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EIGHT

‘Jimmy – darling!’

   Jimmy Latter rumpled his fair hair.

   ‘Well, it seems quite a good plan. Julia says—’

   Lois came up to him laughing and put her hand against his lips.

   ‘Oh, my dear, if it’s Julia! No, Jimmy, really – I do call it the limit! She doesn’t come near us for two years, and then she comes sailing in and wants to turn the house upside down. After all, you know, it is our house.’

   ‘Well, it is—’

   She was still laughing.

   ‘I’m glad you’ll admit that! But it wouldn’t be if you were to let Julia loose on it. She’s one of those energetic, upheaving sort of people, and I don’t honestly think we should care about being upheaved.’

   Jimmy was frowning.

   ‘She says Ellie’s breaking her heart.’

   Lois sighed.

   ‘She’s fretting about her husband. I don’t see how we can help that. She must try and pull herself together and not give way. She gets rather hysterical about it.’

   Jimmy continued to frown.

   ‘She oughtn’t to do too much. Julia says Mrs Huggins only comes once a week. Couldn’t we have her every day?’

   Those delicate brows of hers went up.

   ‘I suppose we could – if Julia thinks we ought to. Is there anything else she would like to suggest? If there is, of course she has only got to mention it.’

   Jimmy said rather shortly,

   ‘I don’t think you ought to take it that way. It wasn’t meant like that.’

   Lois laughed again.

   ‘Oh wasn’t it? I wonder how it was meant.’

   She put her hands on Jimmy’s shoulders and kissed him on the chin.

   ‘Now, darling, I want you to listen to me. Julia’s been down here for not quite twenty-four hours, and she proposes to rearrange everything and set us all to rights. It isn’t sense, you know. If I wasn’t a very sweet-tempered woman I should be angry. As it is, I can see she is one of those impulsive people who mean well. She’s very fond of Ellie, and she’s very fond of her own way. But really, darling, I can’t have her butting in like this. It’s beyond a joke.’

   He put his arms round her.

   ‘Look here, Lois, couldn’t we have Ronnie here – just for a bit?’

   She drew away from him, her laughter gone.

   ‘Oh, yes – if you want to break Ellie down. I suppose Julia thinks she is fit for that heavy nursing. I don’t. I think she wants rest and a change. As a matter of fact I’ve been going to speak to you about a plan of my own. We can’t really go on in this hugger-mugger way. I want to be able to ask people to stay, and to do some entertaining. It’s not quite settled yet, but I’ve heard of a really good butler and a couple of maids. They’ll cost the earth of course, but I think it’s time we got back to civilisation. If Ellie likes to stay here, of course she can, but I think she’d be the better for a change. Ronnie can be transferred to a convalescent home, and she can take a room near him. I’d really rather not have extra people in the house whilst the new staff are settling down. By the way, I’ve heard of just the thing for Minnie Mercer. Brenda Grey’s aunt wants a companion. Minnie is the born companion – isn’t she?’

   Jimmy stepped back.

   ‘Wait a minute, Lois – what’s all this? About Minnie, I mean. She’s not going? There’s no reason for her to go.’

   Lois was smiling.

   ‘Darling, there’s no reason for her to stay. You could hardly expect her to work under the butler.’

   ‘There would be no question of that. Minnie – why she’s been here for twenty-five years. She was Marcia’s friend. Why should she want to leave us?’

   Lois shrugged, making a graceful movement of it.

   ‘Don’t ask me. But I think she’s very wise. It saves me the trouble of giving her notice.’

   ‘Notice?’ Jimmy was gazing at her in a bewildered manner.

   ‘Darling, quite frankly, she wouldn’t fit in. If she has the sense to realise it, we shall all be saved a lot of bother.’ She smiled again and blew him a kiss. ‘Bear up, darling! You’ve no idea how nice it’s going to be to have the house running properly again.’

   They were in the small sitting-room opening upon the formal garden. For more than two hundred years it had belonged to the lady of the house. So far Lois had left it as it had been when Marcia inherited it from her predecessor, Jimmy Latter’s mother, who had died at his birth. The pale brocaded curtains had been hung for her, the faded carpet had been laid for her girlish feet to tread upon, but most of the furniture was older than that. Lois planned to bring it up-to-date. Even as she blew that kiss to Jimmy she was mentally replacing the Empire couch by a well sprung sofa and relegating a number of water-colour sketches to the attics. Jimmy had a sentimental attachment to them because they had been painted by his mother, but when the room was decorated they would have to come down, and she meant to see to it that they didn’t go up again.

   Neither she nor Jimmy had heard the door open whilst they were talking. The hand which had opened it did not close it again. When Lois went out of the room she found it still ajar.





ELEVEN

When Miss Silver had elicited that Mrs Latter was the only one of the household who took Turkish coffee, and that in fact only one other person had taken coffee at all – that the Turkish coffee was prepared by the cook in the kitchen, a drop of vanilla added, and the cup placed together with a sugar-basin and a miniature decanter of cognac upon a salver in the pantry where every member of the household could have had access to it, she shook her head slowly and said,

   ‘A very confusing incident. When was the next attack?’

   ‘On the following day, after lunch.’

   ‘Was it more severe, or less?’

   ‘About the same.’

   ‘Did you witness the attack?’

   ‘Yes, I did. She was very sick, poor girl.’

   Miss Silver was knitting rapidly.

   ‘But she was all right a little while afterwards? There were no ill effects?’

   ‘No, thank God.’

   ‘Now, Mr Latter – what did your wife eat at lunch that the rest of the party did not?’

   Jimmy rumpled his hair again.

   ‘That’s what’s so puzzling – she didn’t have anything.’

   ‘No coffee?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘Nothing to drink?’

   ‘She doesn’t drink at meals. Slimming, you know – but she’s got a lovely figure – she doesn’t need to.’

   The ribbing on Derek’s stocking was more than an inch deep. The needles twinkled briskly.

   ‘Mr Latter, will you tell me just what you had to eat?’

   Jimmy rubbed his nose.

   ‘Well now, let me see if I can remember. I ought to be able to, because I went over it with Minnie to see if there was anything which would account for Lois being upset, but there wasn’t. There was cold lamb and salad – lettuce, beetroot and tomato, and potatoes in their jackets. Then there was a cheese savoury, but Lois didn’t have any of that – and custard-glasses of fruit salad in syrup. She had one of those and so did I, and so did Ellie, and Antony, and Julia.’

   ‘They were separate custard-glasses?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Who served them?’

   ‘Lois had them in front of her. She took one, and helped the others.’

   ‘She helped herself?’

   ‘Oh, yes, definitely.’

   ‘Was there any reason why she should have taken one glass rather than another?’

   He dropped the keys again. This time he let them lie.

   ‘Yes, there was,’ he said. ‘There was only one without cream. I never thought about that – she doesn’t take cream.’

   Miss Silver stopped knitting for a moment. She looked at him gravely.

   ‘Who would have access to these glasses of fruit after the cook had prepared them?’

   He plunged into explanations.

   ‘Antony – my cousin Antony Latter – he collected the meat-plates and took them out. We haven’t a proper staff at present, so we wait on ourselves . . . Julia and Ellie, my step-sisters – Mrs Street – and Miss Vane – they were in and out . . . And so was Minnie. I didn’t want her to do anything, because there were plenty without her, but she would go. I think Julia brought in the savoury, and Minnie the custard-glasses. She will always be doing something – she’s so unselfish.’

   Miss Silver laid her knitting down on the arm of her chair and rose to her feet.

   ‘I think, Mr Latter, that you had better give me the particulars of your household before we go any farther. I find there is a tendency to confusion.’

   As he picked up his keys and followed her to the writing-table he had a guilty conviction that the confusion could be nobody’s fault but his own. If he had not had a step-mother who had remarried, it would all be so much easier to explain, but still there would have been Minnie who was no relation at all—

   At this point he became hopelessly fogged, because it occurred to him that if it hadn’t been for Marcia and her twins, Minnie never would have been imported into his household. He found himself quite unable to think of the last twenty-five years without her, and quite bewildered at the prospect of having to face a future in which she had no part. He watched gloomily whilst Miss Silver took out a bright red copybook, wrote a heading, and waited, pencil poised, for the particulars she desired.

   It cannot be said that the manner in which he produced them was calculated to clarify the situation. But Miss Silver was experienced and firm. When he digressed she brought him back, when he became involved she picked up a thread and disentangled it. In the end she had everyone written down neatly in her red copybook:



Mr James Latter – 51 – of Latter End, Rayle.

Mrs Latter – 37 – formerly Mrs Doubleday – two years married.

Antony Latter – 29 – first cousin – recently demobilised – about to enter family publishing business as a junior partner.

Miss Julia Vane and Mrs Street – 24 – twin daughters of Mr Latter’s stepmother. Mrs Street has a husband in hospital at Crampton. Miss Vane is engaged in literary work in London, but has been a frequent visitor during the past fortnight. Before that there was a breach.

Miss Minnie Mercer – 48 – daughter of the late Dr John Mercer, family physician to the Latter household, which she entered on her father’s death, just after Mrs Vane returned to Latter End as a widow for the second time. The twins were born a few months later.

Mrs Maniple – 70 – cook-housekeeper – in her fifty-fourth year of service at Latter End.

Polly Pell – 17 – kitchenmaid.

Mrs Huggins – occasional daily help.



Not a very long list, and not so very many particulars, but it had taken some time to get them.

   Miss Silver sat up straight with the pencil in her hand and gave a slight preliminary cough.

   ‘And now, Mr Latter, will you tell me if any of these people have a grudge against your wife?’

   ‘How could they have?’

   ‘That is for you to say. You mention, for instance, that Miss Vane, who is now a frequent visitor, had not been so for some time past – that strained relations had in fact existed. With whom had the quarrel been? With your wife?’

   ‘Well, there wasn’t exactly a quarrel. I must have given you a wrong impression. I hope you didn’t write it down. It was just they didn’t hit it off – at least Julia didn’t. Lois was an angel about it – never bore any malice – always said Julia would come round. And she has.’

   ‘There was no quarrel?’

   He shook his head.

   ‘Nothing to quarrel about. I’m very fond of Julia – always have been – but she flies off the handle. Very warm-hearted girl, but impulsive – doesn’t stop to think. Ellie’s quite different – gentle, you know. Bad luck for her, her husband losing a leg like that . . .’ He wandered off into a life-history of Ronnie Street, from which Miss Silver presently recalled him.

   ‘Quite so, Mr Latter. I hope that he will soon be sufficiently restored to take up the appointment of which you speak. Now about Miss Mercer. You say she is leaving your household after twenty-five years in it. Is that in consequence of any breach with your wife?’

   Jimmy showed considerable distress.

   ‘Oh, no – of course not. She wants to go.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘That is not an answer to my question, Mr Latter. Why does she want to go?’

   He ran a hand through his hair.

   ‘I don’t know. And that’s what’s worrying me – it’s not only the time she’s been with us, but all the time before. You see, my mother died when I was born, and my father couldn’t bear it. He went off abroad – travelling about, you know. Well, Mrs Mercer took me on. She’d just lost a child. Minnie was born three years later. My father didn’t marry again till I was fifteen. I was with the Mercers till I went to school, and for the holidays after that. Minnie is all the same as my sister.’

   Miss Silver’s small nondescript eyes regarded him intelligently.

   ‘Sisters and wives do not always agree, Mr Latter.’

   Jimmy rubbed his nose.

   ‘No – no. Can’t think why women don’t hit it off. Not that Lois – besides you couldn’t quarrel with Minnie – nobody could. She’s one of those quiet, gentle girls – always doing things for other people – never thinking about herself. But Lois says she gets on her nerves.’ He rubbed in a most scarifying manner. ‘Why should she?’

   ‘I do not know, Mr Latter. It is quite possible that Mrs Latter does not know either. But you have said quite enough to account for Miss Mercer’s decision to go elsewhere.’

   He looked wretched.

   ‘I asked her point-blank why she wanted to go, and I couldn’t get to the bottom of it. You’ve only to look at her to see how unhappy she is. Why, I begged her to stay, and she only turned as white as a sheet and went out of the room.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘Well, Mr Latter, there are two members of your household who are not on very good terms with your wife. What about Mrs Street?’

   It took Jimmy Latter about a quarter of an hour to explain how angelic Lois had been to Ellie – ‘Looked after her like a mother. And of course, as she says, it would never do to have that poor chap Ronnie Street in the house – Ellie would only wear herself out.’

   Miss Silver mentally added Ellie Street to the list of those who had no great reason to love Mrs Latter. Her enquiry as to the attitude of Mr Antony Latter also provided some grounds for speculation.

   ‘Oh, he was quite a pal of Lois’ – knew her before I did. In fact I don’t mind saying I got the wind up about him. Of course he’s a bit younger, but she doesn’t look her age – not anything like. And there they were, always about together – well, I give you my word, I didn’t think I’d got a chance. Antony’s one of those clever chaps. I never thought she’d look at me, but she did – I can’t think why. Anyhow he’s been off abroad for the last two years – just got demobilised. I told you about that.’

   Miss Silver had one more question.

   ‘Your cook, Mrs Maniple – has she any reason to dislike your wife?’

   ‘Oh, no.’

   ‘She is not under notice to leave?’

   Jimmy looked quite horrified.

   ‘Of course not! Why, she saw me christened.’

   Miss Silver wrote a few more lines in the red copybook. Then, closing it, she looked up and said,

   ‘I would like you to tell me a little more about your wife and these attacks she has been having. The two you have described occurred about a fortnight ago. I imagine that you would not have come to see me unless something had occurred since then. Now that I am clear as to your household, I should like you to tell me of these more recent happenings. When, for instance, did Mrs Latter begin to think that someone was trying to poison her?’

   ‘After the second attack. She told me then about going to see this chap Memnon – said he’d warned her about poison.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘When was the next incident, Mr Latter?’

   Jimmy rubbed his nose.

   ‘Well, I don’t know. I’ve been away – had to go down to Devonshire to settle up the affairs of an old cousin of mine. Lois didn’t say anything when I came back, but now she says she didn’t feel at all well once or twice whilst I was away. To tell you the honest truth, I didn’t take a great deal of notice – I mean, I thought something had just happened to upset her. People do get upset – don’t they? That first time, for instance, we had had a very good sort of dish with mushrooms in it – well, you know there might have been a bad one. And the second time there was the fruit salad – all dodged up with kümmel – I mean, it might have upset her. And when I came home, there she was, looking the picture of health, so I thought perhaps she’d just got it a bit on her mind because of what this Memnon chap had said to her.’

   ‘Very natural, Mr Latter.’

   ‘But the day after I came back she was very bad again, after drinking her coffee.’

   ‘The Turkish coffee which was made specially for her?’

   ‘Yes. She was sipping it, and we were talking, when all at once she said, “There’s something wrong with this coffee,” and she put down the cup and ran out of the room. I went after her, and she was very sick, poor girl. When I could leave her I went back to get hold of the coffee-cup. It had been taken through into the pantry, but the dregs were there. I took it over to Crampton in the morning to a big chemist’s shop. There was plenty left at the bottom of the cup, and they got it analysed.’

   ‘Well, Mr Latter?’

   He looked at her with puzzled eyes.

   ‘They didn’t find anything.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘Is your wife imaginative – neurotic?’

   ‘I shouldn’t have said so.’

   ‘There are two possibilities in this case. One is that Mrs Latter has induced these attacks by becoming obsessed with the idea of poison. The other—’ She paused for a moment. ‘Mr Latter, has it occurred to you that the dregs in the coffee-cup might have been tampered with?’

   He appeared to be very much startled.

   ‘How do you mean – tampered with?’

   She replied with gravity.

   ‘If a noxious drug had been introduced into the coffee, the dregs might have been thrown away, the cup washed out, and a little more coffee poured in.’

   He stared at her.

   ‘That’s what Lois said when I came back and told her about the chemist. She said the cup might have been washed, and anyone might have done it.’

   ‘Who were present, Mr Latter?’

   ‘Antony, Julia, Ellie, Minnie, Lois, and myself.’

   ‘And Mrs Maniple and the girl Polly in the kitchen?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Who took the cup out to the pantry?’

   ‘Minnie did.’

   ‘Could any of the others have had the opportunity of washing it?’

   He looked wretchedly unhappy.

   ‘Minnie didn’t wash it – I asked her. I asked them all, because Lois said that one of them must have washed it. But they all said they hadn’t.’

   ‘What did your wife say to that?’

   ‘She said that any of them could have done it.’

   ‘Was that the case?’

   ‘I suppose it was. Ellie went out to speak to Mrs Maniple, and Julia went to look for her. Antony went with her.’

   ‘And were they together all the time?’

   He rubbed his nose.

   ‘No, they weren’t. There was a lot of coming and going. As a matter of fact it’s all very worrying and uncomfortable, because Lois has got it into her head that someone is trying to poison her, and it means she thinks it’s someone in the family.’

   Miss Silver closed her eyes for a moment. She had seen photographs in the picture papers of the beautiful Mrs Latter. She was trying to recall those photographs. She looked at Jimmy and said,

   ‘I have seen pictures of your wife. I should like to refresh my memory. Have you by any chance a photograph?’

   He took a folding case out of his breast pocket and handed it to her with a look of anxious pride. The portrait inside was a miniature on ivory. He said as he watched her scrutiny,

   ‘It’s exactly like.’

   Miss Silver looked at the miniature for quite a long time. During that time the idea of Lois Latter as the subject of an hysterical fancy faded from her mind. This was the portrait of a resolute and strong-willed woman. The line of cheek and jaw, the moulding of the chin, the curve of the lips, were eloquent of this. The beautiful red mouth was hard. The eyes, for all their beauty and their brightness, were hard. This was a woman who knew what she wanted and knew how to get it.

   The case was handed back across the table with the remark that it appeared to be a speaking likeness. Then, while Jimmy was agreeing, she fixed her serious gaze upon him and said,

   ‘Would you like me to tell you what I really think, Mr Latter?’

   ‘Yes, yes – of course I would.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘Before I do so, will you tell me if there were any ill effects from this last attack? For instance, did your wife rejoin the party in the drawing-room as she did on a previous occasion?’

   ‘Yes, she did,’ said Jimmy. ‘She seemed to be quite all right again, I’m thankful to say.’

   Miss Silver spoke with authority.

   ‘Then I do not believe that an attempt has been made to poison her. I think that someone has been playing a trick. A very wrong and spiteful trick of course, but not, I think, intended to have any serious consequences. The symptoms you have described could be produced by a harmless emetic such as ipecacuanha, a drug which is to be found in most households, and whose sweetish, not unpleasant taste would be readily disguised by fruit-salad or coffee – especially if, as in this instance, sugar and a liqueur were added.’

   She saw his face revert so suddenly to its natural boyishness as to suggest a ludicrous comparison with one of those rubber masks which can be drawn out to look lugubrious or compressed into jollity. Miss Silver dismissed this irrelevancy from her thought, and answered his smile with one of her own.

   He said, ‘That’s marvellous—’ and then broke off. ‘But there isn’t anyone who would play a trick like that. I mean, who would?’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘Do you really wish me to answer that question, Mr Latter?’

   He stared.

   ‘Why, yes – of course.’

   ‘Then I should have to come down and stay in the house.’

   ‘Would you?’

   She inclined her head.

   ‘If you wish me to take up the case professionally.’

   He pushed back his chair, appeared to be about to get up, but changed his mind.

   ‘Well, I don’t know—’ he said in a doubtful tone. ‘No – I don’t know at all. I can’t believe that anyone in the family would do a thing like that – I can’t really. I don’t feel I can bring a detective in on them – I mean, it would upset the whole bag of tricks.’

   ‘It would not be necessary for them to know that I was a detective.’

   The colour came up into his face.

   ‘Oh, I couldn’t do that,’ he said quickly. He got to his feet. ‘It’s been very good of you to let me come and see you. It’s relieved my mind no end – it really has.’ His voice became tinged with embarrassment. ‘Will you tell me what I – I mean I owe you something – besides being awfully grateful – don’t I?’

   Her smile had the effect of making him feel about ten years old.

   ‘Not unless you decide to employ me, Mr Latter.’ She got up and put out her hand. ‘May I give you a word of advice?’

   ‘I should be very grateful.’

   He took her hand for a moment, and found it cool and small in his. She withdrew it and said,

   ‘Do not try to combine in one household people who are not really congenial to one another. Until your marriage, Miss Mercer was to all intents and purposes the mistress of the house. She is now in a different, and possibly difficult, position. I think her decision to go elsewhere is wise. Pray do not attempt to dissuade her. In the same way with your two young stepsisters, Mrs Street and Miss Vane – until you married, Latter End was their home. It is unwise for them to continue to look upon it in that light. Encourage them in every way you can, even if possible financially, to make homes and centres of interest for themselves—’ She paused, and added, ‘You might, I think, consider pensioning your old housekeeper, if it could be kindly done. So old a servant does not always fit in with a new mistress, and after more than fifty years of service she has earned a rest. There is one thing more. I should strongly advise Mrs Latter to avoid eating or drinking anything which is separately or especially prepared for herself. Good-bye, Mr Latter.’





FIFTEEN

It was not a comfortable game of bridge, but at least it afforded no opportunity for a tête-à-tête. Jimmy was fuddled, touchy – the word suspicion presented itself, and was rejected – but he was, most undoubtedly, in every way the opposite of his usual self. He held magnificent cards, and played them with a lavish disregard for everything except the whim of the moment. Julia, who partnered him, had the air of being somewhere else. Her features seemed to have closed down over her thoughts. From start to finish she did not utter an unnecessary word. Lois looked merely bored. If she did not speak, it was because, very plainly, it wasn’t worth the trouble. No, not a comfortable game, but vastly preferable to being alone with Lois.

   ‘I’m afraid I’ll have to be off rather early in the morning.’ He addressed Jimmy. ‘There’s a man I want to catch. He’s only passing through London – coming down on the night train from Scotland. It’s rather important for me to see him. I think I’d better try and catch him at breakfast. He’s not going to have much spare time.’

   Jimmy gave a sort of grunt.

   ‘Rather sudden, isn’t it?’

   ‘Well, no – not really. It was my coming down here that was sudden. I had to fit it in, as you wanted to see me on business.’

   Lois raised her eyebrows.

   ‘Business?’

   ‘My business,’ said Jimmy Latter.

   Julia looked suddenly and directly at Antony. Her face had come awake. She said nothing, and almost immediately took up the cards and began to deal.

   Lois laughed.

   ‘I hope you don’t expect any of us to get up and see you off!’

   At half past ten everyone was ready to say good night.

   Antony went up to the room which had been his since he was ten years old. It was on the first floor, but separated from the principal bedrooms by a door giving upon the back stairs. The stairs went down steeply from a landing with, on the left, a small sewing-room where Marcia Vane’s maid used to work in the days when people had maids to sew for them, and, on the right, the room which was still called ‘Antony’s room’. There was also a bathroom.

   As he was going along to have a bath, a girl came up the back stairs. He slowed down to let her go to wherever it was she was going, and saw her pass along the passage to the old sewing-room. Just before she got to it she looked back at him over her shoulder. He saw extravagantly waved fair hair, extravagantly darkened lashes, a mouth like a scarlet gash, and peeping pale blue eyes.

   He went into the bathroom and shut the door. If this was Gladys Marsh, he was not surprised that she didn’t go down well with Julia and Ellie. As he turned on the taps and blessed Manny for having the water piping hot, he reflected that if Joe Marsh had been lacking in filial piety he would probably not go unrequited.

   He lingered in the hot water. The worst was over. He would take the road before seven, and wild horses wouldn’t get him back to Latter End until – he had a feeling that it might be the Greek kalends. Whether Lois was serious or not, it was extremely evident that she meant to precipitate a scene. Just why? He wondered then, and was to wonder more in the horrible days to come – and never to be quite sure that he had found the answer.

   He put it away and switched his thoughts with determination to his business with Latimer. His book was extraordinarily good – there was no doubt about that. The firm took exception to the handling of certain incidents. They were getting him to tackle Latimer, who was notoriously touchy. Antony had served with him in the early part of the war. There was some degree of friendship. The middle-aged partners had patted the new boy on the back and told him to go to it. ‘You’ll have to exercise tact. We don’t want to lose him, but we can’t publish those chapters as they stand.’ He wondered how prickly Latimer was going to be, and then found himself thinking that he owed him something for providing such a good excuse for an early start. Nobody but Julia was to know that Latimer and he were to have lunched together. For that matter, they would probably do so still. Breakfast after a night in the train wasn’t perhaps the moment when a tactful approach would be appreciated, but as an excuse it served a useful turn.

   He came back to his room, and to the realisation that it was probably the last night he would ever spend there. His books still filled the shelves of a huge ramshackle bookcase, the sort that runs up to the ceiling and down to the floor – the bottom shelf crammed with bound volumes of the Boy’s Own Paper; school prizes in the next, the kind you never read; and so on through the idols of his teens to long rows of small leather-bound editions at the top. Some of them he would want to take. For the rest, what did one do with the relics of one’s youth? They ought to have gone in salvage during the war, but he could just see Jimmy with his foot down and a peremptory ‘None of Mr Antony’s things!’ If he couldn’t think what to do with the books, the pictures were much worse – an endless collection of school groups, college groups – rows and rows of faces, blazers, jerseys. A bonfire was really the only solution. The years of the war made an impassable gulf between himself and the face, the blazer, the jersey, which had been his on the farther side of it.

   He stood looking at one or two of the later groups, and found it melancholy work. Bill Rogers, killed at Alamein – Jervis at Hellfire Corner – Mapleton in the blitz – Anstey in Burma – Danvers in France – Macdonald just gone, nobody knew where. No use looking back. Good fellows with whom he had had a good time, but you have to go on . . . He reflected that there was another side to it. Thompson was a Brigadier. Amusing in its way, because Thompson hadn’t really cut much ice with the crowd. Well, Antony Latter who had cut quite a lot of ice in his day was only a captain. It all depended on what you pulled out of the bag. He was lucky to be alive and sound after Alamein and the wound which had kept him on the shelf for two years. The thing he really resented was breaking his leg in France because he’d been given a lift in a jeep by a chap who had never driven one before and had got off himself without a scratch.

   He switched onto a plan for asking Julia to clear up his room, and then thought perhaps better not, because it might hurt Jimmy’s feelings. He had reached this point, when a very slight sound made him turn.

   Besides the ordinary door of this room there was another. It wasn’t one you would notice unless you happened to know it was there, because it















































EIGHTEEN

Miss Silver took up the telephone receiver. There was a considerable buzzing on the line. A high, young voice said, ‘So I told him I’d never speak to him again—’ and ceased abruptly. Miss Silver speculated with mild interest as to whether this was a sidelight on the love affairs of the rather spectacular young woman who had recently moved into the flat below her own. She had encountered her in the lift, but had never heard her voice, or she would not have had to speculate.

   The buzzing continued. In the midst of it her own name sounded very faintly. She at once repeated it in a precise manner. Quite suddenly the line was clear. A man’s voice said, dragging on the words,

   ‘I want to speak to Miss Silver.’

   ‘This is Miss Silver speaking.’

   The drag became more evident.

   ‘She’s dead. You said it was a trick. But she’s dead.’

   Miss Silver’s face assumed a grave expression.

   ‘Is that Mr Latter?’

   The voice said, ‘She’s dead.’ It was like listening to a gramophone record which is running down.

   She said, ‘Dear me!’ And then, ‘I am very sorry indeed, Mr Latter. Is there anything I can do?’

   ‘You said – you could – come down—’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘Is that what you wish me to do?’

   ‘You said – you would—’ Jimmy Latter’s voice faded out. A faraway click suggested that he had replaced the receiver – perhaps to plunge his head in his hands and sit there waiting.

   It never took Miss Silver very long either to make up her mind or to complete her preparations for a journey. She would travel in her afternoon dress, with the black cloth coat which she had had for so many years that its waisted style had been in and out of fashion quite a number of times. Since the stuff showed no sign of wear, the idea of discarding it would have shocked her. In her shabby but serviceable suitcase she packed a silk daydress for wear in the evening – it was as a matter of fact her last summer’s best – and a genuinely antique black velvet coatee as a provision against possible draughts. Country houses were sadly prone to draughts. In view of a possible change in the weather, she also packed a small fur tippet, rather pale with age but astonishingly well preserved.

   It would be unbecoming to pry into a lady’s underwear. Miss Silver’s was sensible, warm, and hard-wearing – the stockings of black thread, the dressing-gown of crimson flannel trimmed with cream crochet lace of her own making. There were also a pair of slippers, the beaded house-shoes, and, carefully wrapped in a white silk handkerchief, a worn and well read Bible. None of these things took long to assemble, nor did the invaluable Emma Meadows require any instructions. After keeping house for Miss Silver for twenty years she took everything just as it came with imperturbable calm.

   Miss Silver caught her train comfortably. She had time to send a telegram to announce the hour of its arrival. She had time to settle herself in a corner seat with her suitcase in the rack overhead. After which she removed her gloves, took her knitting out of a shabby capacious handbag, and went on with Derek’s second stocking.

   She had a very pleasant journey. A delightful middle-aged lady who had recently returned from France gave her an extremely interesting account of social conditions there, and the agreeable gentleman in the opposite corner was able to contribute a most informative description of the island of Cyprus. Really quite an instructive afternoon.

   The station for Rayle is Weston, a slightly larger place some three miles away. When Miss Silver alighted a tall, dark young man advanced to meet her, introducing himself as Antony Latter.

   ‘Jimmy is my cousin. He is too knocked over to come and meet you himself.’

   As he picked up her suitcase and led the way through the booking-hall to where his car was waiting, Antony concluded that poor old Jimmy must have had a complete mental breakdown. Nothing else would account for importing this dowdy elderly spinster into his tragic affairs. She looked like a composite portrait of the Victorian governess, and she talked like it too – if you could imagine a portrait endowed with speech. With the feeling that her arrival was just about the last straw, he bestowed her and her luggage and drove away.

   Rather to his surprise, she chose to sit beside him in the front of the car. He was irritatingly aware of her, prim and upright in an impossible hat, a shabby black umbrella depending from her wrist, her hands in worn kid gloves clasped upon a bulging bag.

   They had driven perhaps for half a mile, when she turned to him with a slight dry cough.

   ‘Would it be possible for you to draw up for a little, Mr Latter? Your cousin was too agitated to give me any information. I know nothing except that Mrs Latter is dead, and that he wished me to come down. I should be glad to have a simple statement of what has occurred.’

   They were in a lane with hedges on either side. The afternoon was fine though not warm. September had thinned the sunshine. There was already a breath of damp from the fields on either side, even a hint that the damp might turn to frost before the morning. The hips and haws in the hedgerows were ripening fast. As he stopped the car unwillingly he resented the parody on his conversation with Julia. They had talked in a lane this morning. She had sat where Miss Silver was sitting now. She had had the mist in her hair. She had looked at him with tragic eyes and asked him whether he would mind if they were engaged – ‘Just while this is going on.’

   The travesty repelled him. He avoided looking at Miss Silver as he said,

   ‘I’ll tell you as much as I know. But it’s second-hand – I wasn’t here.’

   ‘If you will be so good.’

   She listened attentively while he repeated what Julia had told him. He did not go beyond the immediate facts surrounding Lois’s death – the evening meal; the two cups of coffee; who were present in the drawing-room; Julia’s absence after she had brought in the tray; her finding Lois unconscious at ten o’clock. When he had finished she said,

   ‘Thank you.’ And then, ‘The police, of course, have been notified?’

   ‘Yes.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘May I enquire, Mr Antony, whether they have been informed of Mrs Latter’s previous attacks of sickness? Do they know she had declared that someone was attempting to poison her?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Was it Mr Latter who informed them?’

   ‘No, it wasn’t.’

   Why did she want to know that? It startled him. He turned, glanced at her, and met a look of such direct intelligence that he received something like an electric shock.

   ‘Then who gave them this information, Mr Antony?’

   ‘A girl called Gladys Marsh – Mrs Marsh. She’s the wife of a man in the village, a tenant of my cousin’s, but she was staying in the house and more or less acting as maid to Mrs Latter.’

   The look of intelligence became quite piercing.

   ‘Maid – and confidante?’

   Antony said, ‘Perhaps – I don’t know. A persevering eaves-dropper at any rate.’

   Miss Silver nodded.

   ‘A dangerous person to have in the house.’

   His ‘Yes’ was so heartfelt that she drew her own conclusions from it. It appeared to her to be very probable that he could have said a good deal more about Gladys Marsh if he had chosen to do so, and perhaps about some other things as well.

   She preserved a short silence, during which Antony adjusted himself. The electric shock which he had received had left him with the need of adjustment. The little governess person whom he had met at the station was there before him in her dowdy clothes, but startlingly clear to his inner vision was quite a different Miss Silver. He was sufficiently intelligent himself to recognise and respect intelligence. The impression he had received was of an intelligence keener than his own, a controlled and ordered thought, a cool authority. It surprised him very much. He had for the moment a sense of double vision – of two Miss Silvers indefinitely linked, and then quite suddenly, as if by some focusing action of the mind, quite definitely merged. There was only one Miss Silver, but she was not what he had taken her for. Unconsciously his manner changed.

   Miss Silver, who had been watching him, produced an encouraging smile. Like a great many other people who had had dealings with her he had a flash-back to his schoolroom days – his very first schoolroom when he was a very small boy, everything frightfully new and desperately unknown. And the teacher, that awful, godlike being behind the desk, had looked at him and smiled – ‘Come, Latter – I’m sure you know that answer.’ Absurd reminiscence. He had a smile for it himself.

   Miss Silver was saying, ‘Pray continue, Mr Latter. I shall be glad to know just how things stand.’

   His face hardened.

   ‘I came down early this morning. Miss Vane rang me up. By the way, do you know who we all are?’

   ‘I think so. Mr Latter gave me a good deal of information when he came to see me. You mean Miss Julia Vane?’

   His brows drew together.

   ‘Yes – my fiancée.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘Mr Latter did not mention that.’

   He said shortly, ‘We were not engaged then.’

   ‘I see. Miss Vane telephoned you, and you came down early.’

   ‘Yes. My cousin is in a dreadful state.’ He hesitated for a moment and then went on. ‘There had been a—’ He hesitated again.

   ‘A quarrel?’

   Something inside him said, ‘How did you know?’ He would have denied it if it had been any use. But it wasn’t any use. Murder is like the day of judgment – the secrets of all hearts are opened. He frowned deeply and took another word.

   ‘They had had a disagreement. It makes it much worse for him. He reproaches himself. And the police—’

   ‘Yes, Mr Antony?’

   He said gloomily,

   ‘It puts ideas into their heads. That’s why we thought it would be a good thing if you came down. That is to say, it was my cousin who thought about it. It’s the only thing that has seemed to rouse him at all, and we agreed that he ought to have someone to advise him.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘You say that it puts ideas into their heads. What kind of ideas?’

   ‘I expect you can guess.’

   There was a shade of reproof in her look.

   ‘What I require just now is facts, not guesswork, Mr Antony. I would like the answers to one or two questions. Has the post-mortem taken place? If it has, to what is Mrs Latter’s death attributed?’

   She got her answer to both questions in a single word.

   ‘Morphia.’ Then, after a moment, ‘A considerable quantity.’

   She said, ‘Dear me! Was she known to have any in her possession?’

   He shook his head.

   ‘She never took drugs. She was boasting about it one of the last times I saw her. She had – a very good complexion. She was laughing and saying it was because she never took anything like that. I don’t know how we got on to the subject, but that’s what she said.’

   ‘Morphia is not very easy to get hold of nowadays. It could be obtained abroad . . . Did anyone else in the house have any in their possession?’

   ‘Not that I know of – I should think it most unlikely. I’m the only one who has been abroad. I certainly did not bring any morphia back with me.’

   Miss Silver gave him a long look, deep, kind, and searching.

   ‘Do you think that Mrs Latter committed suicide?’

   ‘I should say it was most unlikely.’

   He received an inclination of the head which appeared to express approval.

   ‘That is honest of you. It will make my work very much easier if everyone will be as frank. It would interest me to hear your reasons for the opinion you have just expressed.’

   Antony was not feeling particularly frank. The midnight scene in his room stuck in his mind. He didn’t believe that Lois had taken her life. He told himself with emphasis that he didn’t believe it. But she might have done. She had offered herself and been refused, and Jimmy had come in. Suppose it really was suicide . . . He felt a kind of horror at the thought, which was purely instinctive, since reason was prompt to suggest that any other solution must be more horrible still. He spoke quickly lest Miss Silver should read his thoughts.

   ‘She was very fond of her life. She had most things she wanted – good looks, health, money. She was full of plans.’

   Miss Silver considered that. She put the word ‘most’ away for future thought. She enquired,

   ‘Do the police reject the idea of suicide?’

   ‘I gather the local Inspector made it tolerably clear that he didn’t think much of it. What the Yard people think, I don’t know. They haven’t been here very long.’

   Miss Silver looked up brightly.

   ‘Do you mean that Scotland Yard has been called in?’

   ‘Yes. I take it that means they don’t think it’s suicide.’ He gave a short hard laugh. ‘Old Marsfield, the Chief Constable, is a family friend. My guess is he’s dropping the case before it burns his fingers. He’s a bit of an old woman anyway. The idea of encountering a criminal in his own walk of life has never occurred to him till now, and it’s given him the jitters – he can’t get rid of us fast enough. Hence Chief Inspector Lamb and Sergeant Abbott.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘Two excellent and intelligent officers,’ she said.





About the author



Patricia Wentworth was born in India and after



writing several romances turned her hand to crime.



She wrote dozens of bestselling mysteries and



was recognised as one of the mistresses of classic



crime. She died in 1961.


OPF/image/cover.jpg





