk efficiency. Shoes in hand, he crept downstairs, collected morning paper and milk from the mat, and stole into the kitchen. He put the kettle on and polished his shoes while he waited for it to boil.

			The kitchen cupboard was musty with the smell of stale food. One of Cora’s pet economies was hoarding bits of this and scraps of that in saucers and cracked cups. Some of the leftovers had fuzzy white beards. There were some eggs in a bowl. Philip broke one into a cup and hastily covered his nose. As he threw it out, he noticed that the shell was stamped: PRODUCE OF CHINA.

			He breakfasted on toast and tea, skimming the morning paper while he ate. There was nothing to read in it, for it was one of those illustrated dailies that cater for Coras, but he looked at the pictures. At twenty-five past eight he brushed his ancient bowler until it looked almost youthful, put it on at a sober but not forbidding angle, took his rolled umbrella from the hall-stand, and left the house.

			It was with a sense of relief that he closed the door quietly and started down the garden path.

			*

			At ten Cora woke with a dark brown taste in her mouth. In a drowsy stupor she lay staring at a crack in the ceiling. She dozed off, woke with a start, dozed off, woke with a start. It was almost eleven when she sat up in bed and began to scratch her back. In the act of scratching, she lapsed into a sort of hypnotic trance and sat staring at nothing for several minutes, her mouth hanging open, her eyes glassy.

			She struggled out of bed and took off her nightdress. Beneath it she wore her underwear, partly for warmth, partly to simplify dressing in the morning. Feminine garments of every description, all slightly soiled, lay on chairs about the room and the wardrobe bulged open.

			Yawning and scratching, Cora buckled on her corsets, pulled a petticoat over her head, slipped into the flowered kimono. From the rail at the foot of the bed she took the stockings she had worn the previous day. There was a large hole in the toe of one, so she threw them aside and reached for another pair.

			Removing the curl-papers, she ran a comb through her hair and put it down threaded with dead hairs. It was time she had a shampoo and a perm, she reflected listlessly. She dabbed her face and neck with a powder puff, coating some parts thickly and leaving others untouched. She slapped the puff back into the bowl, spilling powder on the dressing-table top.

			Waddling down the stairs, she went into the kitchen and wrinkled her nose at the food in the cupboard. No, she didn’t feel like breakfast this morning. She didn’t even feel equal to making tea. The charwoman would arrive presently; she’d make tea and Cora would have a cup with her. In a crumpled paper bag on the mantle-piece Cora found some chocolate peppermints which had escaped her memory since she placed them there a few days before. She popped two of them into her mouth and sucked unenthusiastically.

			At a quarter-past eleven the back door bell rang. Opening the door, Cora admitted a little wisp of a woman with a pinched red nose, dressed in shabby black and carrying a leather shopping bag which bulged with God knows what. A sour smell came in with her. Had she been a house instead of a bundle of stringy flesh and chalky bone one would have said that her drains were bad.

			“Late again,” snapped Cora.

			Mrs. Meggs opened her beady little eyes wide in simulated surprise.  “Am I, Mum? I did me best to ’urry. But me varicose veins is that bad this mornin’ it was all I cud do to ’obble along. If it ’ad bin anyone else but you I was comin’ to I’d ’ave stopped in bed but I wouldn’t let you down, Mum, not for nothink, not if I was dyin’, I wouldn’t.”

			While she took off her rusty coat and hung it
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