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A Note on the Author


This story follows in broad outline a criminal cause célèbre of the early years of the century. The colour, detail and interpretation, however, are largely my own, and the characters are wholly imagined.

N. B.


Part One


1. Last Scene But One

“Why did he do it? Why did he do it? I just can’t understand.”

Daisy Bland’s lover, the father of her child, had been sentenced to death for wilful murder; but it was not her lover whom she referred to. The tears were flowing down her cheeks, welling up from an inexhaustible misery; yet in a way, thought Bruce Rogers, they did not seem to belong to her—they were like rain streaming down the face of a statue. The most beautiful face he had ever seen. She cried easily. She was a creature who would cry easily, laugh easily, make love easily—a child of nature. Even now there was a sort of luxury in her desolation.

For the hundredth time in these last months, Bruce Rogers felt out of his depth. His eye roved round the familiar office, seeking for reassurance, normality. The files, the deed-boxes, the papers on his desk contained a wealth of human emotion, but abstracted—dehydrated, as it were: they could not shake the heart with this almost intolerable compassion, or cause it to shrink into itself, hiding away from its own inadequacy. It was humiliating, he thought, that tragedy should make one shrivel when one met it face to face.

“How could anyone be so wicked?” Daisy said. “How could he do it?”

A spasm of irritation shook Bruce Rogers. Women! Always asking rhetorical questions which nevertheless they expect you to answer. Emotion for ever running molten into words. And that question of all questions! God damn it, he thought, I am neither a psycho-analyst nor a priest—nor am I William Shakespeare. I am a solicitor, whose business is conveyancing, testaments, briefs, not the exposition of the morbid psychology of an Iago.

“Now, my dear, you must try to be brave, for Hugo’s sake,” he heard himself saying, and was at once nauseated by the feebleness, the futility of it.

At the sound of her lover’s name, the tears ran free again.

“They won’t let him off, will they? I know they won’t,” she wailed. Yet her face was still calm, undisfigured by grief. Bruce had an instant picture of his own pretty wife’s face, when she wept over some trivial setback—swollen, blotched, grimacing. He was still young enough to be horrified by the disloyalty of the comparison. He felt an appalling impulse to say to this girl Daisy, No, they won’t let him off. And it was through your evidence, and your evidence alone, that Hugo will hang.

Poor girl, he thought, as if you don’t know it! You’re not particularly bright in the head, but you know that all right.

“We must hope for the best,” he said. “Sir Henry is convinced that there are sound legal arguments for—good reasons why the appeal should be successful.”

“It’s like a game,” the girl unexpectedly said.

“A game?”

“Two sides playing with a man’s life. In court, I mean. Scoring clever shots off each other, with a man’s life. And so solemn about it, like men playing cricket.”

Bruce opened his mouth, then shut it again. What was the point in trying to vindicated to this girl the workings of English justice? the beautiful firmness and flexibility of the Law? Three months ago he might have attempted it; but he had lost his starch on the battlefield of the Chesterman case. Had he lost, too, his belief in the Law? Even if Hugo Chesterman had shot the police Inspector, there was every doubt in the world—even the unsentimental Sir Henry proclaimed it—whether Justice would best be served by hanging him. At the Court of Criminal Appeal to-day, Bruce suspected, Law and Justice were fighting on opposite sides.

He glanced involuntarily at his wrist-watch, then at the telephone on his desk. To his tired mind its impersonal, vulcanite mouthpiece became the mouth of the Lord Chief Justice, opening to give the Court’s ever so learned, ever so impersonal judgment. The telephone lay there, like a time-bomb, between them. Any time now it would ring—Daisy’s hands were already clenched, as if against the imminent shock of an explosion—and Sir Henry would tell them how it had gone.

“I’ve always hated the telephone,” said Daisy Bland. “In the shop I tried not to answer it—people were so rude on the telephone—you can’t imagine.”

How can she chatter like this, thought Bruce resentfully; but at once he realised she was doing it to ease the strain, for both of them. A wonderful girl. A nonpareil girl. No wonder that bold young spark, Chesterman, had fallen for her. For her, he might even have gone straight—only she was so madly in love with him that she did not really care whether he went straight or not.

In the Magistrates’ Court, and later at the Assizes when she was in the last weeks of her pregnancy, this girl’s beauty had magnetised the onlookers. It, and the Raffles-like character of the prisoner had made a cause célèbre of a sordid, commonplace story. Beauty in distress—more beautiful in distress. The shining blue of the eyes (speedwell? forget-me-not?), deepening with a change of mood or of light to violet; the tumble of corn-coloured hair; the glow on mouth and cheek which even her extreme distress could hardly quench: Bruce took them in again now while she talked, sitting upright on the edge of the black leather arm-chair as if she were being interviewed for a job. The voice, with its rough, boyish, countrified tone—he had heard it, in and out of Court, for so many hours; heard it give the evidence which condemned her lover, heard it so dramatically retract this evidence.

As she talked now about the enormities of the customers at the shop where she had served, keeping up conversation like a ring of fires to hold at bay the worse things prowling in the darkness beyond, Bruce was struck again by her lack of resentment. Even when she had exclaimed, “How could anyone be so wicked?” there was no bitterness in her voice, only a kind of sad curiosity. Daisy Bland, he judged, was a passive character: it was both her weakness and her strength—the weakness that abominable man had played on, and the strength, the yielding, accepting strength which would bring her, more or less whole, through this last ordeal.

On an impulse, he interrupted: “You’ll make a wonderful mother, Daisy.”

She turned the shining, sad blue eyes upon him. “Yes, perhaps I will,” she said slowly. “I could have made a good wife too, Mr. Rogers.”

“Think of the baby. It’s a marvellous baby.”

“Oh, he’s all right. He’s got ten of everything,” the girl listlessly replied. Shading her eyes from him, she turned to the window.

“Where’s the harbour?”

“The harbour? Well, you can’t see it from here. Over to the right. About half a mile.” Bruce was flustered again. Wherever one stepped, it led to dangerous ground. The harbour: the sea: the beach: the revolver buried under the pebbles and dug for by Daisy in full view of the plainclothes man on the esplanade: the unescapable, unforgivable trap into which she had been led.

“We were so happy here,” murmured Daisy, her face turned towards the distant sea. “It was romantic.”

The purity of her feeling redeemed even that cheap, soiled word. Bruce made another effort.

“It’s something to remember. The happiness. They can’t take that—”

“Yes, they can,” she said strenuously. “It’s gone. I can only remember I was happy. I can’t remember what it was like, feeling happy. All I know is, one moment we were on top of the world; and then he came back, half an hour later—I was still sitting on the front, like he’d told me—and I knew somehow it was, well, the end of the world. For me.”

“You feel like that now.”

“I’ll always feel like that. Unless—” She could not go on. Her eyes, avoiding the telephone, sought refuge anywhere. “What a lot of books! Have you read them all?”

“Yes. A fair time ago—some of them. For my examinations, you know.”

A thin finger, wearing the wedding-ring to which it was not entitled, rubbed along the top of one row.

“Oof, they’re dusty. Haven’t you anyone to clean up this place for you?”

“Yes, my dear, but—”

“Got a duster?”

“I—a duster?”

“That’s right.”

Bruce, rather bemusedly, rummaged through the drawers of his desk till he found what she wanted.

“But really, Daisy, you mustn’t—”

“Oh, don’t you see?” she broke out, in a tone of passionate desolation that Bruce was never to forget. “Don’t you see? I must be doing something. For someone.”

She was vigorously dusting the tops of the books when, three minutes later, the telephone bell rang. In one swirling movement she had dropped the duster, turned, was standing by the desk, her hand outstretched. Then, with a little renunciatory gesture, infinitely pathetic, she took back her hand, leaving it all to him.

Bruce Rogers reached for the receiver….


2. Lovers Meeting

It was on a spring day, some twenty months before, that Hugo and Daisy had first met. The pavements were wet after the night’s heavy rain, and flowers of cherry blossom, shaken down by the storm, lay stuck to them like pink paper rosettes. Now the morning was calm and fresh. Along the St. John’s Wood terrace pear blossom, cherry blossom, prunus sent up their coloured spray, and white clouds bloomed in the sky. A country-bred girl, who had only come to London the previous autumn, Daisy Bland sniffed the Maytime air, feeling a waft of excitement stronger than the home-sickness which such a scene might have been expected to provoke. In the country, one hardly noticed the flowers and the decorated branches. It was only a few minutes’ walk from the bus stop to Mrs. Chetwynd-Smythe’s house, and Daisy had no complaint against Madame Ramon for not sending her by taxi, urgent though her errand was. The other girls at the milliner’s shop would have nattered about Madame’s notorious meanness. Daisy swung along, with her free country stride, dangling the hat-box by its ribbon and enjoying the fresh smells, the exhilarated colour of trees and gardens.

A blackbird whistled a phrase overhead; as she turned the corner, Daisy was looking up into a tree, from which the crystal notes came, and collided heavily with a man walking fast the other way. The hat-box was knocked out of her hand, its ribbon slipped, and as




























































































A Note on the Author

Nicholas Blake is the pseudonym of poet and author, Cecil Day-Lewis, used primarily for his mystery series.



Cecil Day-Lewis CBE (1904 - 22) was a British poet from Ireland and the Poet Laureate from 1968 until his death in 1972. He is the father of actor Daniel Day-Lewis and documentary filmmaker and television chef Tamasin Day-Lewis.



Day-Lewis was born in Ballintubbert, County Laois, Ireland. He was the son of the Reverend Frank Cecil Day-Lewis and Kathleen Squires. After Day-Lewis’s mother died in 1906, he was brought up in London by his father, with the help of an aunt, spending summer holidays with relatives in Wexford. Day-Lewis continued to regard himself as Anglo-Irish for the remainder of his life, though after the declaration of the Republic of Ireland in 1948 he chose British rather than Irish citizenship, on the grounds that 1940 had taught him where his deepest roots lay. He was educated at Sherborne School and at Wadham College, Oxford, from which he graduated in 1927.
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