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FIVE

THE DRAWING ROOM was a haven. With the door shut upon them, the women looked at each other.

   ‘What is it all about?’ Brenda’s voice was at its bluntest. ‘Has he gone mad?’

   Miss Paradine showed distress.

   ‘My dear, I don’t know any more than you do.’

   ‘He must be mad!’ said Brenda. ‘To get us all here to a party and then say a thing like that! It’s the limit!’

   Irene had been trembling. She now burst into tears.

   ‘I know he thinks it’s me – and I haven’t done anything – I really haven’t. And I didn’t want to come – Frank will tell you I didn’t. He was angry with me because I wanted to stay with my baby, and I wish – oh, how I wish – I hadn’t listened to him! What does he think I’ve done? And why does he think it’s me? I don’t even know what he was talking about. Why shouldn’t it be anyone else?’

   After a good deal of groping she had managed to produce a handkerchief. It was unfortunate that a pause in the process of dabbing at her eyes should have disclosed them apparently fixed upon her sister-in-law. Brenda stared angrily back.

   ‘Meaning it might have been me, I suppose. Thank you very much, Irene! Frank will appreciate that, won’t he?’

   Grace Paradine put out a hand to each.

   ‘My dears – my dears – we really mustn’t! Irene – Brenda! This is quite bad enough without our doing anything to make it worse. I feel that there must be some terrible mistake. If we think of it that way we can help each other, and help to set things right. Don’t you see? And we mustn’t lose our heads or say anything we’re going to be sorry for tomorrow. Now, Irene, dry your eyes. Would you like to go up to Phyllida’s room? . . . No? Well, I’m sure Lydia can give you some powder. Lane will be coming in with the coffee, and you mustn’t look as if you had been crying. Phyl darling, you and Lydia can look after Irene. Of course no one suspects her of anything – it’s too ridiculous. Brenda and I are going to have a nice talk. How long is it since we had one, my dear? Not for months, I do believe. Come along over here.’

   Brenda was only too glad to have an audience. Her grievances were many, and she minced no words in stating them.

   ‘What on earth do men want to marry for? Frank and I were perfectly happy together. And look at him now! Irene thinks of nothing but the children. Of course that’s what’s wrong with her – she’s stupid. Why, she can’t even keep house. The bills are double what they were, and nothing to show for it.’

   Grace Paradine smiled.

   ‘Well, my dear, we can’t all be such good housekeepers as you are. Frank is always saying how marvellous you were.’

   ‘Yes – were!’ Brenda’s tone was dry and bitter. ‘Why couldn’t she let us alone? Frank would never have thought about her if she hadn’t thrown herself at his head. And now she’s got him she doesn’t want him.’ A dull, ugly red was clouding the sallow skin. The hard mouth twitched.

   Grace Paradine experienced some alarm. It was really going to be exceedingly difficult to get through the evening without a scene. On the other side of the hearth she could see Irene, still dabbing at her eyes and ignoring the powder puff and compact which Lydia was holding out. She took a sudden decision, laid a hand on Brenda’s shoulder, and stood up.

   ‘My dears—’ the movement and her voice caught everyone’s attention – ‘my dears, I had a little remembrance for each of you. I’m just going to run upstairs and get them. I don’t see why a stupid contretemps should prevent me from giving my presents. Phyl, you come over and talk to Brenda. I shan’t be a moment . . . No, darling, I’d rather get them myself – I know just where they are.’

   Turning at the door to look back, she felt relief. Irene was powdering her nose, and even Brenda would find it difficult to quarrel with Phyl. But she must be quick. It wouldn’t do to risk anything. In spite of stately proportions she was light on her feet. She picked up her dress and ran up the stairs almost as quickly as Phyllida would have done.

   She was down again before Irene had finished doing her face, and while Brenda was still answering Phyllida’s questions about some mutual friends. She came in with four little parcels tied up in Christmas paper – gold holly leaves and scarlet berries on a white ground, with different coloured ties, silver for Irene, scarlet for Brenda, green for Lydia, and gold for Phyllida.

   ‘Only little things,’ she said in a deprecating voice.

   They were unwrapping them, when the door was thrown open and Lane came in processionally, bearing a vast silver tray set out with the coffee equipage and followed by Louisa with a massive cake-stand.

   Miss Paradine drew a breath of satisfaction. No scene could have been more natural or more pleasantly familiar – herself gracious and charming, with her gifts dispensed; the four girls unfolding the bright paper; the tray set down on the low walnut table; the heavily moulded silver coffee-pot, milk jug and sugar basin; the old Worcester cups, dark blue and gold. It might have been any New Year’s Eve in any other year.

   Louisa set down the cake-stand, which contained a Christmas cake in the bottom tier, and in the other two mixed biscuits and chocolate fingers. Everything had a secure, established look. Everything was time-honoured and according to custom – Lane with his twenty years of service, his portly presence, his bald head with its fringe of fine grey hair; Louisa, a worthy second-in-command, upright in character as in carriage, her figure restrained by the stays of an elder fashion, her hair done over a cushion and supporting an authentic Edwardian cap. The picture was reassuring in the extreme.

   The procession withdrew. Aunt Grace was kissed and thanked. Lydia’s favourite bath salts – ‘Where did you get them?’ A torch for Brenda – ‘That’s what I call really useful.’ A snapshot of Jimmy and Rena, enlarged and framed, for Irene – ‘Oh, Aunt Grace!’ And for Phyllida half a dozen handkerchiefs, cobweb-soft and fine, with her name embroidered across a corner – ‘Oh, darling, you shouldn’t! Your coupons!’ They were all clustering about her, smiling, chattering, when the door opened again and the men came in.

   But only five of them. The tall, dominant figure of James Paradine was not there.





EIGHT

THE NUMBNESS LASTED through his interview with James Paradine. It was not a long one. He had, in fact, made an excuse of it. James was neither expecting him nor desirous of keeping him. He sat grim and sarcastic at his writing table and said, ‘Come to confess, have you? Go away! I’m busy, or I’d tell you just what a fool I think you are.’

   ‘Thank you, sir – Lydia has been telling me that.’

   ‘She’s too free with her tongue. Wants a husband who’ll keep her in order. Richard won’t. But I’m talking about you. You’re a fool to come visiting me tonight. It’s compromising, that’s what it is – damned compromising.’ He gave a short, hard laugh. ‘If anyone saw you, your character’s gone. They’ll be sure you came to confess.’

   ‘To what?’

   ‘Folly of some kind,’ said James Paradine. ‘There are more fools than wise men, and I’ve come to the conclusion that the devil made the fools. Anyhow, be off with you! You’ll get your plans in the morning.’

   Elliot went out, and was aware of Albert Pearson in the offing, looking earnest.

   ‘If I might have a word with you, Wray—’

   Nobody in the world with whom Elliot less desired to have a word than Albert, but impossible to refuse. He did say, ‘I thought you had work to do,’ but it produced no effect. Albert merely remarked that he could do it later and followed Elliot to his room. It was on the farther side of the bedroom floor, and was the same which had always been assigned to him before he married Phyllida – a fair-sized room which would have looked larger if it had not contained so much furniture. Mahogany bed, wardrobe, chest of drawers, dressing table and wash-stand encroached upon the floor space. There was a writing table, an armchair, and two or three smaller chairs.

   Albert came in, shut the door, and said, ‘Do you mind if I stay here till after twelve?’

   ‘What?’

   Albert repeated the horrible remark.

   ‘Do you mind if I stay here till after twelve? You see, he’s made it very awkward for me, living in the house. It’s all very well for the Ambrose lot – they can go home and be alibis for each other, and so can Richard and Mark. Miss Paradine and Phyllida can stick together if they want to. But what about me after what he said? “I’ll be in my study till twelve” – well, who’s going to say I didn’t go and have an interview with him and confess to what he was hinting about at dinner? I’m the one the family would rather see in a spot than any of themselves – wouldn’t they? If you can’t see them tumbling over one another to put it on me, I can. And I’m not having any. My character is my capital, and I’m not risking it. I’ll have a witness to prove that I didn’t go near him till the time was up.’

   Elliot leaned against the footrail of the bed with his hands in his pockets and said with a spice of malice, ‘Well, you had a minute or two to confess in before I came along – didn’t you?’

   Albert shook his head.

   ‘No, I didn’t. Lane was in the study when I got there, putting out a tray of drinks – he can speak to that. And I wasn’t there half a minute behind him. I suppose nobody imagines I had time to confess to whatever it is in about thirty seconds.’

   ‘It would be quick work.’

   ‘Very well. Then if I stay here till after twelve, they can’t put it on me.’

   Elliot raised his eyebrows. The hands on the clock on the mantelpiece pointed to a quarter past ten. He had never cottoned to Albert, he was not cottoning to him now. Nearly two hours of Albert neat was a stupefying prospect. Of all things in the world, he desired to be alone. He said in the driest tone at his command, ‘I should cut it out and go to bed.’

   Albert looked obstinate. All the Paradines could be obstinate, but it was his mother, born Millicent Paradine, who had been nicknamed Milly the Mule.

   ‘I have my character to consider.’

   Elliot produced an agreeable smile.

   ‘I could always lock you in and take away the key.’

   Albert’s resemblance to the late Mrs Pearson was intensified. He walked over to the easy chair and sat down.

   ‘I might have another key. I’m not taking any risks. Besides, have you thought about your own position? Cousin Grace doesn’t exactly love you, you know, and what goes for me goes for you. If we sit here together, she can’t put anything on either of us. See? I can say you weren’t in long enough with him to do any confessing. So it will be all OK for both of us.’

   The situation could hardly have been more tersely summed up. The facts were as stated. That there was a certain humour attaching to them was obvious to Elliot. He resigned himself to the inevitable.

   Albert having annexed the only armchair, he seated himself upon the bed and prepared to endure. He would at least not be called upon for very much in the way of conversation. No one in England could better sustain a monologue than Albert. A competent analysis of Japanese foreign policy for the last twenty years led on by a natural transition to a résumé of the personal history and career of Marshal Chiang Kai-shek. The words flowed over Elliot without really impinging upon his mind or impeding the processes of his thought. They were even vaguely soothing. Albert’s voice rose and fell. There was not the slightest need to listen to what he was saying. Elliot did not listen.

   He came to the surface at intervals and was aware of Albert discoursing on Communism, on Proportional Representation, on the life history of the eel, but for the most part he remained submerged beneath the flow of his own thoughts and of Albert’s persistent monologue.





ELEVEN

A LITTLE EARLIER than this, whilst Elliot Wray and Albert Pearson were in the dining room, James Paradine was still sitting at his writing-table in the study. It was three hours since he had flung his bomb into the family circle. If he felt either reaction or fatigue he did not show it. He had, on the contrary, the air of a man for whom the time has passed quickly and not without entertainment. As he sat there waiting for the clock to strike twelve and release him from the obligation to which he had pledged himself, he appeared to be on good terms with himself and his surroundings. It is true that a frown drew his brows sharply together as his eyes dwelt for a passing moment upon a cardboard cylinder conspicuous on the left of the table, but quickly enough his look changed. The frown was gone, his rather sarcastic smile flashed out. His glance had passed to a small leather-covered diary on the farther side of the table. It lay open, face downwards, the bright blue cover making it conspicuous against the dark red leather of the desk. He reached across, picked it up, looked quizzically at the date exposed, February 1st, and let it drop again, closed this time, upon the blotting pad. After which he appeared to lose himself for a time in pleasurable thought.

   Presently he pushed back his chair, took a bunch of keys from his right-hand trouser pocket, and going over to the filing cabinet on the left-hand side of the hearth, pulled it away from the wall and opened the safe which it served to conceal. What he took out was a number of old-fashioned cases in red leather with the initials CP stamped upon them in gold. The leather was faded and the gold was dim, but inside the diamonds shone very brightly indeed. The necklace which could be used as a tiara; the solitaire earrings; the rings – half-hoop, cluster, solitaire, marquise; the bracelets; the breast ornament; the brooches – they flashed as brilliantly after their twenty years in the dark as they had done when Clara Paradine had worn them to sit for the portrait above the mantelpiece.

   He looked from the real jewels to the painted ones appraisingly. It was a good portrait, very like Clara, and the diamonds were very well done. They were good diamonds. He had paid a pretty penny for them. Nobody had worn them since Clara died. It had never even entered his head to give any of them to Brenda or Irene. Clara’s daughter and daughter-in-law maybe, but the diamonds had come from the Paradine side and they were part of the Paradine capital.

   He put the cases back in the safe, locked them away, and pushed the cabinet against the wall. Then, with the keys in his hand, he came over to the hearth to look at the clock. Two minutes to twelve . . . Well, he supposed that no one would come knocking at the study door now. New Year’s Eve was almost gone. A singular evening, but not, he thought, ill spent.

   He went over to the door as he had done earlier in the day and switched off the lights. Then, repeating what was obviously a habit, he passed between the heavy curtains which screened the bay and unlatched the door to the terrace. Looking out, he observed the change which had come over the landscape since he had stood there before dinner. There was still a glint of moonlight away to the left, but the moon itself was out of sight. The wind was up, driving black clouds before it. In a moment the light would be gone. Behind him in the room the clock on the mantelpiece gave out the first of the four strokes which announced the hour. James Paradine stepped out upon the terrace, walked over to the parapet, and stood there looking down. The last of the moonlight struck a sparkle from the river where it bent by Hunter’s Lea. He thought vaguely about the diamonds he had locked away. Then it was dark.

   As the last stroke of twelve died in the empty room, the black clouds opened and the rain came down.





FIFTEEN

SUPERINTENDENT VYNER CAME in with something of the air of a docile bull in the traditional china shop. He was, as a matter of fact, uncomfortably conscious that his boots were not only large but muddy, and that the whole situation was, as Mr Pearson had put it, awkward. Previous contacts with Miss Paradine had been over such pleasant matters as the provision of police for the marshalling of cars at social functions. There had also been handsome donations to police dances and police charities. Business was business of course, and duty was duty. He found it in his heart to wish that Dr Frith, the police surgeon, was less positive about those cuts and bruises. Dr Horton, now, he was all for making things easy for the family – hadn’t been their doctor best part of twenty years for nothing. But when Frith up and put it to him – well, there was no mistaking it, he didn’t see his way to contradicting him, not out and out. He’d have liked to, but he didn’t see his way to it. Cautious, and got his reputation to think about. Frith was one of the cocksure sort, but the way he put it you couldn’t help seeing he’d got sense on his side. If a man turns giddy he goes down in a heap, blundering. He don’t come up against a two-foot parapet hard enough to cut his trousers and take a bit out of his knee, to say the least of it. And when Frith says and sticks to it that those cuts and bruises were made before death, and you can see for yourself where the stone’s been knocked from the parapet – well, it’s no wonder. Dr Horton won’t go farther than to say that he don’t feel called on to express an opinion. The plain English of it was that it looked uncommon like Mr Paradine having been pushed over that parapet, and the next thing after that was – who pushed him? There was no getting from it, it was awkward.

   With these thoughts occupying his mind, he advanced into the room, and was aware of Miss Paradine, tall and dignified in a plain black dress. She inclined her head, bade him good morning, and asked him to be seated. Looking about for a chair, he selected the one upon which Brenda Ambrose had been sitting, and wished the interview well over. The family had been dismissed. Miss Paradine was alone and gravely at her ease.

   ‘This is a very sad accident, Superintendent,’ she said.

   Something in the way she said it gave him just that hint of opposition which puts a man’s back up. Mr Pearson knew well enough that Dr Frith wasn’t satisfied about it being an accident. Very outspoken about it Frith had been, and nothing was going to persuade Superintendent Vyner that Mr Pearson had held his tongue. Why, it wasn’t in nature that he wouldn’t have passed on what he’d heard. Frith shouldn’t really have talked so free. But there it was, he’d said right out in front of the butler and Mr Pearson that it wasn’t an accident, and it was a hundred to one that Mr Pearson would have passed that on. So when Miss Paradine got off with its being a sad accident it just naturally put his back up, because it looked like she was trying to come it over him. And he was in his duty.

   He sat up straight in the Queen Anne chair, and he looked at the lady and said right out, ‘Dr Frith doesn’t think it was an accident.’

   She had a handkerchief in her hand. She might have been crying, or she might not. She touched her lips with it, sitting up very straight on the sofa, and said, ‘Dr Frith? What do you mean? Dr Horton was my brother’s doctor.’

   The Superintendent nodded.

   ‘Dr Frith is the Police Surgeon. It’s his opinion that it was no accident.’ He told her why.

   She listened with increasing distress.

   ‘But, Superintendent – I can’t believe it. You mean you think – no, Dr Frith thinks – that my brother was pushed?’

   ‘That’s what he makes of the evidence, and I’m bound to say that’s how it looks to me.’

   She was staring at him with a horrified expression.

   ‘But who – there’s no one – it’s too dreadful—’

   ‘That’s what we’ve got to find out. I take it you will give us all the assistance you can.’

   ‘Of course.’

   ‘Then perhaps you won’t mind answering a few questions.’

   ‘Oh, no.’

   He sat forward a little – a big man, heavily built, with grey hair beginning to recede from the temples, and a square, weather-beaten face. The hair had once been fair, and the rather deep-set eyes were astonishingly blue. He said, ‘I would like to ask whether there is anyone you might suspect.’

   ‘Indeed there isn’t.’

   ‘No one with a motive – no one who might have wanted him out of the way? No quarrels? No threats or threatening letters?’

   ‘None that I knew about.’

   ‘No differences of opinion in the business – or in the family?’

   Miss Paradine’s tone was very cold as she replied, ‘Certainly not.’

   Vyner said with a shade of apology in his voice, ‘You mustn’t mind my asking these questions – they have to be answered. Now, you had a family party here last night. These are the names as your butler gave them to me. Staying in the house, besides yourself and Mr Paradine, there were Mr and Mrs Wray and Mr Pearson. Mr and Mrs Ambrose, Miss Ambrose, and Miss Pennington, Mr Mark Paradine, and Mr Richard Paradine dined here. Is that correct?’

   ‘Quite.’

   ‘At what time did you dine?’

   ‘Eight o’clock is our dinner hour, but we were a few minutes late. Mr Wray’s visit was on business. We were not expecting him, and the meal was delayed.’

   ‘I see. Can you tell me when you left the dining room?’

   ‘At about nine o’clock, I suppose – I didn’t notice particularly.’

   ‘The party broke up rather early, didn’t it?’

   ‘Mrs Ambrose was anxious about her little girl. They left at about half-past nine.’

   ‘And Mr Mark and Mr Richard?’

   ‘Soon afterwards.’

   ‘Did Mr Paradine join you in the drawing room after dinner?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘Was that usual?’

   Miss Paradine hesitated. Then she said, ‘I don’t think I know quite what you mean.’

   The Superintendent looked at her very straight.

   ‘You had a New Year’s Eve party. Mr Paradine did not join you in the drawing room. He went straight from the dining room to his study. Wouldn’t that be unusual?’

   She said, ‘I don’t think he was quite himself.’

   ‘You mean that he was ill?’

   ‘Oh, no – not ill – I didn’t mean that. He just didn’t seem quite himself, and when he didn’t come into the drawing room, I thought he wanted to be quiet. He had had a lot of business all day. Mr Wray was with him right up to dinner-time, I believe. And he wasn’t a young man.’

   He thought, she’s doing a lot of explaining. He asked, ‘Did you see him at all after you left the dining room?’

   She said, ‘No.’ The handkerchief went to her lips again.

   ‘Not when the party was breaking up?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘He didn’t come out of the study when Mr and Mrs Ambrose and the others were going away?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘Did they go into the study to say goodbye?’

   She said, ‘No,’ again.

   He shifted his weight on the chair.

   ‘Wouldn’t that be rather unusual, Miss Paradine?’

   Her face showed only offence, but on the hand which was holding the handkerchief the knuckles stood up white.

   ‘No – I don’t know. I think we all took it for granted that he didn’t wish to be disturbed. It was a family party. There was no need to stand on ceremony.’

   ‘Then did none of you see him again?’

   ‘Not that I know of. Oh, I believe Mr Wray did.’

   ‘Oh, Mr Wray did? Yes, I remember he said so – he went in to say goodnight. Did anybody else do that?’

   ‘Really, I can’t say.’

   ‘Mr and Mrs Ambrose didn’t – or Miss Ambrose – or Mr Mark – or Mr Richard?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘Or yourself?’

   ‘I did not think that he would wish to be disturbed.’

   ‘Or Mrs Wray?’

   ‘Oh, no. She went upstairs before I did.’

   He leaned forward.

   ‘Miss Paradine, you must realise that all this has a very unusual sound. I feel obliged to ask you whether there was anything to account for this break-up of the party, and no one except Mr Wray having seen Mr Paradine to say goodnight. I am bound to tell you what it looks like to me, and that is a family quarrel.’

   ‘There was no quarrel.’

   ‘No difference of opinion? No unpleasantness of any kind? Nothing to make Mr Paradine go off to his study? Nothing to account for the party breaking up at half-past nine without saying goodnight to him?’

   She sat up very straight and said coldly, ‘The party broke up because Mrs Ambrose was anxious about her little girl.’

   ‘A case of serious illness?’

   ‘Oh, no. She is apt to be over anxious.’

   ‘Miss Paradine, you must see that this does not account for the whole party breaking up before a quarter to ten. And it doesn’t explain why no one said goodnight to Mr Paradine. Do you really wish to maintain that nothing had occurred which would account for these things – nothing of an unpleasant nature?’

   She looked him straight in the face and said, ‘There was nothing.’





EIGHTEEN

IRENE PASSED NERVOUSLY into the study, threw a shrinking glance about her, and sat down as far from the writing table as possible. To the Superintendent’s invitation to come a little nearer she responded with obvious reluctance. So very, very odd to see him sitting there in Mr Paradine’s place. No one else had ever sat there or used the table. She had the feeling that he might walk in suddenly and surprise them, and be very, very angry. The thought of it made her feel as if cold water was running down her back, like the drip from an umbrella. She did hope this statement business wasn’t going to take long.

   The Superintendent was looking at her quite kindly and politely. He said, like an echo of what she was thinking, ‘I won’t keep you long, Mrs Ambrose. I just want you to tell me what happened last night.’

   ‘Last night?’

   ‘Yes. There was a New Year’s Eve party here, wasn’t there? You, and your husband, and Miss Ambrose, and Miss Pennington came to it?’

   ‘Oh, yes.’

   ‘Dinner was at eight, I think, or just a little later. You were in the dining room till about nine. At half-past nine you and your party went home. Now why was that?’

   Irene brightened.

   ‘Oh, yes – my little girl wasn’t well – at least I was afraid she might be sickening for something, but she’s quite all right today. You see, she had a spot on her chest, and Dr Horton said it was nothing, but you never can tell with spots, and though she didn’t have a temperature or anything, or of course I shouldn’t have dreamed of leaving her, I was naturally anxious to get back. I didn’t want to come out at all, but my husband really insisted. And of course Mr Paradine wouldn’t have liked it if any of us had stayed away.’

   Superintendent Vyner said, ‘Quite so.’ And then, ‘So it was on your little girl’s account that you went home so early. It wasn’t on account of anything that happened at dinner?’

   Irene’s expression changed. The interest with which she had been talking about little Rena faded out. She appeared disconcerted. She put up her hand and fumbled inefficiently with a straggling lock of hair.

   The Superintendent repeated his question.

   ‘Something did happen at dinner, didn’t it? You wanted to get home to your little girl. But your husband wouldn’t have broken up the party just for that. There was something more, wasn’t there?’

   Irene never found it easy to switch her mind from one topic to another. She seized upon what seemed to her to be a connecting link.

   ‘Oh, but he didn’t mind a bit,’ she said. ‘It was really his own idea – I wouldn’t have liked to go as early as that. It was Frank who suggested it – it really was.’

   It was no use, the piece of hair wouldn’t tuck in. She left it straying, put her hands in her lap, and gazed earnestly at the Superintendent. She wasn’t nervous now. He seemed a very nice man. She wondered how old he was. Perhaps he had grandchildren like Jimmy and Rena. If she got a chance she would ask him. He had rather nice blue eyes. She did hope Rena’s eyes were going to be blue—

   And then he was saying, ‘Mr Ambrose wanted to go home because of what happened at dinner?’

   Her mouth fell open. Frank wouldn’t want her to say yes. She said in a confused voice, ‘Oh – I don’t know—’

   ‘Well, Mrs Ambrose, it couldn’t have been pleasant for any of you. I expect Mr Ambrose thought it would be better to break the party up.’

   ‘Oh, I don’t know—’

   He said briskly, ‘Mr Paradine came straight here from the dining room and didn’t appear again. He didn’t come into the drawing room, did he?’

   ‘No – he didn’t—’

   ‘It must have been very trying for you.’

   ‘Oh, it was!’

   If a shade of triumph entered his thought, his manner gave no sign of it. He leaned a little towards Irene across the table and said, ‘Now, Mrs Ambrose – I wonder whether you would tell me just how it all struck you. Different people get different impressions of the same thing. I would very much like to have your version of what happened in your own words, if you don’t mind.’

   Irene went through the process which she called thinking. A number of uncoordinated and confused impressions strayed to and fro in her mind. Frank must have told the Superintendent about last night – somebody must have told him – if it wasn’t Frank, Frank would be angry . . . The straying thoughts were not really as formulated as this. She did nothing to formulate them. She let them stray.

   She said in a hesitating manner, ‘Oh, I don’t know that I can—’

   ‘Will you try, Mrs Ambrose? Just begin at the beginning. What started it?’

   ‘Well, I don’t know – it just seemed to happen. He stood up, and we thought he was going to give us a toast – at least I did – I don’t know about the others. But it wasn’t that at all.’

   ‘I see. Now I wonder how much you remember of what followed. Just give it to me in your own words.’

   She said, ‘Oh, I don’t know—’

   ‘You mean you don’t remember?’

   ‘Oh – I remember—’

   ‘Then just see if you can help me. How did he begin?’

   Irene looked doubtful.

   ‘I can’t remember it all. He said we shouldn’t be bored – and then he said it wouldn’t be pleasant – and then he said things about our all being related, or connected by marriage, and families had to hold together, and all that sort of thing—’

   ‘And after that?’

   ‘Well, I don’t know if I ought to say – I don’t think—’

   He said quietly, ‘I am afraid I must ask you to go on. Just tell me what you can remember.’

   ‘Well, he used a lot of long words – I can’t remember them. And I don’t know—’

   ‘Please, Mrs Ambrose – just what you remember.’

   Sitting there in her fur coat, Irene shivered. She began to feel sure that Frank was going to be angry. She didn’t see what she could do about it. If you didn’t answer the police they would think you had something to hide. But she didn’t like having to answer, because now when the actual words came crowding back they weren’t the sort of words you want to repeat to the police or to anyone else. She faltered as she repeated them.

   ‘He said – someone – had been – disloyal. He said someone had – betrayed – the family interests. He said it was – one of us—’

   The blood came up behind Vyner’s tan. His thoughts shouted, ‘By gum, he did – by gum!’ He looked down at the blotting pad and saw a little leather-covered diary lying there – just one of those pocket diaries, bright blue, with 1942 stamped upon the cover in gold. He looked at it because he wanted to keep his eyes from Mrs Ambrose. Mustn’t startle her – mustn’t startle her . . . He managed his voice and said, ‘Did he say who this person was?’

   ‘Oh, no, he didn’t.’

   ‘Do you think he knew?’

   ‘Oh, yes – he said so.’

   ‘He said someone had betrayed the family interests, and that he knew who the person was?’

   ‘Yes, that’s what he said.’

   He was looking at her again now.

   ‘You are doing very well, Mrs Ambrose. What else did he say?’

   Irene had now arrived at feeling some pleasurable excitement. She was doing well – she was being praised – it wasn’t as difficult as she had thought it was going to be. She said in quite a complacent voice, ‘It was dreadful. I’m sure I didn’t know where to look. And I was sitting next to him. It really was dreadful. We all thought he must have gone out of his mind.’

   ‘Did he seem to be excited?’

   ‘Oh, no. That’s what made it so dreadful – he was absolutely calm. I don’t know how he could be when you think of the things he was saying, but he was.’

   ‘Will you go on telling me what he said?’

   ‘Well, all that sort of thing. And then he said he would wait in the study till twelve o’clock, and if anyone had anything to – to confess, he would be there, and – well, I can’t remember exactly, but – I think he meant that he wouldn’t be too hard on anyone if they confessed. I think that’s what he meant, but he did say something about punishment too.’

   ‘Can you remember what he said?’

   Irene looked vague.

   ‘No – I don’t think I can. It was something about the person being punished.’

   ‘I see. It must have been quite a relief when the party broke up.’

   ‘Oh, it was!’

   ‘You didn’t see Mr Paradine again?’

   ‘Oh, no.’

   ‘None of your party saw him again to say goodnight?’

   ‘Oh, no.’

   ‘You all went home together?’

   ‘Oh, yes.’

   ‘You must have got home at about a quarter to ten. As far as you know, did any of the party go out again?’

   The colour came into her face. Her eyes opened widely. She said, ‘Oh!’

   Vyner said in his own mind, ‘By gum – I’ve got something!’ He looked at her hard and said, ‘Which of you went out?’

   She was flustered, but not unduly so.

   ‘Well, it was because of Rena – my little girl you know – I couldn’t wake her.’

   He experienced a slight feeling of stupefication.

   ‘Why did you want to wake her?’

   ‘Well, I didn’t, you know – not really. I mean I was very pleased at first when I got home to find she was sleeping so soundly, and then – well, I was talking to my sister for some time, and when I got back and began to go to bed I thought perhaps she was sleeping too soundly.’

   ‘Yes?’

   ‘Well, I got frightened. My sister doesn’t know anything about children. I did try to get my husband to come and look at her, but he only said “Stuff and nonsense!” He thinks I’m fussy. But when I picked her up and her head just fell over and she went on sleeping, I got dreadfully frightened, and I tried to ring up Dr Horton, but the telephone was out of order – I’d forgotten about that. So when I couldn’t get on I thought I’d go and fetch him – it’s not any distance really – so I did.’

   ‘You went and fetched Dr Horton?’

   She was looking vague again.

   ‘Well, I didn’t really, because when I got there he was in his car just starting to go out somewhere. I ran and called after him, but he didn’t hear me.’

   ‘So you came home again?’

   ‘Well, I didn’t – not at once. I thought perhaps he wouldn’t be long. I walked up and down a bit. I didn’t like to ring the bell, because Mrs Horton always tells you how she brought up eight children and never fussed over any of them.’

   Vyner’s face was as expressionless as he could make it.

   ‘How long did you wait, Mrs Ambrose?’

   ‘About half an hour. And then I got frightened again wondering what was happening to Rena so I went home. I ran all the way, but she was quite all right.’

   ‘And was she still asleep?’

   ‘Oh, yes. My husband was so angry.’

   ‘He had missed you?’

   ‘Oh, yes. He was out looking for me when I got back. Then he came in and was frightfully angry.’

   ‘What time did he get in?’

   ‘I don’t know – it must have been getting late – I know I was longing to get to bed.’

   ‘Did your husband say where he had been?’

   ‘He said he had been looking for me.’

   ‘He didn’t say where?’

   ‘Oh, no.’

   ‘He just said he had been looking for you?’

   Irene coloured brightly.

   ‘He was most unkind about it,’ she said.





FORTY

ABOUT TEN MINUTES later Irene opened the door, said ‘Oh!’ in a very startled voice, and hung undecided whether to go or stay. Lydia, with a firm hold upon the arm which Mark had just removed from her waist, observed with modest pride, ‘It’s all right – we’re engaged. Come along and say “Bless you, my children.” And I’m going back to lunch with him at the River House, so you’ll get a chance of saving on my rations. Hurry up with the congratulations, because we’re going to be late, and you know how much Aunt Grace likes that.’

   Irene stared, caught her breath, and made the most admired gaffe of her life.

   ‘I thought it was Dicky!’

   ‘Dicky didn’t,’ said Lydia crisply. ‘Mark on the other hand did, but he doesn’t now. You can think up something a little more effusive over the sago pudding, darling. I shan’t be back for ages, so you’ve got plenty of time.’

   Lunch was in progress at the River House when they walked in, but it had not got very far. Grace Paradine raised her eyebrows very slightly, Lane set a place beside Mark’s, and the meal went on.

   It was whilst he was handing the vegetables that Miss Paradine asked in a low voice, ‘Where is Louisa?’ and received the equally low reply,

   ‘She is not very well, madam.’ The hand under the dish from which she was helping herself to potato shook slightly.

   Her eyebrows lifted again.

   Nobody wished to prolong the necessary business of eating, but in the absence of Louisa the service dragged. Phyllida and Elliot Wray were placed at opposite ends of the table. Elliot looked at no one, ate what was set in front of him, and confined his conversation to Mark, who on more than one occasion answered at cross purposes. Phyllida kept her eyes on her plate. She had a pretty colour, and every now and then her lips trembled into a smile. Grace Paradine, catching one of these looks, stiffened and ate no more.

   Mark and Lydia sat side by side. They did not look at one another. Each felt the other unendurably dear. Each experienced an almost terrifying happiness which might at any moment be snatched away. For Mark to be silent was nothing new, but if everyone else had not been equally preoccupied, the fact that Lydia scarcely opened her lips could not have failed to attract attention. Miss Silver alone appeared to be perfectly at her ease. She conversed pleasantly with Albert Pearson, who for once had very little to say.

   Everyone was glad when the meal was over. Mark went to make a telephone call. Lydia left the room with Phyllida. Miss Silver, Albert, and Elliot Wray were following, when Miss Paradine, who had walked over to the window, turned back and addressed herself directly to Elliot.

   ‘Will you remain behind for a moment? There is something I want to say.’

   He shut the door upon the others and waited.

   ‘What is it, Miss Paradine?’

   ‘I would like to know when you propose to leave this house.’

   His look had been so hard before that it did not seem as if it could harden any farther, yet this happened. He said, ‘I came here at Mr Paradine’s invitation – his very urgent invitation. I am staying at Mark’s. I shall probably stay until after the funeral. Is that all?’

   ‘No. I should like you to go. You are not welcome here.’

   ‘I am not your guest, Miss Paradine.’

   She had been pale, very pale indeed, but now the colour flooded into her face.

   ‘Have you no consideration for Phyllida?’

   ‘Have you?’

   ‘That is insolent.’

   Elliot laughed.

   ‘You can’t have it both ways, I’m afraid. If we are being polite, you don’t order me out of Mark’s house. If we revert to the comfortable state of saying just what we think, I can say things too. Do you want to hear them? Or shall we go back to being hostess and guest again?’

   With the angry colour in her face she went to the door, but suddenly checked and turned, standing against the jamb. The flush died down, leaving her pale again.

   ‘What have you got to say?’

   Her movement had brought them so close together that there was not the stretch of an arm between them. It was too near for Elliot. His anger came
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