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CHAPTER I
 

	THE ELLINGSHURST DIAMONDS

	I see, on looking for the exact date in my case-book, that it was on Wednesday, September 21st, 1927 that Chaney and I first heard of the theft, two days previously, of the Countess of Ellingshurst’s diamonds. I remember that Wednesday morning very well. Before settling down to my work at our office—indeed, before breakfast—I had been for a walk in the Park and had extended it into Kensington Gardens; that was such a fresh, crisp autumn morning that I hated to go indoors and longed to be off to the country with a gun and a couple of dogs. Partridges in swift, low-flying coveys—stubble fields with the dew glistening on the clover—hedgerows the gossamer on which would shine and twinkle like the glitter of a million diamonds—these were the things I was hankering after as I walked briskly back to Conduit Street and business. And the worst of it was that Chaney and I just then had precious little business; nothing, at any rate, of prime importance; he, I, and our model of a clerk, Chippendale, were at that time twiddling our thumbs and wondering what would come along next. It is at those moments that something always does come along; it came on this occasion very soon after I had sat down at my desk, to answer two or three utterly unimportant and uninteresting letters. And it came in a sudden ringing of my telephone bell.

	“Yes?” I asked.

	“Is that the office of Messrs. Camberwell and Chaney?” inquired an unfamiliar voice.

	“Yes,” I replied.

	“Am I addressing one of the principals?”

	“I am Mr. Camberwell,” I said.

	“I am Lord Ellingshurst, Mr. Camberwell—speaking from my place in Kent, Ellingshurst Abbey. Do you know it?”

	“I know exactly where it is, my Lord,” I answered.

	“I am very anxious to consult you, Mr. Camberwell—you or Mr. Chaney or both, and at once. Is it convenient?”

	“Quite, my Lord!”

	“If I send a car for you this morning, can you—”

	“No need, my Lord. We have a fast car of our own. My partner has not yet arrived, but he will be here at any moment, and within ten minutes of his arrival we will be off.”

	“Thank you, Mr. Camberwell—very good of you. I will expect you, then, before lunch.”

	“We shall be at Ellingshurst Abbey by eleven o’clock, my Lord. Is there anything your Lordship wishes to say before we start?”

	“N-no, I think not, Mr. Camberwell. It will keep till you come, as you are coming at once. Eleven o’clock, then.”

	I rang off and, turning to a shelf of reference books, took down the current Who’s Who. As I had said over the telephone, I knew Ellingshurst Abbey; it was a show place, in one of the most beautiful parts of Kent, and I had motored past its park boundaries often. But I was a bit hazy about Lord Ellingshurst; his name, of course, was familiar enough, but I was uncertain whether he was young, old, or middle-aged; all I was sure of was that there was such a person. So I turned to his record in the big book in which he figured in company with some—at least—thirty thousand other celebrities. And here was the entry:

	Ellingshurst, 11th Earl of (cr. 1629), Arthur Charles Elling-Elling, M.A., D.L., J.P. Baron Elling, 1618. b. 10 May 1892. s. of 10th Earl and Margaretta, d. of the late Commendatore Busolini. S. father, 1915; m. 1914, Adela Constance, d. of Charles Welton. Educ. Eton and King’s College, Cambridge. Heir. b. H. C. V. Elling-Elling, q.v. Publications: History of Ellingshurst Abbey. Address: Ellingshurst Abbey, Maidstone, and 850 Grosvenor Square, W.1. Clubs: Athenæum, Wellington, Brooks’s.

	One thing at once struck me about this account of Lord Ellingshurst—there was no record of any war service. I pointed this out to Chaney when he came in soon after, and after I had told him of Lord Ellingshurst’s wish to see us at once.

	“Oh, I know all about that,” said Chaney. “I know a bit about Lord Ellingshurst—when I was at the Yard we had some dealings with him about a little affair at his town house. He’s lame—been lame since childhood as a result of a fall from his pony. Turned him to other things, that. Student—bookworm—fond of pottering about old ruins—that sort of thing. More or less of a hermit, I should say. Oddly enough, didn’t make the kind of marriage such a man would be expected to make, if such a man’s expected to make any marriage at all!”

	“Oh?” I said. “And who was the Countess, then, Chaney? You’re always well up in these matters—I’m not.”

	“Everybody knows who Lady Ellingshurst was,” replied Chaney, imperturbably. “She was Connie Welton, of the Hilarity Theatre. Dancer. Don’t suppose she ever spoke more than a line or two, at any time. But she could dance. And young Lord Ellingshurst—though he hadn’t succeeded then—married her.”

	“They don’t seem to have had any children,” I remarked. “None put down in Who’s Who, anyway.”

	“Haven’t they?” said Chaney, indifferently. “Didn’t want ’em, no doubt. Well, let’s be off. Made all arrangements with Chip?”

	All arrangements had been made with Chippendale, and in a few minutes we had said good-morning to that unimpressionable young gentleman and were making our way towards the south-east exits from London. Neither of us talked much until we were clear of the outskirts and had got into the Kentish lanes.

	“Didn’t say what he wanted, then?” asked Chaney, suddenly.

	“No! He said he’d tell us when we got there—as we were going at once,” I replied. “I asked him if there was anything he wanted to tell then. There wasn’t—at least, he didn’t tell it.”

	Chaney reflected awhile.

	“Shouldn’t wonder if it’s the diamonds,” he said, just as suddenly. “Probably it is.”

	“What diamonds?” I asked.

	“Great Scott!—have you never heard of the Ellingshurst diamonds?” he exclaimed.

	“Never!” I replied. “What about ’em?”

	“What about ’em? Finest—or one of the finest collections in the country,” he answered. “I thought everybody knew about them; they’ve been on show many a time. I’ve seen ’em three or four times.”

	“Well, I haven’t, Chaney, and I don’t know that I’ve ever even heard of them,” I said. “I’m not such a walking encyclopædia of information about the personalities and possessions of the aristocracy as you are, you know.”

	“Business!” he retorted, dryly. “Business! Our business, Camberwell, is to know, if not everything, at any rate as much as we can. The well-informed man—”

	“Never mind copy-book maxims, Chaney,” I interrupted. “What about these Ellingshurst diamonds?”

	“Magnificent collection, formed by the ninth Earl of Ellingshurst,” he said. “Reputed to be worth at least fifty thousand pounds—perhaps more. Heirlooms, of course. And that’s all I know.”

	“I take it this family is pretty wealthy, then?” I suggested. “Is it?”

	“Oh, they’re all right. Mayn’t be as well off as in the old days, now that landed property has gone down so, but too firmly established to be materially affected by temporary crises. This present holder has the reputation of a wealthy man, anyhow. Good business man, they say.”

	“He’s got a fine old place in Ellingshurst,” I remarked. “I’ve envied him his possession of it more than once, Chaney.”

	“Ay, well, that’s as may be,” replied Chaney. “But I’ve always heard that there’s a curse on it. It was, of course, a religious house once upon a time, and they say that the first Elling, when he got hold of it in the time of Henry VIII, did some dirty trick about it which earned him a malediction.”

	“Perhaps that’s what his Lordship wants to see us about,” I suggested, slyly. “He’s no doubt heard of your reputation—”

	“Not for curses of four hundred years ago,” said Chaney. “No—I’ll lay anything it’s those diamonds.”

	We were now close to Ellingshurst Abbey, and just as the clock in one of its towers struck eleven, we came into full view of it—a marvellously beautiful pile of grey stone standing in the centre of a richly wooded, undulating park. Such a picture it made, seen in that brilliant autumn atmosphere and framed in such a setting, that I involuntarily pulled up the car, to stare and admire. But Chaney had no sentiment—except at the proper time.

	“That’s eleven,” he remarked. “You said eleven. Punctuality, Camberwell—”

	I drove along a winding drive to the great door. An elderly butler came out to greet us.

	“His Lordship is awaiting you, gentlemen,” he said, when we had disposed of our car, “but first, as you have had a long ride from town, a little refreshment, now—?”

	“Not till we’ve seen his Lordship, thank you,” replied Chaney. “Afterwards—”

	The butler smiled comprehendingly and, bidding us follow him, led us into a hall lined with old armour, old furniture, and old folios, and from that by a stonewalled corridor to a door deeply inset in the masonry. Opening this, he stepped inside a small, book-lined room, at a desk in the centre of which a youngish man, dressed in a well-worn tweed suit, sat quietly writing.

	“The two gentlemen, my Lord,” said the butler softly.

	The figure at the desk moved, rose, came forward with outstretched hand. I noticed at once a lameness and difficulty of movement. At the same time I took in a general impression of a quiet, gentle personality, and the next moment heard a voice which was in thorough keeping with that impression. Belted Earl though he was, and eleventh holder of his title, this was the sort of man who ought to have been found in some quiet backwater of Oxford or Cambridge, poring over old manuscripts or consulting ancient folios. . . .

	“Good-morning, gentlemen,” said Lord Ellingshurst. “Good of you to come so quickly—I hope Gadd asked you to have something after your journey?”

	“He did, my Lord, thank you,” replied Chaney, “and we declined for the moment—wishing to see your Lordship first.”

	“Oh, well, I don’t think it will take very long for me to tell you what I wanted to see you about,” said Lord Ellingshurst. “Sit down, please—here are cigarettes, if you’ll smoke. Now, which is Mr. Camberwell, and which Mr. Chaney? Thank you—now we shall know where we are. Of course, I’ve heard of your firm in connexion with several cases, and—the fact is, gentlemen, something has happened here respecting which most people would have made immediate application to the police. Perhaps I ought to have done so—I really don’t know. But—I don’t want to apply to the police, and I haven’t applied to them, whether I ought or not. I sent for you instead—I can talk to you, in confidence?”

	“Your Lordship can depend on that,” said Chaney. “Whatever you tell us, my Lord, will be regarded as being absolutely confidential.”

	“Thank you,” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “I quite understand that. Well, now, to get to business. Have you ever heard of the Ellingshurst diamonds?”

	So it was the diamonds! I contrived to show no sign, and Chaney merely nodded . . . and then spoke.

	“Yes, my Lord,” he said. “I know all about them, and I’ve seen them. I was telling my partner about them as we came along. I thought,” he added, “that it might be the diamonds that you wanted to see us about.”

	“Did you, really?” said Lord Ellingshurst. “Well, you were right, Mr. Chaney. The fact is, the Ellingshurst diamonds have been stolen.”

	“When, my Lord?” asked Chaney in matter-of-fact tones.

	“Night before last,” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “I’ll explain the circumstances, briefly. To begin with, I had better tell you something of the history of the diamonds. The collection was begun by my great-grandfather and was originally formed out of stones he had bought during a two years’ residence in India, while in the service of the old East India Company. My grandfather made additions to it; further additions were made by my father; I have not made any additions. When I succeeded to the title and the properties, I had the diamonds valued by an expert. He estimated their value at about fifty-five thousand pounds. They are insured for fifty thousand pounds. As a rule, they are never kept here, nor at the town house in London. It has been our practice to keep them at our bankers’—the Westminster Bank in St. James’s Square. Do I go too fast for you?”

	Chaney had produced his note-book and was jotting things down in his own particular shorthand. He shook his head.

	“Not at all, my Lord,” he answered. “So far, I was only making a memorandum of the date on which the diamonds were stolen. Night before last, you say? That’s Monday, September 19th. Yes, my Lord?”

	“Well, to continue—on the evening of Monday, day before yesterday, there was to be—and there was—a great county function at Maidstone, a dinner to a local celebrity, followed by a reception. It was a very grand affair, and we invited a few friends as guests, all of them having some more or less intimate connexion with the county, though, as a matter of fact, none are resident within its borders. As this was a very special occasion, my wife suggested that she should wear the Ellingshurst diamonds. I agreed, and I sent to town for them. Now I must explain our procedure in that detail. It has always been the practice whenever the diamonds were wanted for me to send a written order to the bank requesting their delivery. They are then sent down here, or, as the case might be, to our town house in Grosvenor Square, in charge of two clerks who deliver them personally to me, or to the Countess, taking a receipt for them from one or the other. And next day, or whenever they are to be returned, the same two clerks reassume possession and give a receipt on behalf of the bank. This procedure was duly carried out on Monday—that is, so far as delivering the diamonds here was concerned. Yesterday, when they should have been restored to the bank’s representatives, that could not be done, for in the mean time they had—disappeared.”

	“Let us begin with Monday, my Lord,” said Chaney. “The diamonds were brought here by two clerks of the St. James’s Square branch of the Westminster Bank?”

	“That is so,” replied Lord Ellingshurst.

	“At what time was that?”

	“About noon. The two clerks had lunch here, I know.”

	“To whom were they delivered, my Lord?”

	“To myself. I gave the receipt for them.”

	“Well, now, my Lord, I want to ask a very particular question. Did your Lordship see the diamonds?”

	“The diamonds?” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “No. I saw the case in which they are always kept.”

	“Your Lordship can describe it?”

	“Of course. The diamonds were kept in a black morocco case or box—a square box. This again was enclosed in a steel case or box, with a patent lock, of which there are two keys—one was kept by the bank, the other by myself. This again was enclosed in a stout, waterproofed cover, with a strong handle attached, for convenience in carrying.”

	“Your Lordship, then, saw the case—but you don’t know that the diamonds were actually inside it?” said Chaney. “You could not swear they were.”

	“I could not swear—no,” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “But I know they were—for this reason. Before even the diamonds leave the bank, they are checked by the manager in the presence of the two clerks to whom their safe conduct is entrusted. A note to that effect is sent with the case.”

	“Well—what became of the case after your Lordship had given the formal receipt for it?” inquired Chaney.

	“What always becomes of it—or became of it—under similar circumstances. I took it in my own hands to the butler’s pantry, where there is a small safe built into a very solid wall, of which safe I have the only key. I locked the case up in that safe. At six o’clock in the evening I took the case out of the safe and handed it over to Lady Ellingshurst, who carried it off to her room with her own hands. And within ten minutes of Lady Ellingshurst’s entering her room the case had disappeared. As to the circumstances of the disappearance you shall hear them from Lady Ellingshurst herself. Shall I send for her?”

	Chaney raised a finger.

	“A moment, my Lord,” he said. “We shall no doubt have to interview a good many people in this house. I want to ask your Lordship a plain question—and I should like a plain and frank reply. Does your Lordship suspect anyone?”

	Lord Ellingshurst gave us, in turn, a long, searching look, in silence.

	“Yes,” he said, at last, “I do, I suspect two women. One is my own wife, and the other is her bosom friend, Mrs. Vansidine.”

	


CHAPTER II
 

	CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE THEFT

	There was something so assured, so matter-of-fact, so coldly certain in this definite statement of belief that—whether I showed it or not I don’t know—I felt a strange, repelling sense of something sinister running all over me. But Chaney showed no surprise, and when he spoke, after looking up from his little book, his voice was innocent of any astonishment.

	“Your Lordship, of course, has grounds for such suspicion?” he remarked.

	“Oh, of course,” assented Lord Ellingshurst. “Naturally!—or I shouldn’t have it.”

	“Well, before we go into those grounds,” continued Chaney, “I should like to hear, from your Lordship, some account of how the case containing the diamonds was stolen. We shall, of course, get a first-hand account from her Ladyship, I suppose, but I want to hear, first, what she told your Lordship, for I presume that she gave you an account of what happened to the case after she received it from your Lordship’s hands?”

	“Just as you wish, Mr. Chaney,” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “I can only repeat—but I can repeat correctly—exactly what her Ladyship told me. She went straight up to her room after I had handed her the case, carrying it with her. On entering her room, she set down the case on a small table which flanks a larger table, a dressing-table. She then—”

	“A moment, my Lord,” interrupted Chaney. “Your Lordship has already told us that there are only two keys to the steel box—one in the hands of your bankers, one in your own. When Lady Ellingshurst took the case from you, had you unlocked the steel box for her?”

	“Oh, yes, of course!” answered Lord Ellingshurst. “I unlocked it for her when I took the case out of the safe in the butler’s pantry. Otherwise she couldn’t have got at the contents.”

	“Well—what followed?” asked Chaney. “Lady Ellingshurst set down the case in her room, the morocco box inside the steel box being, I presume, without a lock?”

	“The morocco case has no lock—it has merely a snap catch,” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “The steel box is, of course, the real protection. Well, within a minute or two of entering her room, Lady Ellingshurst went into another room, opening out of her own, to speak to her maid, Mercer, who was sewing there. She was with Mercer some few minutes; when she returned to her own room, the case was not there.”

	“Clean gone,” remarked Chaney, musingly. “Quick work! Can your Lordship give me an exact description of Lady Ellingshurst’s apartments? We shall see them, of course, presently, but I’m forming a mind-picture—”

	“Oh, I can tell you all that,” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “Lady Ellingshurst has a suite of rooms on the first floor, looking out on the south side of the house, over the gardens. It is what they would call in a modern hotel a self-contained suite. There is a large bedroom, a sitting-room, a bathroom, a dressing-room, and another room, used as a sewing-room for the maid.”

	“It was in the bedroom that her Ladyship set down the case?” suggested Chaney.

	“Exactly—in the bedroom.”

	“How is that room approached?—from a corridor?”

	“From the main corridor—running all along the first floor of the house, from east to west.”

	“Anyone could walk in from the corridor?”

	“Certainly—nothing to prevent it.”

	“And I suppose Lady Ellingshurst’s theory is that someone walked in from the corridor while she was in the sewing-room with her maid, picked up the case, and went off with it?”

	“I have never asked my wife what her theory is,” replied Lord Ellingshurst, coldly. “I suppose that would be her theory.”

	Chaney suddenly closed his note-book, slipped it into his pocket, and looking up with a peculiarly searching glance on Lord Ellingshurst, snapped out a sharp question.

	“Now, my Lord,” he said, “tell us!—why do you suspect your wife and her friend Mrs. Vansidine of this theft?”

	“I am about to tell you that, Mr. Chaney,” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “We are talking in strict confidence, and I am one of those unfortunate people who believe in telling the plain truth, however ugly it may be. My wife is my wife—but I’m by no means blind to her faults and imperfections. Lady Ellingshurst, never having had any money of her own before her marriage, has never learnt the value of money. She is—I was going to say incurably—extravagant, but that is perhaps too strong a word, for I still have hopes that she will be cured—probably by one or two little lessons. Then she is a gambler—not merely at cards, but on the turf. And I have reason to believe that at the present moment she is heavily in debt not only to her dressmaker but also to her bookmaker, euphemistically called turf commission agent, and also to some of her card-playing associates, of whom Mrs. Vansidine is one. It wouldn’t surprise me to find that Mrs. Vansidine wants a lot of money from her—that Mrs. Vansidine has some hold on her I’ve not a shadow of doubt. Then—”

	“Pardon me, my Lord,” interrupted Chaney, “but—who is Mrs. Vansidine?”

	“Can’t tell you more than that she’s an old friend of my wife’s, since girlhood, a society woman of a type that I loathe and detest, and that for years I have been wanting my wife to break with her, without effect,” answered Lord Ellingshurst. “You’ll see her, in due course—you can form an opinion of her for yourselves. Although I’ve known her for some years, I know nothing of her, really; she’s a sort of mystery woman—possibly an adventuress. But—there she is!”

	“Still,” said Chaney, “granting, my Lord, that Lady Ellingshurst is extravagant and a gambler, and that Mrs. Vansidine is what you say, that doesn’t seem to me to be sufficient ground for suspecting them to be thieves. Your Lordship must have more grounds for actual suspicion than those you’ve mentioned so far.”

	Lord Ellingshurst leaned back in his chair, thrust his hands in the pockets of his trousers, and regarded Chaney with a queer smile.

	“Let me ask you a question, Mr. Chaney,” he said. “I’m an old-fashioned sort of person. I was brought up to believe that probability is the guide of life. Do you?”

	Chaney rubbed his chin.

	“Um—er—my Lord!” he said. “That seems a bit above my mental powers. Er—yes, as far as I understand your Lordship, yes, I do.”

	“Very well—now supposing that Lady Ellingshurst set down the case of diamonds in her room, left the room for a few minutes, came back, and found the case gone? What would she do—what is it probable that she would do?”

	“Scream!” said Chaney.

	“I think so,” agreed Lord Ellingshurst, with a dry smile. “I’m sure so. But she didn’t scream. Had she screamed, her maid would have heard her, for the door was open between the room in which the maid was sewing and Lady Ellingshurst’s room. The maid heard nothing—neither scream, nor exclamation. And you’d think that—as she was close at hand—the maid would have been the first person to whom Lady Ellingshurst would have communicated the loss. Wouldn’t you?”

	“I should, my Lord,” agreed Chaney.

	“Well, Lady Ellingshurst didn’t say one word to her maid! Mercer—the maid—doesn’t know, even now, that the diamonds are gone.”

	“Strange!” murmured Chaney. “Very strange! I suppose Lady Ellingshurst immediately communicated the loss to your Lordship?”

	Lord Ellingshurst smiled—ironically.

	“As a matter of fact, Mr. Chaney, Lady Ellingshurst never mentioned the disappearance of the case containing the diamonds to me until yesterday,” he replied. “I knew nothing of the loss until just before noon yesterday, when the two clerks from the bank were due to arrive for the purpose of taking the case back to the bank in London. You see, on returning from Maidstone, late at night, Lady Ellingshurst said to me that she would lock up the case in a small safe she has in her room, and, perhaps a little carelessly, I agreed—I didn’t want the bother of going to the safe in the butler’s pantry—”

	Chaney and I turned to each other. Each had the same thought. I voiced it.

	“We don’t follow,” I said. “If the diamonds had been stolen from Lady Ellingshurst’s room early in the evening, before she went to the function at Maidstone, she could not have worn them at Maidstone, nor could she have locked them up in the safe in her own room on her return.”

	“Exactly!” said Chaney. “Perhaps your Lordship—”

	“Oh, I’ll explain,” said Lord Ellingshurst, laughingly. “I was about to do so. Lady Ellingshurst appeared at the Maidstone function in all the glory of the famous diamonds, much, no doubt, to everybody’s delight—if people delight in such exhibitions; I don’t! And everybody believed he or she was looking at the real thing!—I did, myself. But we were not looking at the real thing. What we saw was the counterfeit set—the duplicate.”

	“Imitation?” exclaimed Chaney.

	“Exactly! I will explain that,” continued Lord Ellingshurst. “My grandfather, who added considerably to the original collection, caused to be made in Paris a counterfeit or duplicate or imitation set, which was done so skilfully that it is impossible for anybody but an expert to tell which is which, if the real set and the imitation set are placed together. This imitation set is, of course, very valuable—I believe the stones are real, though not of the quality of the famous one. Now, this duplicate set is always at the disposal of the Countess of Ellingshurst for the time being, and it was it that Lady Ellingshurst wore on Monday night—the real one having been, as she said, stolen.”

	“What reason did Lady Ellingshurst give for not telling you at once, my Lord?” asked Chaney.

	“She said she was too frightened—for one thing. Another—she thought someone might have snatched the case out of her room for a practical joke and would replace it. Another—she knew it would disturb the—shall we call it harmony?—of the proceedings at Maidstone. Another—she didn’t want our guests to know. And so on, and so on—anyway, she did not tell me until the imminent arrival of the clerks from the bank obliged her to do so.”

	“What did you do about the bank-clerks, my Lord?” inquired Chaney.

	“Oh—I told them that we were retaining the case for a while, until our return to town.”

	“You didn’t tell them of the theft, then?”

	“Oh, dear me, no! I didn’t wish anyone to know of it.”

	Chaney reflected on things during a moment’s silence.

	“Who does know of it?” he asked at last. “How many people?”

	“Outside our three selves?—you, me, Mr. Camberwell? I don’t think anyone, except Lady Ellingshurst and Mrs. Vansidine.”

	“Who told Mrs. Vansidine?”

	“Lady Ellingshurst. I certainly should not have told her.”

	“What your Lordship means, I take it, is that Lady Ellingshurst told your Lordship that she had told Mrs. Vansidine?”

	“That is what I meant—yes.”

	“Does your Lordship know when Lady Ellingshurst told Mrs. Vansidine?”

	“No, but I imagine she told her at once.”

	Chaney smiled.

	“But your Lordship suspects these two ladies!” he said, slyly. “So—there would be no question of telling, would there?”

	“I was putting it to you as if this really had been a burglary,” replied Lord Ellingshurst.

	“Just so, my Lord—I understand,” said Chaney, indulgently. “Well, we don’t know yet that it hasn’t. Let’s hope it has—it’s not a pleasant thing to suspect two ladies—”

	“I am not a sentimentalist, Mr. Chaney,” remarked Lord Ellingshurst, coldly.

	“No, my Lord? Ah, well, I am,” said Chaney. “Born like that, I was—always a very sentimental sort. But now, my Lord, another question—has your Lordship told Lady Ellingshurst that you suspect her and her friend Mrs. Vansidine?”

	“I have not, Mr. Chaney.”

	Chaney rubbed his hands—a sign of his satisfaction.

	“Good, my Lord, good!” he chuckled. “Don’t! Now, is this Mrs. Vansidine still in the house?”

	“All our guests are still here,” replied Lord Ellingshurst. “There are five in all—three men, two ladies. Do you wish to see them?”

	“All in good time, my Lord, and if necessary,” said Chaney. “It’s a great advantage that they don’t know—except Mrs. Vansidine—of what’s happened; better still, that the servants don’t know. Well, my Lord, now that my partner and I know all about it, I suggest that we get busy. Let us be doing something. And—first of all, may we see Lady Ellingshurst and hear her version?”

	“Do you wish to see her Ladyship alone?” asked Lord Ellingshurst.

	“Far preferable, my Lord, far preferable,” replied Chaney. “She will respond to our questions far more freely than if—er, anyone else were present.”

	“I’ll ask her to come here to see you,” said Lord Ellingshurst.

	He left the room, and as soon as he had closed the door on himself, Chaney turned to me and made a grimace.

	“Don’t like him, Camberwell!” he muttered. “Not at all to my taste that a man should so readily suspect his own wife. Queer business, of course, but—”

	The door opened again. Lady Ellingshurst entered—alone.

	


CHAPTER III
 

	LADY ELLINGSHURST

	I am not quite sure now as to what it was that I expected to see when Lady Ellingshurst came in. One expects a countess to be something—well, out of the common: a lady of presence, dignity, and, possibly, beauty. What we did see was a young woman whose chief features were a mass of fluffy golden hair, a somewhat snub nose, and a pair of very large, rather childish blue eyes, just then opened to their widest extent. For the rest of her, Lady Ellingshurst could show a fine set of teeth and a compact little figure, and, taking her all together, I should have said—had I not known who she was—that she was well qualified to be either a barmaid in a smart restaurant or a soubrette on the stage. And—whatever Chaney may have thought during that first moment of contact—I formed the instant impression that Lord Ellingshurst was utterly wrong in his suspicions, for I could not credit Lady Ellingshurst with sufficient intelligence to plan a clever theft. Still—there was always the probability, or, perhaps, possibility, that she had been a cat’s-paw in the hands of somebody cleverer than herself.

	“You want to speak to me?” she said, in half-frightened tones, as I hastened to draw forward a chair. “Is it about—the family diamonds?”

	“Just that, Lady Ellingshurst,” replied Chaney in his suavest accents. “Merely a question or two. His Lordship has told us all about the disappearance of the diamonds from your room on Monday night; all we want is to hear your own account of it. Now suppose we begin at the beginning. The case containing the diamonds was brought down from the bank in London on Monday afternoon, and his Lordship himself took charge of it and locked it up in the safe in the butler’s pantry. That is correct, isn’t it?”

	“I—I suppose so,” replied Lady Ellingshurst. “I didn’t see the case arrive, and I didn’t see Lord Ellingshurst put it in the safe.”

	Chaney added another note to those he had already made.

	“When did your Ladyship first see—and handle—the case that night?” he inquired.

	“Soon after the first dressing-bell rang, at six o’clock,” replied Lady Ellingshurst. “Lord Ellingshurst brought it to me in the billiard-room, where I was watching a game between two of our guests.”

	“What did your Ladyship do with it?” continued Chaney.

	“I carried it straight upstairs, to my room, and set it down on a small table which stands close to the dressing-table.”

	“We understand that there is an outer case, a steel box in that, and a morocco leather box inside the steel box. Did your Ladyship remove the outer case?”

	“No, I never touched anything. I set the case down on the little table just as it had been when given to me.”

	“And then, we understand, your Ladyship left the room?”

	“I didn’t leave it immediately. Perhaps five or ten minutes afterwards. My maid, Mercer, was doing some sewing in a small room that opens out of my bedroom, and I went in there to speak to her.”

	“How long were you there, Lady Ellingshurst?”

	“Perhaps ten minutes—at the outside.”

	“And when you returned to your room, the case was gone?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, now, can your Ladyship remember this: when you first entered your room, carrying the case, did you close the door—which, I believe, opens on the corridor?”

	“I’m afraid I didn’t. It’s a habit of mine—to leave doors open.”

	“Did you notice that it was open when you missed the case?”

	“Yes, I did. I remember that the first thing I did was to glance at the door. It was open.”

	“And the next thing you did was, of course, to give an alarm?”

	Lady Ellingshurst shook her head.

	“No,” she answered, “I didn’t. I—I was too frightened. I did nothing. I was horribly afraid of—of telling Lord Ellingshurst. And I knew nobody would know the difference if I wore the duplicate set of diamonds that night. And nobody did!”

	“But, Lady Ellingshurst, what about fifty thousand pounds’ worth of diamonds suddenly disappearing? Didn’t you—”

	“I thought perhaps somebody was playing a trick on me—that the case would be put back. Anyhow, I was much too frightened to tell anybody—that night, at any rate.”

	“You said nothing to your maid?”

	“Oh, no—nothing.”

	“Nor to anyone else?”

	“I told Mrs. Vansidine. She’s one of our present guests—an old friend of mine.”

	“When did you tell Mrs. Vansidine?”

	“Late that night, after we came back from Maidstone.”

	“What did she advise?”

	“She advised me not to tell Lord Ellingshurst until next day—nothing could be done that night.”

	“Mrs. Vansidine, you say, Lady Ellingshurst, is one of your guests. Where, in relation to your rooms, are hers?”

	“Exactly opposite mine—her bedroom door faces mine.”

	“Was she in her rooms when the theft occurred?”

	“I don’t know. I left her in the billiard-room when I went up with the case. She may have gone up to her rooms soon afterwards.”

	“At any rate, she neither heard nor saw anything of the thief?”

	“She says she didn’t.”

	There was something in the tone of that last reply that made us both look sharply at Lady Ellingshurst. She flushed a little under our inspection.

	“You put an emphasis on your second word, there,” I said. “Are we to understand that you’re somewhat doubtful as to whether she did or didn’t?”

	Lady Ellingshurst hung her head and looked—something; I don’t know whether it betokened distress of mind or mere sullenness.

	“I don’t know what to think,” she said.

	“As regards—what?” I asked, taking up the questioning process. “Please be frank with us, Lady Ellingshurst.”

	She turned and looked at me a little doubtfully, as if she were turning things over in her mind before replying.

	“I shouldn’t like it to go further,” she muttered, “and I don’t want Ellingshurst to know. But I’ve wondered.”

	“Yes?” I said. “You’ve wondered—what? Don’t be afraid of telling my partner, Mr. Chaney, and me anything, Lady Ellingshurst. It’ll go no further. What is it you wonder?”

	“I’ve wondered if—if Cora Vansidine took the diamonds,” she answered suddenly. “She’s fearfully hard up, and she wouldn’t have the least difficulty in getting rid of them—she knows all sorts of queer people. And—she is hard up, horribly!”

	Chaney and I exchanged glances. Lady Ellingshurst did not see them; she was staring into the fire, and the expression of her face was not pleasant.

	“She’s capable of anything of that sort, Cora!” she muttered, as if oblivious of our presence. “And she knew what it was I was carrying up to my room. And it wouldn’t be the first dirty trick she’s played me, either.”

	We kept silence for a moment. Then Chaney spoke, gently.

	“I understood this lady was your friend, Lady Ellingshurst?” he said.

	Lady Ellingshurst turned and looked at him. It was a strange look, an inquiring look. I don’t know if Chaney knew what it meant, but I did. It meant that the Countess of Ellingshurst was wondering from what particularly innocent province of Arcadia Chaney came from! And she made no answer—in words.

	“Have you accused her—told her of your suspicion?” Chaney went on.

	“Told her? No!—I daren’t. She’s—dangerous,” exclaimed Lady Ellingshurst. “Tell her, indeed!—I should think not.”

	“Have you told your husband that you suspect her?”

	“No! I daren’t tell Ellingshurst anything—anything like that, anyway. I’m—I’m frightened of him. You—you might as well tell a stone wall—or a marble monument. Ellingshurst isn’t a man—he’s a—a—an icicle!”

	We were getting to something, Chaney and I, it seemed: there was more in all this than the theft of the Ellingshurst diamonds. And as the present situation was becoming decidedly uncomfortable, Chaney did the right thing.

	“Well, Lady Ellingshurst,” he said, cheerily, “let us leave all that just now. May we go up and have a look at your rooms—and at their immediate neighbourhood?”

	Lady Ellingshurst wiped away a very obvious tear, and rose.

	“I’ll send Mercer to show you the rooms,” she said. “Don’t tell her what you’ve come for. You don’t look like it,” she went on, with something like a faint smile, “but she’ll think you’ve come about carpets or electric light or something—you can pretend, can’t you?”

	She smiled again and went away, and Chaney turned to me.

	“Well, Camberwell!” he said. “Whoever’s pinched those stones, I’ll lay anything she hasn’t! What do you think?”

	“The same,” I answered.

	“This promises to be a very interesting case,” he went on. “We’ve seen two interesting people. And—between you and me—I prefer the wife. Eh?”

	I wasn’t going to commit myself, even in confidence to Chaney, and I said nothing. And before he could say more, the door opened again, and a demure-looking young woman, very smartly dressed, as I thought, for a lady’s-maid, appeared on the threshold.

	“Will you come this way, please?” she said. “I’m to show you her Ladyship’s rooms.”

	We followed our guide out into the hall and up the great staircase that ran round two sides of it, to terminate in a gallery from which branched off various corridors and passages. Three or four people were in the hall as we passed through; one of them, a tallish, handsome woman, dark-haired, dark-eyed, gave me a sharp, questioning look in which I fancied I saw recognition. And though I did not know her, I set her down in my mind as Mrs. Vansidine.

	The lady’s-maid led us along a central corridor until we came to a door at which she paused. Throwing it open, she preceded us into a large, lofty apartment furnished in very luxurious style as a bedroom, from which various other doors opened. We were at once engaged in affecting interest in the capacity of the room, but we contrived to note that Lady Ellingshurst’s description of the situation of the small table on
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