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EIGHT

THEY MADE ROOM for her. Richard pulled up a chair. Caroline caught her hand as she passed and held it against her cheek.

   ‘Oh, darling – you’re still cold!’

   ‘It’s only my hands,’ said Rachel Treherne. Her face burned. She leaned back and screened it from the fire.

   ‘What were the parents talking to you about?’ said Cherry in an inquisitive voice.

   They were still talking to each other at the far end of the room. Anger had loosened Rachel’s tongue. With a trace of surprise she heard herself say,

   ‘Something that I don’t want to go on talking about.’

   Cherry’s eyes sparkled maliciously.

   ‘Oh, then it was Maurice. And I bet they wanted you to give him money – as usual. But if there’s any going, I’m a much more deserving object.’

   ‘I said I didn’t want to talk about it, Cherry.’

   Maurice was glaring at his sister. Richard Treherne struck in.

   ‘I saw the most extraordinary thing when I was on my way over this afternoon. I came the cliff way, and as I passed Tollage’s place, he’d got two men digging out a length of that old mixed hedge of his. A great pity, for it makes a good wind-break, but his wife wants to see the sea from her drawing-room windows. Well, the men called out to me as I passed and showed me half a dozen adders they’d dug out, laid up for the winter under the hedge. There was quite a crowd of village boys hanging round on the watch to see if any more would turn up.’

   Maurice laughed.

   ‘Pity Cherry wasn’t there,’ he said. ‘An adder would make just the right kind of pet for her.’

   Cherry rolled her eyes at Richard. She had changed into a pale green dress with no back, no sleeves, and very little front. Her skin was as white and as smooth as milk. She said in an affected voice,

   ‘Oh, I should love a snake!’

   Richard’s eyes met hers with rather an odd look.

   ‘Well, you had your chance. You must have come that way.’

   ‘Adders are rather dull,’ said Cherry. ‘What I should adore is one of those long, slinky, thin ones, bright emerald green, with a forked tongue. And it must be long enough to go three times round my arm and then do a sort of coil round the neck.’

   ‘I hate snakes,’ said Caroline in her soft voice.

   She was wearing green too – a bright stuff patterned with silver. It had long sleeves, and a long skirt, and a high draped neck. Richard thought, ‘She looks like leaves coming out in the spring – with the sun on them – all warm and fresh. Oh, Caroline darling!’ But on the surface he produced a slightly cynical smile and observed,

   ‘Let us by all means get up a family subscription and present Cherry with a garter snake for her next birthday.’

   Cherry laughed her fleeting laugh.

   ‘Oh, Dicky – how wizard! But why a garter? Do I know them?’

   ‘I believe they are green – and – very poisonous.’

   ‘And that’s what you get for calling him Dicky,’ said Maurice.

   The Wadlows came back into the circle at what Rachel felt to be an opportune moment. What was the matter with Cherry that she must always be a disturbing element? . . . Jealous of Caroline? . . . Yes, undoubtedly. . . . Attracted by Richard? . . . Perhaps. . . . Oh, dear – poor Cherry – what waste of time!

   She came back to hear Richard say,

   ‘You’ve met Gale Brandon, haven’t you, Rachel?’

   ‘Yes – quite a number of times. In fact I always seem to be meeting him. But I didn’t know you knew him.’

   ‘Ah! He’s a prospective client. Merrivale introduced us, and he wants me to build him a very odd kind of a house, as far as I can make out. We had rather a disconnected sort of conversation, because Merrivale was telling a long story about how he photographed a lion on the Zambesi. At least, it started by being a story about a lion, but a lot of other beasts seemed to crop up as it went along. Merrivale was holding forth in front of the fire like he always does, and this man Gale Brandon had me by the arm walking me up and down and telling me all about how to build a house, so that the whole thing got rather mixed up, and my idea that the house is going to be on the odd side may be due to the way Merrivale’s lions and alligators and baboons and things kept bounding in and out of the conversation. It may all turn out rather less like the zoo than it seems at present. By the way, a further complication was that the man Brandon kept breaking off to talk about Whincliff Edge. It appeared to be a good deal on his mind, but whether it was the house that he admired or you, Rachel, I couldn’t quite make out.’

   Rachel smiled.

   ‘He’s an American, you know. I think he admires everything. He hasn’t been over here very long, and he’s full of enthusiasm. I believe he even admires the climate, but I expect today has shaken him there.’

   ‘I’ll tell you something he doesn’t admire,’ said Richard, ‘and that is our Louisa. He asked me in his ingenuous manner why you had had a vinegar plant installed.’

   Cherry giggled. Mabel Wadlow pursed her lips and murmured ‘Impertinent!’ Ernest gazed judicially through his tilted lenses and pronounced,

   ‘Really most offensive. He shouldn’t have said that.’

   With the cold light of controversy in his eye Maurice intervened.

   ‘Nobody could possibly like Louisa – she’s a thoroughly disagreeable woman. But that is not her fault – it’s the fault of your damned capitalism. You take one person, and you give them money, power, position, authority. You take another—’

   Caroline’s eyes danced suddenly. She leaned to Richard and said at his very ear, ‘He’s going to call Louisa a wage-slave – I feel it in my bones,’ and even as she said it, Maurice did.

   ‘You make her a wage-slave, relying for her very bread upon a condition of servile dependency—’

   Cherry’s laugh rang out.

   ‘Well, I shouldn’t have called Louisa servile,’ she said, and for once everyone agreed with her.

   ‘Louisa is dreadfully rude,’ said Caroline. ‘Even to Rachel. Even to Noisy – isn’t she, adored angel?’

   Neusel had the middle of the hearthrug. The upper and lower chests having been sufficiently toasted, he had just turned over. A pleasing warmth now played upon the spine. The melting note in Caroline’s voice, and what he felt to be her very proper form of address, induced him to lift one eyelid slightly and give a very faint twitch to the end of the tail. He then relapsed into an ancestral dream in which he bearded a vast archaic badger in its lair and slew it.

   Rachel Treherne laughed rather ruefully.

   ‘Louisa can be rude,’ she said. ‘But she thinks it’s good for us, and she is really devoted.’

   Caroline shook her head.

   ‘To you, darling, but not to us – definitely. She simply hates us.’

   ‘Oh, Caroline!’

   ‘She would like to take you away to a desert island and wait on you hand and foot – it sticks out all over her.’

   ‘And finish up by dying for you in some highly spectacular way,’ said Richard.

   Rachel laughed, but there was a troubled look in her eyes. She changed the subject, and the talk drifted away to winter sports and to a girl called Mildred that Cherry had met at Andermatt who was engaged to a fabulously rich young man called Bob. They were to be married some time early in December, and Cherry was to be a bridesmaid.

   ‘And we shall have to give her a wedding present, I suppose,’ said Mabel Wadlow in her discontented voice. ‘She’s got everything she wants, and she’s marrying a man who’s got more than he knows what to do with, but I suppose we shall have to try and think of something.’

   ‘I should love to give her a diamond spray from Woolworth’s,’ said Cherry. ‘I should adore to see her face when she got it. I say, Maurice, let’s do it anonymously. I’ve got an old old case of Cartier’s and we could put it in that.’

   ‘And who’s been giving you a brooch from Cartier’s?’ said Maurice. ‘And where is it anyhow?’

   ‘Darling, I pawned it immediately – what do you think?’

   ‘Cherry!’ Mabel Wadlow fluttered with anxiety. ‘What is all this? I insist upon knowing.’

   Cherry laughed.

   ‘Darling, if you’re going to come over all maternal, I’m off.’

   ‘Cherry, answer your mother!’ said Ernest.

   She laughed again.

   ‘What a fuss! Bob gave me a brooch, I pawned it, and that’s all there is about it.’

   ‘But, Cherry—’

   ‘And I’m not the only person who knows the way to a popshop – am I, Car-o-line? The bother is they always do you down. What did they give you on your diamond ring, Carrie?’

   Caroline did not speak. She looked at Richard. He said,

   ‘You haven’t told us what you got for your brooch.’

   ‘About a quarter of what it was worth,’ said Cherry. ‘Quite a bit of luck my meeting Caroline – wasn’t it? She went out as I came in, and the man showed me her ring, but he wouldn’t tell me what he’d given her for it.’

   Richard smiled agreeably.

   ‘Nor will she,’ he said.





EIGHTEEN

WHEN MISS SILVER reached her own room she sat down on a small upright chair and plunged into thought for the space of about ten minutes. Then she glanced at her own little clock, a loudly ticking contraption of Swiss origin in a wooden case freely decorated with carved edelweiss, which she had placed in the exact centre of the mantelpiece, and observing that it was still not quite ten o’clock, rose up and rang the bell.

   She was just thinking of ringing it again, when a plump, rosy-faced girl arrived in a hurry.

   ‘Now I wonder,’ said Miss Silver, ‘whether I might speak to Louisa. That is her name, is it not – Miss Treherne’s maid?’

   ‘Oh, yes, miss. But if there’s anything I can do—’

   ‘Not at the moment, thank you. Was it you who unpacked for me? . . . And your name? . . . Ivy? Thank you very much, Ivy. Now if you will just ask Louisa to look in for a few moments on her way upstairs. I suppose her room is somewhere near Miss Treherne’s. . . . Oh, the door beyond Miss Treherne’s sitting-room? Then I shall only be taking her a step out of her way.’

   When Ivy had departed, Miss Silver retraced her steps. She passed the doors of Rachel Treherne’s bedroom and sitting-room, and then stood listening for a moment before tapping lightly on what she now knew to be Louisa Barnet’s door. Receiving no answer, she turned the handle and went in.

   About ten minutes later she was back in her own room saying, ‘Come in!’ to Louisa’s knock. But Louisa was by no means anxious to enter. She remained upon the threshold.

   ‘Were you wanting anything, Miss?’

   Miss Silver said ‘Yes,’ and added in a tone of authority,

   ‘Please come in and shut the door.’

   Louisa complied ungraciously. Her manner made it plain that it was not her place to wait upon the bedrooms.

   Miss Silver indicated a chair at a slight distance from her own.

   ‘Will you sit down. I want to talk to you.’

   ‘It’s getting late, miss.’

   ‘Sit down please. I am a private enquiry agent, and I am here in that capacity. I want to talk to you about your mistress – about the attempts which are being made upon her life.’

   Louisa took the chair and sat down upon it. The action did not so much suggest compliance as an inability to continue in a standing position. She had a horrified look, and her face twitched. After a moment she said in a stumbling voice,

   ‘Miss Rachel has told you—’

   ‘She told me about a number of attempts, and I would like to go over them with you, because I am sure there is no one who can help me as much as you can.’

   Louisa’s eyes dwelt on her. They were dark with feeling.

   ‘If you can help Miss Rachel, I’ll help you. It’s time someone did.’

   Miss Silver nodded.

   ‘Very well put. You shall help me, and together we will help Miss Treherne.’ She produced a shiny exercise-book. ‘Now, Louisa – this first attempt – the slippery stairs. Do you remember that?’

   Louisa nodded.

   ‘I shan’t never forget it. She might have been killed.’

   ‘Well, Louisa, I don’t want to worry Miss Treherne, but I would like to know who else was in the house, and what rooms they were occupying.’

   ‘Same as they always do. And they was all here, the whole lot of them. Mr and Mrs Wadlow, they have Mr Treherne’s suite on the ground floor because of Miss Mabel having palpitations. Bedroom, dressing-room, bathroom and sitting-room they’ve got, and right underneath Miss Rachel – the same rooms as you might say, only on the ground floor. Then Mr Frith and Mr Maurice, they’re in the bachelors’ quarters when they’re here – on the ground floor too, and their own entrance next the garage. Miss Caroline, she has the room opposite Miss Rachel, and Miss Cherry Wadlow next door. And Miss Comperton is next door to you here. And Mr Richard, he’s got the two over Mr Frith and Mr Maurice because of having a lot of office work to do with his architecting.’

   Miss Silver nodded.

   ‘And where were all these people when Miss Treherne was washing her dog?’

   Louisa tossed her head.

   ‘I know where one of them was,’ she said, ‘for she was coming out of her room as I went by, and that was Miss Caroline Ponsonby. She shut the door quick, but I’ll take my Bible oath I saw her – and she’d been crying too.’

   ‘Did you see anyone else in the neighbourhood of the stairs that afternoon?’

   ‘Mr Richard come up a half hour later, and he was knocking at Miss Caroline’s door wanting her to come out, but she wouldn’t, and maybe she’d her own reasons.’

   ‘You didn’t see anyone else?’ enquired Miss Silver.

   She got a look.

   ‘No, I didn’t. I’d something else to do than watch the stairs.’

   Miss Silver turned a page in the shiny notebook.

   ‘In the matter of the burning curtains – what time of day was it, and who discovered them to be alight?’

   ‘Round about seven o’clock in the evening, and I found them myself. All alight they were and blazing. I come up to put out Miss Rachel’s things, and who should come out of the sitting-room but Miss Caroline and Mr Richard? And when I went through into the bedroom, there were the curtains all alight and blazing.’

   ‘Very suspicious indeed,’ said Miss Silver. ‘Fortunately Miss Treherne was in no real danger. I am sure you were most prompt.’ She turned another leaf. ‘And now we come to something a good deal more serious – the affair of the chocolates.’

   Louisa’s mouth twitched.

   ‘If I hadn’t been here—’ she said. Her hand went to her lips. ‘Miss Rachel that’s so good to them—’

   ‘You were with her when she bought the chocolates?’

   ‘Yes, I was. And so was Miss Caroline. Did she tell you that?’

   Miss Silver gazed mildly.

   ‘I do not think so. Now can you tell me about how long the box was in the house before dinner, and where it was during that time?’

   ‘It was in Miss Rachel’s sitting-room from five till half-past seven, and that’s when it was got at. Miss Rachel, she was in her bedroom, and the chocolates were in the sitting-room. Anyone could have got at them, and someone did.’

   ‘Do you know who it was, Louisa?’

   ‘I’ve got my own ideas, miss – how can I help having them? But Miss Rachel, she won’t listen to a word. She won’t let herself believe – that’s what it is.’

   ‘Ah, yes, there are none so blind as those who will not see. Well, that is very helpful.’ She turned another page. ‘We now come to the very curious affair of the snakes.’ She gazed with an air of prim intelligence. ‘What put such an idea into your head, Louisa?’

   There was just a moment when nothing happened. Then a faintly startled look touched Louisa Barnet’s eyes, to be immediately displaced by a flash of almost insane anger. She said on a rising note,

   ‘What’s that you said?’

   Miss Silver did not raise her voice at all.

   ‘I asked you what made you think of putting those snakes in your mistress’s bed.’

   Louisa half got up out of her chair and dropped back again with a hand at her side. The flush of fury faded from her face and left it damp and yellow. She choked and said thickly,

   ‘Me? Why, I’d die for Miss Rachel. She knows it, and you know it!’

   ‘But you put the snakes in her bed, didn’t you? Please don’t think you can lie to me, because I know you did. I can even tell you why. You wanted to make Miss Treherne believe that one of the relations was trying to injure her. You would like to make her believe that it was Miss Caroline, so when you heard that a lot of adders had been found in Mr Tollage’s hedge you took Miss Caroline’s green scarf out of her room and you went off up in the dusk to see whether you could get hold of one of these snakes. And you had very good luck, because you were able to buy two live ones in a shrimping-net from some boys who didn’t know you. You paid them half a crown, and they remembered the green scarf, as you hoped they would. It was very foolish of you to keep the shrimping-net in your room. I found it in the wardrobe, hanging behind your coat. People who are trying to commit murder have to be a great deal more careful than that, Louisa Barnet – if they don’t want to be found out.’

   Louisa gave a dreadful gasp. Her head went back against the wall and her eyes stared. For a moment Miss Silver thought that she was going to faint, but she recovered herself. Her head came up with a jerk and her eyes blazed. She said in a high, shaking voice,

   ‘You come here prying, and you think you’ve found something out, and you think how clever you’ve been, but it’s not you nor no one else’ll make my Miss Rachel believe I’d harm her! She knows right enough I’d die for her and willing Miss Rachel does! So you’re not so clever after all!’

   There was the slightest of taps upon the door, so faint a sound that it was strange to see how it halted Louisa.

   Miss Silver said, ‘Come in,’ and the door was opened. It was Rachel Treherne who stood on the threshold in her maize-coloured dressing gown. She stood looking gravely in upon them. Then, as Louisa got to her feet, she came forward and shut the door.

   ‘What is happening?’ she said in a cool and quiet voice.

   Louisa began to sob.

   ‘What’s brought you here out of bed, which is where you ought to be? And you’ll only hear lies about me if you listen to her. Are you going to stand there and take a stranger’s word against me that’s loved you these twenty years?’

   ‘What does this mean?’ said Rachel. She looked at Miss Silver, and it was Miss Silver who answered.

   ‘It is true that you ought to be in bed. Is it too late to suggest that you go back to your room and allow me to give you an explanation in the morning?’

   Rachel shook her head.

   ‘Much too late. There was something I wanted to say to you, but it doesn’t matter. I am afraid I must ask for your explanation now.’

   Miss Silver looked at her kindly.

   ‘I would rather have waited, but I see that you must know. Will you not sit down? I will be brief, but I feel obliged to explain myself.’

   ‘Are you going to listen to her lies?’ said Louisa roughly.

   Rachel rested her hand on the back of the proffered chair.

   ‘I am certainly going to listen,’ she said. ‘You will please not interrupt, Louisa.’ She drew her wrap about her and sat down. ‘Now, Miss Silver.’

   Miss Silver sat down too. Louisa put out a hand and took hold of the brass rail at the head of the bed. She was a little behind Rachel and facing Miss Silver, at whom she stared with hard and angry eyes.

   Miss Silver addressed herself to Rachel, sitting very composed and upright with her hands folded in her lap.

   ‘When you came to see me in London, Miss Treherne, I derived certain very definite impressions from what you told me. I could see that you believed yourself to have been the victim of three murderous attempts, but I did not feel entirely able to take that view myself – not on the evidence you then laid before me. To me it pointed, not necessarily to attempted murder, but rather to the presence in your household of some neurotic person who wished to make you believe that you were in danger, or who was actuated by what, I understand, is now termed exhibitionism. It used to be called showing off.’

   ‘The Lord’s my witness!’ Louisa Barnet’s voice shook passionately.

   Rachel put up a hand without looking round.

   ‘If you want to stay, Louie, you must be quiet.’

   Miss Silver went on as if there had been no interruption.

   ‘It was the second attempt which made me suspect that we had a neurotic to deal with. I do not know why nervously disturbed persons should so commonly set fire to window curtains, but it is quite a constant occurrence. It makes a lot of show and does very little harm. When I discovered from Louisa herself that the fire in this instance occurred at a time when any member of the household would know that it was bound to be discovered by your maid, who would naturally be in attendance to help you dress for dinner – well, if I had needed convincing I should then have been convinced. But I had already made up my mind. I arrived down here to find in Louisa Barnet the very type I was looking for.’

   Louisa flung up her hand.

   ‘Miss Rachel – are you going to listen to this?’

   ‘I think we will both listen,’ said Rachel.

   Miss Silver went on speaking.

   ‘After I had left you, Miss Treherne, I went to Louisa Barnet’s room, and there I found two things which I had expected to find. One of them was a shrimping-net.’

   Rachel became so pale that there was no colour left in her face at all. She put out a hand as if to ward something off, and said in a whisper,

   ‘Oh, no, no – not Louie!’

   ‘Miss Rachel—’

   ‘It was Louisa Barnet who put the snakes in your bed, Miss Treherne.’

   Rachel turned. She moved her chair, and turned in it so that she could see Louisa’s face. She said,

   ‘Did you, Louie?’

   Louisa came with a rush and fell at her knees.

   ‘It wasn’t to do you no harm – oh, my dear, it wasn’t! They’ll make you think it was, but it wasn’t. No, she won’t make you think it, because you know my heart. You know – oh, my dear, you know!’

   ‘Why did you do it, Louie?’

   Louisa sat back on her heels with the tears running down her face.

   ‘You wouldn’t listen to nothing, and you wouldn’t believe nothing. What could I do?’

   ‘So you put adders in my bed. Get up, Louie, and sit down!’ She turned to Miss Silver. ‘Did she do the other things too?’

   ‘Yes, Miss Treherne, but I do not think she meant you to be hurt. She wanted to frighten you – about your relations, to make you believe they were trying to injure you. She began by writing you anonymous letters. Then she made the stairs slippery, but she was there to warn you not to step on them. She set your curtains on fire, but she put them out again. She made you believe that your chocolates had been poisoned, but I think it was only ammoniated quinine – I found the bottle on the wash-stand. It is a great pity that you did not have the chocolates analysed, but she was, of course, quite sure that you would not do so.’

   ‘Ammoniated quinine – was that the second thing you found?’

   ‘Yes, Miss Treherne. I had expected it. A very bitter taste, and quite harmless. Louisa did not wish to poison your body – she merely wished to poison your mind. Against your relations. Chiefly, I think, against Miss Caroline, of whom she is jealous.’

   There was a silence. Then Rachel said in a mere ghost of a voice,

   ‘Oh, Louie!’

   Louisa stood up. Her tears were dry, and her eyes burned. She stood up, tall and fierce, and all at once she dominated the room. She said in a hard, even voice,

   ‘You don’t ask me if it’s true.’

   ‘Is it true, Louie?’

   She threw up her head.

   ‘I’m going to tell you what’s true.’ She turned as if she was looking for something and snatched up a square old-fashioned Bible from the table beside the bed. ‘I’ll tell you the truth, and the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God – and I’ll swear it on that woman’s Bible. But I can’t make you believe me if so be she’ve stopped your ears with her lies.’

   ‘Are they lies, Louie?’

   ‘It’s a lie for anyone to say I’d hurt you! I’ve never wanted nothing but to see you happy, and I’ve never done nothing but to keep you safe. But I couldn’t get you to believe me.’

   ‘Tell me what you did and why you did it, Louie.’

   Louisa sat down on the side of the bed again. She clasped her hands over the Bible and said,

   ‘If she can read anyone like a book, then she’ll know I’m speaking true. I’ve heard of such, but how she does it passes me. And if she can read everyone so clever, why don’t she tell you who it is doing the devil’s work in this house? For this is what I’ll tell you, and it’s true. There was someone polished the step before ever I did it. And it wasn’t that day – it was the Sunday evening, and Miss Rachel come in late. Everyone knew it, and knew she was bound to be late for dinner. So there they all were, waiting for Miss Rachel to come hurrying down so as not to keep them. And one of them knew that when she come hurrying she’d be bound to fall because the top step was polished like glass. But, Miss Rachel, you sent me down to tell them not to wait, and I wasn’t hurrying myself for them, so I’d time to take hold of the banisters and save myself. And I took hot water and washed the stuff off and never said nothing because it wasn’t no use. But in the night it come to me that I’d got to show you. I thought if you saw it with your own eyes, maybe you’d believe me, so I did the three stairs when you were washing Noisy the next Saturday, but you wouldn’t take no heed. And I did the curtains like she says, and the chocolates, and the adders. But don’t you never think I’d have let you step into that there bed, my dear. Adders is stupid in the winter, and I reckoned they’d stay in the warmth by the hot water bottle. And what I was going to do was turn the bed right back and see something. And call out, like I did, and strip the bed. But I got a fright, for I didn’t reckon on their being so lively. It must have been the heat. They were like dead things when I bought them.’

   Rachel leaned her head on her hand.

   ‘Noisy killed them clever enough, and I put them on the fire with a good heart. I thought now you’d believe there was someone trying to do you a mischief.’

   ‘And it was you all the time! Only you, Louie!’

   Louisa leaned forward, gripping the Bible.

   ‘You’re not going to believe that, my dear!’ She turned to Miss Silver. ‘Are you going to let her believe that? If you can’t tell lies from truth, what’s the good of you? I’m telling you the truth. I didn’t mean to do nothing to those chocolates – it never came into my head. But whilst Miss Rachel was in her bath I went in and had a look at them. The soft ones was in a bag separate, and I thought I’d see if I couldn’t get them into the box. I’d about finished, when one of them rolled over, and there, underneath, you could see it had been meddled with. I put it straight in the fire before I stopped to think, and then it come to me I’d thrown away my chance to make Miss Rachel believe. So I looked to see if that was the only one, and it was. I looked quick and careful, but there wasn’t any more. So then I thought what I could do, and I done it with the ammoniated quinine, like she says.’

   Miss Silver’s eyes brightened, sharpened.

   ‘One of the chocolates had been tampered with? You’re quite sure of that?’

   The defiant dark eyes met hers. The defiance went out of them.

   ‘I’m sure,’ said Louisa – ‘certain, certain sure – and I’ve got the Book in my hand that I’ve sworn on to tell the truth. And I’ll say more than that. If there’s any plague in this Book, from the plagues that come on the Egyptians to what come on Judas that was a traitor, let them be nothing to what I’m willing to have come on me if I’ve taken anything away from the truth or put anything to it.’

   Rachel looked at her and looked away. She lifted her head from her hand and said in a low, steady voice,

   ‘Who pushed me over the cliff?’





TWENTY-TWO

ABOUT A QUARTER of an hour later Miss Silver emerged from her own room and descended the stairs. There was no one in the hall, but just as she arrived on the bottom step Gladys ran out of the study.

   ‘Oh, miss,’ she said, ‘you’re wanted on the telephone. It’s a London call.’

   Miss Silver did not hurry. She said, ‘Oh, thank you,’ and then, ‘Will you just show me—’ And when they were both in the study and she found that it was empty, she said in the voice which was so exactly that of a retired governess, ‘The call will not keep me for more than three minutes. There is something I want to ask you about. I wonder if you would be so kind as to go to my room and wait for me there.’

   The call took its allotted three minutes and no more. Miss Silver’s remarks were few and cryptic. She said, ‘Speaking,’ and then, ‘You have asked them all?’ And at the end, ‘Yes, it is what I expected. Thank you. Good-bye.’ After which she hung up the receiver and went upstairs again.

   She found Gladys standing by the window, a pretty, serious-looking girl with a bright colour and rather a nervous manner. She turned round now, fingering her apron.

   ‘It’s Ivy does these upstair rooms.’

   Miss Silver smiled agreeably.

   ‘And very nicely, I am sure. But it was you that I wanted to speak to. I have Miss Treherne’s permission to ask you one or two questions. The fact is, someone played a stupid trick on her last night – a very stupid, startling trick – and I am wondering whether you can help us to find out who it was.’

   ‘Me, miss?’

   ‘Yes, Gladys. Just answer me quite truthfully, and no one will blame you if you did slip out with Mr Frith’s letter.’

   The bright colour became a number of shades brighter.

   ‘Oh, miss!’

   Miss Silver nodded gently.

   ‘You did, didn’t you? Mr Frith rang the study bell at half-past five and gave you a letter for the post in case anyone was going out, and I expect you thought, “Now why shouldn’t I go out?” That was it, was it not?’

   ‘There wasn’t any harm – not when he asked me.’

   ‘And I daresay you have a friend who comes up on the chance of your being able to slip out.’

   The colour faded.

   ‘I don’t know who’s been telling tales. I’m sure I’ve done no harm.’

   ‘I am sure you have not. You see, I want you to help me. Miss Treherne would like to know who played this trick on her, and I thought if you were out you might have noticed if there was anyone about. What time was it when you went out?’

   ‘It was half-past five when Mr Frith rang. I just went up for my coat and slipped out through the garage so as no one would see me. Not that there was any harm, but some of them – well, they tease me about Tom.’

   ‘How long were you out?’

   ‘The garage clock struck six as I come in.’

   ‘Did you see anyone – meet anyone?’

   ‘I went down to the post-box – it’s just outside the gate – and, well, Tom happened to be there, and we were talking for a bit, and then he said he was pushed for time and couldn’t come up to the house with me, so he went off on his motor-bike. He works in a garage in Ledlington.’

   ‘Now, Gladys, where does the cliff path come in? Because that’s what I want to know about.’

   ‘Well, the real path comes in just a bit down the road from the gate, but anyone that was coming to the house, they wouldn’t come down on to the road at all. They’d take the garden gate up by the garage and come in that way right off the cliff.’

   Miss Silver said, ‘I see—’ And then, ‘You haven’t told me whether you saw anyone. Did you?’

   Gladys looked down and fidgeted with her apron.

   ‘It was a lot too dark to see anyone.’

   ‘But you met someone?’

   ‘Not to say met.’

   Miss Silver looked at her sharply.

   ‘You did not see anyone, and you did not meet anyone. But there was someone all the same.’

   ‘Only Miss Caroline.’

   ‘What was she doing?’

   ‘Coming in off the cliff.’

   ‘Did you speak to her?’

   ‘No, I didn’t.’

   ‘Then how do you know it was Miss Caroline?’

   Gladys stood looking down at the hands that were twisting her apron.

   ‘Come now, it was dark – you couldn’t tell one person from another. You couldn’t be sure that it was Miss Caroline.’

   Gladys’s head came up. Her eyes were wet and angry.

   ‘Well then, I could! It was Miss Caroline all right, because I could hear her talking.’

   ‘Talking? To whom?’

   ‘To herself. There wasn’t no one else – only Miss Caroline. And I wouldn’t have told anyone, but she crying and carrying on like you do when something’s upset you, and seeing I heard her as plain as what I hear you – well, it was Miss Caroline all right. But it wouldn’t be her playing any practical jokes, because for one thing she was too upset, and for another everyone knows what a lot she thinks of Miss Treherne.’

   ‘Yes, yes,’ said Miss Silver. ‘And now will you tell me what Miss Caroline was saying?’

   Gladys stared.

   ‘It wasn’t anything to make sense. She was all upset.’

   ‘Well, I would like you to tell me exactly what you heard.’

   Gladys sniffed.

   ‘When anyone’s upset like that they don’t think what they’re saying – it don’t mean anything. You could tell she didn’t hardly know what she was saying.’

   ‘Miss Caroline may have had a fright as well as Miss Treherne. You see, Gladys, we want to get to the bottom of this. Will you tell me just what Miss Caroline said.’

   Gladys sniffed again.

   ‘She was crying something shocking. Just the other side of the garden gate she was, and she come through it a little way and stood there crying and talking to herself. And I stood still where I was because of not letting her know I was there, and the first thing I heard her say was, “I can’t – I can’t!” and she was crying fit to break her heart. So then she said, “I can’t do it!” and she stood a bit and went back to the gate, and she said, “She’s always been so good to us.” And she said, “I can’t!” and she went out through the gate again, and I come in by the garage.’

   Miss Silver had a puzzled look on her face.

   ‘And it was six o’clock when you came in?’

   ‘No – it wasn’t any more than ten minutes to, or maybe a quarter.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘But you said the garage clock was striking six as you came in.’

   ‘Oh, yes, it was. But it strikes fast that clock does. Barlow, he likes it that way. He says it’s as good as an alarm.’

   ‘So you had only been out a quarter of an hour?’

   ‘Yes, miss. And I went up to my room and did some mending till I heard the car come back.’

   ‘Thank you, Gladys,’ said Miss Silver. She crossed to the door and opened it. ‘I think Miss Treherne would rather you did not speak about this.’

   Gladys gave a final sniff.

   ‘I’m not one to talk,’ she said.
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