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EIGHT

They got no more from her.

   As they drove back from the farm, Miss Silver observed the scenery with interest. Undulating common land to the right and fields to the left under a cloudy sky. The air less cold than it had been for some days past – oh, yes, decidedly less cold, and with a touch of damp in it. It occurred to her that the afternoon was likely to bring rain.

   Frank Abbott stopped the car where the trees began on the left-hand side of the road.

   ‘That’s where she says she went into the wood. Impossible to say whether she did or not. You see there’s no ditch to speak of, and it’s all as dry as a bone – it gets the wind across those fields.’

   Miss Silver alighted from the car and stood there looking at the scene. The wood was quite unfenced and the undergrowth very moderate. Mary Stokes’ account of her actions was a perfectly credible one. She could have crossed into the wood and walked down its edge very nearly as easily as she could have walked down the path. Frank walked down it now, looking about him as he went.

   When he returned, to find Miss Silver as he had left her, he could only say,

   ‘Well, she could have done it.’

   She said in a thoughtful voice, ‘Oh, yes!’ And then, ‘I should like to get the geography a little clearer. There is, for instance, a track here between the field and the edge of the wood. Where does it lead to?’

   He looked at her sharply.

   ‘It comes out in what is called the Lane, which runs up from the village past the back of Abbottsleigh and the Grange – that’s the Harlows’ place.’

   ‘The Lane runs between those two estates and this wood?’

   ‘It runs between Abbottsleigh and the wood. Uncle Reg’s land stops where we’re standing now. The fields on our left are Harlow property, and the Grange is back there behind them.’

   ‘On the other side of the Lane?’

   ‘On the other side of the Lane. Deepside, Hathaway’s place, is farther along still, but the driving-road to Tomlin’s Farm cuts between Deepside and the Grange.’

   ‘Does the Lane go on?’

   ‘Yes, it goes all the way to Lenton. It’s the old direct way. The new road wasn’t at all popular when it was made, because it took a bit off the frontage of all those three properties. I believe my great-grandfather cursed the place down. He had to rebuild his lodge.’

   Miss Silver was looking thoughtful.

   ‘Dead Man’s Copse, then, is an irregular rectangle bounded by this field track, the track over which we have driven, the village street, and the Lane at the back of Abbottsleigh.’

   He smiled at her.

   ‘Answer adjudged correct.’

   ‘And the Forester’s House – is it nearer to this edge of the wood, or to the Lane?’

   ‘Oh, a good bit nearer to the Lane – and definitely nearer to this end of the wood than to the village.’

   ‘Then I would propose, my dear Frank, that we find our way to it along the field track.’

   He stood looking at her.

   ‘Now what have you got in your mind?’

   She smiled.

   ‘You asked me that before.’

   ‘And got no answer.’

   ‘Well, this time you shall have one. I have in my mind its usual furniture – a considerable variety of thoughts, some of them quite unrelated, others in a very elementary state of combination. There are only two which I can at the moment offer for your consideration, and you will doubtless have already thought of them for yourself. In the first case, Mary Stokes is lying when she says that she stood on the edge of the bushes in the dip and witnessed the carrying or dragging of a dead body from the wood on to the path. You brought that out very clearly when you questioned her. But I think it is equally clear that when she spoke of the beam passing to and fro over that poor murdered girl she was describing something which she had actually witnessed. I feel quite sure that every detail of that description is correct. She did see a murderer searching for the lost earring in terror lest it should have dropped in some place where its discovery might betray him.’

   ‘You think she was speaking the truth?’

   ‘I am convinced of it. She witnessed that scene, and the shock and horror of it sent her running for safety in a blind panic. It was only when she had reached that safety that some other consideration operated to prevent her telling all the truth. She sobbed out her story of the terrible thing she had seen, but she lied as to the locality in which she had seen it. The tragic scene took place, but not on the track through Dead Man’s Copse.’

   He eyed her quizzically.

   ‘I expect you’re right – you always are. Though if it wasn’t for Louise Rogers, I’d be inclined to think Miss Mary Stokes a more consistent liar than you do. It’s Louise Rogers and her eternity earrings that make me give her the benefit of the doubt. Otherwise I should conclude that she had just invented the whole thing.’

   Miss Silver coughed in a hortatory manner.

   ‘No, Frank – she had seen what she was describing. It was something which had frightened her almost out of her senses. The sense of fear and shock were quite unmistakable. Did you not notice how all her affectations fell away? The girl who said “I tell you it turned me up” was telling the truth.’

   He nodded.

   ‘Yes, I noticed that. I expect you’re right. Well, where do we go from here?’

   If he intended the question metaphorically, it was taken in a perfectly literal manner.

   ‘I think to the Forester’s House.’

   ‘Now?’

   ‘I think so.’

   She began to walk along the track between the field and the wood.

   After returning to the car to remove and pocket the switch-key Frank caught her up.

   ‘I could have driven you round by the village and up the Lane.’

   ‘Thank you, but I am an excellent walker. The air is really extremely refreshing.’

   After a moment he said,

   ‘And what do you expect to find at the Forester’s House?’

   ‘We shall see when we get there.’

   He laughed.

   ‘You wouldn’t care to give any idea of what you expect?’

   She shook her head.

   ‘It is wiser not to indulge in expectations. There are, of course, certain possibilities.’

   ‘As what?’

   ‘Mary Stokes must have had a reason for transferring the terrible scene which she had witnessed from the place where it really happened to the place where she said it happened. This reason must have been extremely strong – so strong, in fact, that even in the midst of blind panic it operated to prevent a disclosure of the actual spot where the tragedy took place. What would you deduce from that?’

   He gave vent to a slight whistle.

   ‘You mean it was somewhere she hadn’t any business to be.’

   ‘Can you explain it in any other way? I cannot.’

   ‘But – the Forester’s House—’

   ‘Consider what we know of the girl’s character. She has been staying here not from choice but because she had to. She is a town girl by choice and preference. It is quite obvious that she would find life very dull at Tomlin’s Farm. When that sort of young woman is dull some mischief can usually be found for her idle hands to do, and it is sadly apt to take the form of a man. I think you would do well to enquire whether there has been any gossip of this sort about Mary Stokes.’

   ‘You think she was meeting someone at the Forester’s House?’

   ‘I think she may have been. Pray consider how convenient a place of assignation it would be. She could reach it by this path, and if anyone saw her, she would be going through to the Lane and so down into Deeping. The house itself is shunned by the village people.’

   ‘Wouldn’t she shun it too?’

   ‘She is a town girl, smart and sophisticated. She would, I think, despise the old village tales, and, as you will have observed, she is neither a sensitive nor an imaginative type. Besides, a young woman who is going to meet a man isn’t thinking about things that happened two hundred years ago. She is thinking about herself – and the man.’

   Frank Abbott nodded.

   ‘What about the man – is he too much in love to bother about local superstitions, or what?’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘Two possibilities present themselves. There must, you see, be some reason why he cannot meet her openly. If it were a case of the ordinary village courtship, they could walk out together, and there would be no need for concealment. But the facts require a very strong reason for concealment. The man may be married, or he may belong to such a different class that Mr and Mrs Stokes would be scandalized by his association with their niece. Then what could be more convenient for a meeting-place than a deserted house avoided by everyone?’

   Frank Abbott laughed.

   ‘Well, you’ve explained that Mary didn’t avoid it because (a) she was tough, (b) she didn’t really belong to the neighbourhood, and (c) she was in love.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘I do not think that I should call it love, Frank.’

   ‘Probably not. But putting that on one side, I suppose you would say that we must look for a man who is also tough, and who doesn’t really belong to Deeping?’

   ‘I am inclined to think so.’

   ‘Well, there is the Lane in front of us, and here is what looks like a way into the wood.’

   The undergrowth was not very thick at this end of the Copse – a few hazels, a holly-bush or two, an occasional trail of bramble, and a great deal of ivy. It was plain that no forester had kept an eye on the timber for a very long time. Old trees done to death by the ivy had come down in many a winter storm to rot where they lay. Others stood as sheer hulks in a winding-sheet of green, their branches gone, their hollow trunks full of rotting leaves. Presently the bushes thinned away to what was almost a clearing – a most desolate place with a great humped mass of yew on either side of what had perhaps once been a gate. And beyond it, standing amongst rank high grass and nettles, the Forester’s House.

   Frank Abbott whistled.

   ‘Well, I can think of places where I’d rather meet a girl,’ he said.

   Miss Silver’s reply startled him. In all sobriety she enquired,

   ‘Can you think of a better place for a murder?’

   He whistled again. Before the sound had ceased her hand was on his arm.

   ‘See, Frank – I was right. Here are her footprints in that damp patch – running footprints.’

   They stood looking at the marks – three or four of them, very clear and distinct, the deeply impressed prints of the fore part of a woman’s shoe. The damp patch of ground which had received and retained them was some dozen feet across, but the heel of that shoe had never touched it once. It was plain to see that the girl whose footprints they were had been in headlong flight.

   Frank said under his breath,

   ‘Yes, you’re right. And the way they’re pointing, she must have run straight through the wood and out of it where the footprints are in the ditch. I’ll follow up the direction this afternoon with Smith. We may be able to trace her right away through the wood.’ He straightened up. ‘Well, what do you want to do now? I’m not at all sure you hadn’t better let me take you home and ring up Smith. It looks as if there might be something quite nasty inside that unpleasant domicile.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘My dear Frank, I have not the slightest intention of going home. Far too much time has been wasted already. If anything remains to be found, there should be no further delay in finding it.’

   They walked between the two great masses of yew and up what had once been a flagged path, cushioned over now with thick-growing moss and slippery to the foot. The house rose square before them, its roof still intact, windows to right and left of the door, two above and two below, and two small gables over all. Whether the legend of Edward Brand and the mob that had come witch-hunting here getting on for a couple of hundred years ago was true or not, it was a fact that there was no glass in any of the windows. They stared horridly, and gave the house the look of a dead, eyeless thing. One on the left appeared to be roughly shuttered. Frank remembered that, according to the story, an angry village had wrenched the doors from their hinges and gone away to hunt for Edward Brand and found him hanged and dead. The front door of what had been his house stood there, hingeless still. No, not stood, for it leaned at a crazy tilt, wedged between lintel and jamb. Whether by accident or design, after all these generations it still did its office – if it be the office of a door to deny entrance to the house it has been set to guard. If the story was to be believed, Edward Brand’s door had never been wont to open in welcome to any living soul. It was not to be opened now. Gape it might, between sill and lintel, between jamb and jamb, but the weather-proof oak was sound, and budge it would not.

   Miss Silver stood back and regarded the depressing spectacle. Inevitably, she produced a quotation from her favourite poet, the great Laureate of the Victorian era.

   ‘ “Portions and parcels of the dreadful past”,’ she observed.

   To which Frank Abbott replied with cheerful irreverence,

   ‘Some parcel – isn’t it!’

   They went round to the back, and found an empty rectangle half hidden by crowding bushes. Frank went in first and held them aside for Miss Silver to follow.

   ‘Take care – there may be holes in the floor.’

   But the floor was stone, laid in flags like the path. The place they had come into was a kitchen – cobwebs hanging from the beams, a mass of old rubbish mouldering under the dust of years.

   But there was no dust on the flagstones between the door of their entry and the empty doorway opposite. For a three foot width the stones had been swept clean. They followed the swept path to a passage so dark that Frank fished out a torch and switched it on. Narrow and bare, the passage ran to the front door, with a stair going up no more than a yard from the entrance between a stone wall on one side and rough panelling on the other. There was no dust here either, but on the stair it lay as soft and thick as a carpet. Two narrow doorways in the space between the staircase and the wedged front door, one to the right and one to the left – one open, the jamb sagging where the door had been torn away, the other with its door intact and latched. When Frank Abbott lifted the latch, taking care not to touch it with his bare hand, it swung in easily enough.

   He paused on the threshold to turn his torch upon the hinges and exclaimed,

   ‘They’re new! Look here! The door’s old, but the hinges are new! It had been wrenched off like the others, but somebody has taken the trouble to patch it up.’

   He stepped inside, set the beam dancing, and turned to let Miss Silver pass.

   ‘It’s all right – no corpses here.’

   It would have been dark if it hadn’t been for the torch, the rather small window being completely blocked by one of the derelict doors, which leaned against it and took the place of a shutter. Where the leaning of the door would have admitted daylight or have allowed a light in the room to become visible at night, the gap had been filled with paper crumpled up and stuffed between wood and wall.

   Frank Abbott said with a sardonic inflection,

   ‘Someone’s been busy making this place light-proof.’ He turned the torch back into the room. ‘He’s had a fire in the hearth too. Look at that charred wood – that’s not been here since seventeen hundred and something.’

   The beam moved. It showed a couple of sacks lying rug-wise across the hearth, and, standing where it would face the fire, a heavy oak settle, old but solid. The light, travelling over it, showed where a leg had been mended and not so long ago, the new wood showing up against the old. They moved round the big jutting arm, and Miss Silver said,

   ‘Dear me!’

   The settle had been heaped with fern and straw over which something had been spread. The beam went to and fro. Quite unmistakably the something was an army blanket.





ELEVEN

Frank Abbott came in late, the net result of a long afternoon’s work being a number of fingerprints from the interior of the Forester’s House, most of them from the room where the window had been blocked and the settle drawn up to the hearth. The prints were those of two people, a man and a woman – some of them from the passage, but nearly all from the one closed room. Upstairs no prints at all – no sign that anyone had trodden the old dust.

   ‘It’s clear enough that two people have been meeting in that room. They’ve been coming in the same way we did, and they haven’t bothered about the rest of the house. That’s as plain as a pikestaff. There are no other prints of anyone at all, so it looks as if either there wasn’t any murder, or as if the man did it. I wondered about a jealousy motive – the one-man-two-women triangle. What do you think about that? Suppose Louise Rogers was an old flame of the man’s and butted in on his rendezvous – one of those French words which the Chief dislikes so much – he might do her in to prevent Mary knowing, or Mary do her in out of jealousy. Only if she was there, how did she contrive not to leave any prints? I suppose the answer would be that she was wearing gloves.’

   He stood by the fire looking down at Miss Silver on her low chair. They had the morning-room to themselves in the half hour before dinner. She looked up across her knitting.

   ‘If she was killed in that house, there would surely be stains, or some traces of their having been removed.’

   He leaned an elbow on the mantelpiece. ‘I know – I know. But the passage had been swept – there was a birch broom in the kitchen. Smith’s taken it back with him to see if they can get any traces off it. There are no signs of the flags having been washed – Smith is prepared to swear that they haven’t.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘What about the sacks in front of the hearth in that room?’

   ‘No sign of a bloodstain.’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘There’s just one thing – it’s probably negligible—’

   ‘I shall be interested to hear what it is,’ said Miss Silver.

   ‘You know that passage between the kitchen and the front door – on the right there is the stone wall, and on the left the panelled side of the stair. Well, fairly high up on the panelling there is just one dark stain which might be blood – fairly recent and soaked down into the wood. Smith has taken a scraping, so we shall know more about it by tomorrow, and then we shall have to find out whether the woman’s prints were made by Mary Stokes.’

   Miss Silver’s needles clicked rapidly.

   ‘Did you find any more of her footprints?’

   He bent down to put a log on the fire.

   ‘Oh, yes – there were half a dozen more. She must have run right through the wood just about as hard as she could pelt – there’s no doubt about that. And, you know, it looks to me as if she didn’t bolt like that for fun. A pretty tough young woman who has been making a habit of meeting a man in a place like the Forester’s House doesn’t act like a scared rabbit for nothing. I say she’s been making a habit of meeting someone there, because she left far too many fingerprints for a single visit. They’re all over the place – on the door that was blocking the window, all round the hearth and chimneypiece as if she had been making up the fire, and on both sides of the door. Something unusual must have taken place, or she’d never have bolted like that. And anyhow, where is Louise Rogers?’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘And the missing earring, Frank.’

   He bent a look of cold exasperation on her.

   ‘For the matter of that, they’re both missing,’ he said. ‘And so is she. And it’s a week today since she walked out of Mrs Hopper’s room and never came back.’

   Next day being Saturday, Mary Stokes delivered eggs and butter at the three houses whose back gates opened upon the Lane. Since she neither drove a car nor possessed a bicycle she had to make these deliveries on foot, and regular exercise in the open air being one of the things recommended by Dr Wingfield, Mrs Stokes made no bones about keeping her up to it – not that Mary appeared at all disinclined to go. Just how she managed to take so much time over her errands, Mrs Stokes never quite made out, but she was an easy-tempered woman and supposed that it was dull for the girl on the farm, and that she would be talking with the maids and perhaps get invited in for an elevens. Mrs Abbott had those two nice girls under Mrs Mayhew – sisters they were, from the other side of Lenton. And there would be Mrs Caddle at the Grange garage, which you had to pass to get in from the Lane. Not that she’d be Mary’s sort at the best of times, and a very peter-grievous poor thing these days by all accounts, but perhaps a word with Mary would cheer her up – you never could tell. And there was always Mrs Green and her daughter up at the House, doing for Mr Harlow like they did for his uncle. Nice steady women the both of them, but of course too old for Mary – Mrs Green in her sixties, and Lizzie forty odd. She did wish there were more girls of her age for Mary to be friends with, but what with her having such high notions and thinking nobody good enough – well, it wasn’t too easy.

   Continuing up the Lane in her mind, Mrs Stokes arrived at Deepside. Mrs Barton, the housekeeper there, was a friend of her own and as nice a woman as ever stepped. Been there thirty years, and nursed the old gentleman to the end. And a blessing for Mr Grant Hathaway to have such a dependable person in the house, with Miss Cicely running home the way she done. And to be hoped it would all come right – young people like that with their life before them. Mrs Barton didn’t speak about it of course, but you could tell how it troubled her. That girl Agnes Croft, the house-parlourmaid, she wasn’t Mary’s sort either. Come to think of it, she wasn’t much anyone’s sort. Good at her work – Mrs Barton hadn’t a word to say about that. One of those moody girls, if you could call her a girl, which she must be up in her thirties, and plain at that. No notion of making anything of herself either. Not that she held with all the stuff girls put on their faces these days, but you got used to it, and there was no getting from it, it did brighten them up. That Agnes now, she’d a good figure and good hair – if you liked it as straight as a horse’s tail. But that sallow skin and those dark eyes, and the way she stared at you – well, Mrs Barton could have her. She would rather a dozen times put up with Mary, airs and tempers and all.

   Frank Abbott took an early train from Lenton. ‘Business’ was all he told Monica Abbott. To Miss Silver he was more communicative.

   ‘I want to know if they’ve routed out anything more about Louise Rogers, and I want to see the Chief. So far I haven’t been able to raise anything this end. If she came to Lenton by train, nobody noticed her there. It’s a busy station, and of course she may have just passed in a crowd, especially if it was getting on towards dusk. But how did she get out to Deeping? It’s all of four miles. Do you suppose for a moment that she walked it in the dark?’

   ‘She would not do that.’

   ‘And how would she know the way? No, that’s out. And she certainly didn’t come by bus. Everyone in Deeping has heard Mary’s story by now – they’d be tumbling over one another if any of them had come out from Lenton in the same bus as a mysterious stranger with diamond earrings. No, if she ever came at all she must have come by car. And where is the car? You see, whichever way you look at it, it all goes up in smoke. I’ve got an advertisement in the county paper and the little Lenton rag today. I can’t do anything more down here till I get those results from Smith. It’s practically certain that the woman’s fingerprints are Mary’s, but I want to put it to them at the Yard, “Where do we go from there?” You see, it’s all very awkward. The Yard isn’t concerned with her morals, so how hard am I to press her about this story of hers? There isn’t really a shred of evidence to connect her with Louise Rogers. I’ve been thinking about that a lot, and I’m going to put it up to the Chief. She ran away from that house in a fright, but we don’t know what frightened her. She’s the sort of girl who might enjoy working a chap up until he lost his head – it happens every day. Then she’s frightened and bolts. When she has to explain herself she can’t say what happened, so she pitches a tale. The only solitary link with Louise is that blighted earring, and you know there’s an easy explanation for that. We don’t know where Louise went last Friday. It’s not impossible that Mary may have seen her and remembered the earrings. A lot of people go through Lenton, you know. Mary may have seen her there any time. If the earrings took her fancy, she’d remember them. When she wanted a story in a hurry, and an exciting one, don’t you think it’s the sort of thing she might fish up? Anyhow I’m going to put it up to the Chief and see what he says. What will you do with yourself?’

   Miss Silver said primly,

   ‘I shall walk into the village and call on Miss Grey. There is a book she has promised to lend me.’





FIFTEEN

It was a little later on in the morning that Maggie Bell was tantalized by a brief conversation between that Miss Silver and Mr Frank. First there was the signal which meant a call for Tomlin’s Farm, and a policeman’s voice saying ‘Hullo!’ Must have been someone from Lenton, because it wasn’t Joe Turnberry. As likely as not Joe was arrested by now. Maggie quivered with anticipation as she heard a slight cough, and then a woman’s voice asking for Sergeant Abbott.

   ‘Miss Silver speaking. Will you be so kind as to ask him to come to the telephone? I have something of importance to say.’

   But when Mr Frank had been fetched, Maggie got no more out of it than that Miss Silver would be glad to see him with as little delay as possible.

   ‘What is it?’

   ‘I think, my dear Frank, that I will say no more until I see you.’

   Maggie gritted her teeth. Wasn’t that an old maid all over – making mysteries and wanting to have a finger in everyone else’s pie! Mr Frank wasn’t best pleased either – you could hear it in his voice.

   ‘Well, I don’t know—’

   That silly cough again.

   ‘Mrs Abbott asked me to say that she hoped you would bring the Chief Inspector here to lunch.’

   Mr Frank sounded doubtful.

   ‘Well, I don’t know. Got an ace up your sleeve?’

   ‘It might be.’

   Funny way of talking, Maggie thought. She waited while Frank Abbott went away, and she had to wait quite a long time.

   Lamb’s reactions to the news that Miss Silver was at Abbottsleigh were of a mixed nature. He wanted to know what she was doing there, the tone of his voice suggesting that if he had been in the habit of using strong language, it might have been, ‘What the devil!’ On being assured that she was on a private visit to Mrs Abbott he relaxed.

   ‘My aunt has a very good cook, sir. It will be a great deal better than the hotel.’

   Lamb grunted.

   ‘Well, I won’t say anything about lunch. It depends how we get on. You say Miss Silver wants to see you?’

   ‘Well – I thought she’d got something up her sleeve.’

   Maggie was feeling very impatient by the time he got back to the telephone, and then there was nothing worth waiting for – no more than an ‘All right, I’ll be along.’

   Miss Silver looked up from her knitting as he came into the morning-room. After a brief greeting she said gravely,

   ‘I hope you do not imagine that I would have intruded on your time without a very special reason. I felt that it would be indiscreet to say any more than I did upon the telephone. There is a young woman in the village who, I am informed, makes a regular habit of listening in. Since she is a cripple she has plenty of time
















































EIGHTEEN

Mrs Hopper, in floods of tears, had identified her lodger, and fortified by strong hot tea, was now on her way back to Hampstead. At Lenton police station Michel Ferrand, tinged with green under a swarthy skin, was making a statement. There was a bright, hot fire in the Superintendent’s office, but he shivered continually – a thin, frail young man with a prematurely lined face. He too had identified the body and wept over it as profusely as Mrs Hopper. Now his eyes were dry. He sat close up to the fire and couldn’t keep his hands still. In fluent English but with a strong accent and a foreign turn of phrase he poured out the statement which Sergeant Abbott was taking down.

   ‘You knew Mrs Rogers well?’ This was Lamb leading off.

   Ferrand threw out those shaking hands.

   ‘If I knew her well! Mon dieu – who should know her if I do not! Our parents are friends – we are like brother and sister. I am a little younger. I adore her – I follow her about always like a little dog’ – a shudder took him – ‘that is when we are children.’

   Lamb’s eyes bulged. Foreigners were so excitable. He said in his driest voice,

   ‘I’m not asking you about when you were children, Mr Ferrand.’

   ‘But you wish that I tell you what I know. How can I do that unless I tell you how I know it? I substantiate myself. I am not what you call pick-up – I am friend of the family. I am to tell you that Louise is of a family very respectable, very rich. Her father is Etienne Bonnard who has a jewellery establishment in the Rue de la Paix.’

   ‘Where’s that?’

   Sergeant Abbott took it on himself to say, ‘Paris’, and received a quenching look.

   Ferrand nodded in an animated manner.

   ‘When I say he has this establishment, it is of course before the war. Monsieur Bonnard is dead. He could not survive the fall of France – he had a seizure on the day that the government left Paris. His wife, who is English, renders to him the last offices of affection – she is plunged in grief. The Germans advance daily. In the end she revives enough to think of her daughter – of the future. She decides to save herself and as much of the stock as they can conceal—’

   ‘Look here, Mr Ferrand, how do you know all this? Were you there?’

   ‘Me? No. I am with my mother in the south. It is Louise who tells me this when we meet in London. Perhaps, monsieur, you know what it is like, that flight from Paris, when everyone has the same idea, and the trains are not running, and there is no petrol. Louise drives the car till the petrol is all gone. The roads are jammed with cars that will not move. There is not enough food. Sometimes the Boche comes over and bombs them, making a sport of it. There are children born by the side of the road, and there are old people who die there. Madame Bonnard is one of those who is dying. Louise is in despair. She has a case filled with diamonds in her hand – necklaces, bracelets, brooches, rings – and they will not buy her a bottle of wine or a crust of bread to save her mother’s life. She sits by the side of the road and waits. Just before it is dark there is more bombing – she sits there and waits for death. When it is dark she is still there. All the time people are passing – pushing through the crowd, cursing, screaming, weeping, shouting. Then, figure to yourself, she hears a man who swears in English – she gets up and runs to him. She is, I think, a little mad. She has seen some dreadful things. She catches hold of his arm in the dark, and she says, “You are English. My mother is English too. Will you help me?” He says, “What can I do? I cannot even help myself.” Then I think she is quite mad. She says, “This case is full of diamonds. I will give you half.” He says, “Show me!” He takes a torch out of his pocket and turns it on. She opens the case. He puts his hand down into it and turns the diamonds over, very bright and sparkling under the light. Then suddenly it is all dark again and the case is gone. She feels it wrenched out of her hand and it is gone. All her fortune is gone, and the man is gone!’

   He threw out his hands in a wide gesture.

   ‘Imagine to yourself her despair! She goes back to her mother. In the morning Madame Bonnard is dead. Shock – exposure – fatigue – I do not know – there was no one to say. Louise goes on walking. In the end she comes to a place she knows. There is a family who takes her in. She has lost everything in the world except a string of pearls and a necklace she is wearing. They are valuable and she is able to sell them – not at that time but later. When the war is over she marries an English officer, one called Rogers. It is not very happy. They separate. He goes to England – she stays in France. Then she hears that he is dead. She comes to England to settle his affairs. There is a little money, but not much – he has left it to her. That is how I meet her again.’

   Frank Abbott’s hand travelled to and fro across the paper. Lamb said,

   ‘You were in England at the time? What were you doing here?’

   The young man had steadied as he told his tale. The fire had warmed him, his hands no longer shook. His answer was quite an animated one.

   ‘Oh, yes, monsieur. My father, he is hôtelier – hotel-keeper. When Louise and I are children he is manager of a hotel in Paris. Now he has his own hotel at Amiens. He has a friend who is manager of the Luxe in London. He sends me there to make my English perfect – to gain experience, you understand – it is done all the time in the hotel business. That is where I meet Louise whom I have not seen for ten years.’

   Lamb goggled at him.

   ‘Are you telling me you recognized her?’

   A smile changed the dark, thin face, flashing out for a second and then gone again.

   ‘But no, monsieur – I cannot say that. I see her – it is in the evening – she wears a black dress, very chic. I see the blonde hair, the brown eyes, and I think that is not so common. Then I think that she reminds me of someone, and before I have time to think who it is I see the earrings and I know that it is Louise.’

   ‘The earrings—’

   Michel waved pale, expressive hands.

   ‘Yes, yes, monsieur – the earrings! It is Monsieur Bonnard, the father of Louise, who designs them and gives them to her when she is eighteen. There is a little what you call “tiff” about it. Monsieur Bonnard, he does it for a surprise, but Madame Bonnard says Louise is too young – a young girl must not wear diamonds. But Louise is enchanted. She weeps, she begs, she cries, and in the end she has them. They are, you must understand, of a design quite unique, so when I see them I know that it is Louise. I approach her – I speak. I say, “Is it that you have forgotten Michel Ferrand?” and at once she knows me. If we were not in a so public place we would embrace. She tells me she is dining alone. We cannot talk there. We make an appointment to meet – she tells me everything. After that we meet often. One day I find her very pale, very agitated. She has been away for a few days. Her business takes her to Ledlington, where the parents of Captain Rogers had a house, and where they died. The house is rented and the furniture put in store. Louise goes down to see what is to be sold. She is in a hotel there which is called the Bull – three, four hundred years old. There is an archway going into a courtyard and the hotel is built round it. Louise is in a room looking on to this courtyard. She is undressed, in her nightgown ready to get into bed. It is not late, not much after nine o’clock, but she is fatigued. She puts out the light, approaches the window, and opens it. It is a fine night – the stars are beautiful – she regards them. Then all in a moment she is turned to stone. Under her window a man stumbles – something drops and he swears. Monsieur, she tells me – she protests to me – that the words, they are the same which she heard on the road from Paris. She says never will she forget them. The man under her window brings it all back. It is the same voice, he uses the same words. She swears to me that it is the man himself – she cannot be mistaken.’

   Lamb gazed at him with a stolid air.

   ‘Come, Mr Ferrand – that’s a bit of a tale!’

   The hands moved in a quick nervous gesture.

   ‘It is not my tale, monsieur – I tell you what Louise tells to me. She says it is the same voice, the same words, but that is not all. She says the man takes out a torch and turns it on to look for the thing which he has dropped. It is a cigarette-lighter. It lies before him on the stones, and he puts his hand down into the light to pick it up. And it is not only the voice and the words, but the hand of the man on the Paris road. Monsieur will remember that he turned on a torch to see the jewels, and put his hand into the light to turn them over. There was a mark on that hand, monsieur. I do not know what it was – Louise does not tell me. But she sees it on the night that the jewels are stolen, and she sees it again that night at the Bull. Then, on the instant, the man is gone. She cannot run down in her bare feet – in her nightdress. She puts on some clothes quickly, quickly – she runs down to the courtyard. It is all dark, all quiet. She asks the hotel porter to find out who has been there. She gives him a very large douceur – what you call “tip”. He comes back and says a car has just gone out – two gentlemen who come in for a drink whilst their chauffeur changes a wheel. She asks what are their names, and he says they are strangers – they come in for a drink, they go out again – no one asks where they come from or where they go. She is in despair. She asks if anyone has noticed the number of the car. Because the tip is so good the porter takes trouble to find out. It seems that no one has noticed it. Louise is at the end of her forces – she turns to go away. She goes up to her room, she weeps. Suddenly there is a knock at the door. It is the porter. He says one of the gentlemen has dropped an envelope in the garage – it has just been brought to him. It is only an empty envelope, but— Louise takes it, she gives him another tip. The envelope has upon it a name and an address—’

   The Chief Inspector said in a hearty voice,

   ‘Well, now we’re getting somewhere! Let’s have them if you please!’

   Michel Ferrand threw out his hands.

   ‘Alas, monsieur, I do not know them. Louise tells me everything else – but the name – the address – that she does not tell me.’

   Lamb stared in heavy displeasure.

   ‘She didn’t tell you?’

   ‘No, monsieur!’ He leaned forward. ‘She is like that always from a child – she tells something, but she does not tell all – the thing that matters, she keeps it always in her own hand. She does not like that anyone says to her, “See, this is the way that you must do.” She tells something because she is lonely, because she is a little fond of me, my poor Louise, but she does not wish to be advised, to have me say, “No, that is imprudent – that you must not do.” ’

   Lamb said, ‘H’m!’ Really very excitable people the French. But he thought the boy was speaking the truth. He said,

   ‘What about the car? When did she borrow it – how long after this Ledlington business?’

   Ferrand considered.

   ‘The jour de l’an – New Year’s Day. That was when she told me she was going to Ledlington. She was there three, four days. Then she comes back to Hampstead. I see her on the sixth – we dine together – she tells me what I have told you. She asks me to lend her my car – she says she is going away. I say, “You are going to find this man. Do not do it, I beg of you. Put it in the hands of the police.” She laughs and says, “Men are all the same – whatever a woman wishes to do, they always say don’t.” I say to her very seriously, “Louise, I beg of you, wait at least until next week. I will get permission to come with you.” She looks at me and she says, “Concern yourself with your own affairs, my friend!” Then she laughs again and tells me it is not that at all, I jump at the conclusion. She borrows the car to pay a little visit to the aunt of her husband Captain Rogers who is his only surviving relative. She tells her name, Miss Rogers, and she says she inhabits a village six miles from a railway. “If I am to go by train,” she tells me, “it will take all the day – one changes continually.” I do not know whether I believe her or not, but I lend her the car. It is not the first time. If she wants something she must have it – Louise is like that.’ He plunged his head in his hands and groaned. ‘That is all, monsieur.’
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