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EIGHT

MR MADOC WAS dismissed. He came striding to his seat and flung himself down upon it with a complete disregard for the fact that in so doing he had driven the chair forcibly against Mrs Thomas Pincott’s knees. Her muffled exclamation of offence and pain produced no visible effect. He scowled, thrust his hands into his pockets, and once more proceeded to cross his legs, only this time it was left over right, left ankle well hitched up over right knee.

   At the grating sound of the chair Garth looked sideways, and found himself presented with an excellent view of the sole of Mr Madoc’s left shoe, a well worn surface to which a Phillips rubber sole had been affixed. This too bore signs of wear. Some of the rubber had broken away. Glistening against this broken surface, a sizeable splinter of glass took the light, and Garth Albany’s eye. He could have jumped, and was thankful that Aunt Sophy had removed her hand from his arm in order to apply a handkerchief to her eyes.

   After an interval, cold reaction followed. Broken glass may be picked up anywhere. It is no good saying you don’t believe in coincidences, because they happen. On the other hand even complete scepticism would have to admit that a man might walk through the Church Cut and pick up a piece of glass on his shoe without its having any particular significance. Against that stood the undoubted fact that the Church Cut did not lie between Prior’s End and the village. It was difficult to conceive of any reason why Mr Madoc should have passed that way. If, for instance, he had business at one of the houses served by the Cut, the more natural approach would be by the road which bordered the Green.

   He had got as far as this, when he became aware that Bush was giving his evidence, sitting very upright with a hand on either knee, his natural air of melancholy intensified to the point of gloom.

   It was Janice’s name that had caught Garth’s attention.

   ‘Miss Janice, she came knocking at the door. I come down, and she said she was afraid of Mr Harsch being taken ill in the church, and would I bring my key and come along over. So I come. And there he was, poor gentleman, fallen down and dead, and the pistol lying a matter of six inches from his hand like as if it had dropped when he fell. And Miss Janice, she said “Oh, Mr Harsch!” and took him by the hand. And I took hold of the torch and held it up, and I said, “It’s no good, miss – he’s dead.” ’

   ‘You did not touch the pistol or move it in any way?’

   ‘There wasn’t anything touched, sir, except that Miss Janice she had hold of his hand and she put her other hand on his wrist to feel for the pulse.’

   ‘You are sure that the pistol wasn’t moved at all?’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   The coroner put up a hand and smoothed back his hair. Then he looked down at his notes.

   ‘You have a key to the church?’

   ‘Yes, sir. I’m sexton and verger.’

   ‘What other keys are there?’

   ‘The old rector, he had three. The one I’ve got is the one my father had before me.’

   ‘That would be one of the three?’

   ‘No, sir. There was four keys in all. The rector had three of them – the old rector that was. Miss Fell, she kept one of them after the Rector died – she used to go in and do the flowers. Miss Brown that lives with her and plays the organ for the services, that’s the key she uses. Mr Harsch’s key, that was the one that did used to belong to the organist, but when he was called up the rector had it back and loaned it out to Mr Harsch.’

   ‘I’d just like to be sure I’ve got that right. There are four keys. The rector has one, you have one, Miss Fell has one which is used by Miss Brown, and Mr Harsch had one. Is that correct?’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘There is no other key?’

   ‘No, sir.’

   The coroner leaned forward and wrote. Then he looked up again.

   ‘Where do you keep your key, Mr Bush?’

   ‘Hanging on the dresser, sir.’

   ‘It was in its place when Miss Meade came for you?’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘When had you last seen it before that?’

   ‘At a quarter after ten o’clock, when I locked up for the night.’

   ‘You saw it then?’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘The church door was locked when you went there with Miss Meade?’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘Do you know whether Mr Harsch was in the habit of locking the door?’

   ‘Oh, no, sir – he wasn’t.’

   ‘You know this for a fact?’

   ‘Yes, sir. I’ve often been in when he was playing and stood there to listen.’

   ‘Have you ever known him to lock the door?’

   Bush took time to think. Then he said, ‘Well, sir – once or twice – if he was there late. But you wouldn’t call it a habit.’

   The police inspector was then called to testify that Mr Harsch’s key had been found in his left-hand jacket pocket. There was a very much smudged fingerprint on it. This print closely resembled the forefinger print on the pistol, which was similarly blurred, the print of the thumb and of the other three fingers being clearly those of the deceased.

   ‘You mean that there was only the one blurred print on the key, and one blurred but four clear prints on the pistol?’

   The inspector said, ‘Yes, sir,’ and gave place to the spare ascetic figure of the rector.

   ‘I would just like to ask you about your key to the church, Mr Cavendish. It was in your possession on the evening of Mr Harsch’s death?’

   ‘Certainly.’

   ‘May I ask where you keep it?’

   The rector delved into his trouser pocket and produced a bunch of keys depending from a chain. From these he separated an ordinary-looking door-key and held it out.

   The coroner observed it.

   ‘This is the key?’

   ‘Yes. As you see, it is neither really old, or exactly up-to-date. The church is an old one. The original keys were found too cumbrous to be convenient, and my predecessor had a new lock fitted to this side door. The two main doors are bolted on the inside. The old keys are no longer used.’

   ‘So that access to the church must be means of one of the four keys of which the sexton spoke?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Did you go down to the church at all yourself on Tuesday evening?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘But have you on other occasions visited the church whilst Mr Harsch was playing the organ?’

   ‘Oh, yes. He played very well. I have gone in to listen to him.’

   ‘Did you ever find the door locked?’

   Like Bush, the rector paused.

   ‘I don’t think so. I cannot recall any such occasion.’

   ‘Thank you, Mr Cavendish, that will be all.’

   As the rector returned to his seat, the coroner inclined his head in Miss Fell’s direction, and spoke her name.

   Garth took her up to the platform. She pinched his arm very hard indeed, and looked a good deal as she might have looked if she had been ascending the scaffold. Much to her relief, she was first asked about the key. The coroner heard her answers, because he wrote them down, and Garth could hear them in the second row, so presumably the jury heard them too, but as far as the rest of the hall was concerned there was merely a fooffle.

   What the coroner wrote down was that Miss Fell kept her key in the unlocked left-hand top drawer of the bureau in the drawing-room, and that Miss Brown, who had very kindly been acting as organist, took it whenever she had occasion.

   ‘Are you sure that your key was in the drawer on the night in question?’

   Miss Fell was understood to say that it was always there unless Miss Brown had taken it.

   ‘When did you actually last see it?’

   Miss Fell had no idea. She had had to give up doing the flowers in the church – she really never used the key now.

   She had begun to feel more at home. She remembered meeting the coroner a good many years ago when he was a young solicitor. Ingleside . . . Yes, that was the name – Ingleside. Her colour came back, and her voice became much more audible.

   ‘Now, Miss Fell – you have made a statement to the effect that you heard a shot fired on this Tuesday evening. Your house is next to the church? It is in fact the Rectory?’

   ‘Yes’

   ‘Where were you when you heard this shot?’

   ‘Well, I was in the drawing-room, but I had opened the glass door into the garden and gone down the steps. There are three steps—’

   ‘Why did you do this?’

   ‘I wanted to smell the night-flowering stock, and I wanted to know whether Mr Harsch was still playing the organ.’

   Something like a faint rustle went over the hall. Garth thought that everyone within hearing must have moved a little.

   The coroner went on with his questions.

   ‘You knew that Mr Harsch was playing the organ in the church?’

   ‘Oh, yes. It was a warm night, and the window was open behind the curtains. I can always hear the organ when the window is open – not the soft bits of course, but when anyone is using the swell.’

   ‘How did you know that it was Mr Harsch who was playing?’

   Miss Sophy looked surprised.

   ‘Miss Brown is the only other person who plays the organ, and she was in the drawing-room with me.’

   ‘And was she with you when you heard the shot?’

   ‘No – I don’t think so – I think she had gone to bed . . . Oh, yes, I know she had, because I remember putting out the light in the hall.’

   ‘What time was it when you heard the shot? Do you remember?’

   ‘Oh, I remember perfectly. It was a quarter to ten – because I had just looked at my watch and thought it was rather early to go to bed, but since Miss Brown had gone up I had better go too.’

   ‘Miss Fell – when you heard this shot, did you think it came from the church?’

   ‘Oh, no – indeed I didn’t!’

   ‘What did you think?’

   Miss Sophy put her head on one side, as she always did when she was considering anything. Then she said quite briskly, ‘I thought it was Mr Giles. His fields run right down to the church on the other side of the Cut. I knew that he had been losing some of his fowls – the foxes are terrible now that there is no hunting.’

   From his seat in the fourth row on the left of the hall Mr Giles, a rubicund elderly farmer, was seen to nod emphatically, and heard to ejaculate, ‘That’s right!’

   Miss Fell having been released, he was called to the table and asked whether he had in fact been out with his gun on Tuesday night, to which he replied that he had been up until midnight with a sick cow and much too busy to trouble his head about foxes.

   Miss Brown was the last witness. She was so pale in her deep black that she might have been the chief mourner. It passed through Garth’s mind to wonder whether she was. If he had ever seen a figure of tragedy in his life, he thought he saw one now. And Aunt Sophy talking about happy gifts, and how much ‘My dear friend Miss Brown’ had brightened her life! There seemed to have been a slip-up somewhere. Of course she might have been in love with Harsch – he supposed middle-aged people did fall in love. Somehow he didn’t find the idea convincing.

   He listened to the deep voice taking the oath in a kind of husky whisper. Then the coroner was asking her about Aunt Sophy’s key.

   ‘You were in the habit of using it?’

   Still in that husky whisper, Miss Brown said, ‘Yes.’

   The hall had plain windows set rather high up on both sides. Through the second window on the left, the sun came slanting in, to touch the edge of Miss Brown’s hat, her shoulder, the hand which hung at her side. Garth, watching attentively, saw the hand clench upon itself. There was no glove upon it. The knuckles were as white as bone. Under the brim of the black felt hat the cheek muscles were tense, the skin was bloodless. Between the heavy black hair and the curving arc of the eyebrow there was a gleam of sweat. In some apprehension he thought, ‘Good lord – she’s going to faint!’

   The coroner put his next question.

   ‘Had you occasion to use this key on the day of Mr Harsch’s death?’

   Miss Brown did not faint. She said, ‘I used it in the morning. I went to the church to practise between eleven and twelve. I put the key back in the drawer. I did not go to the church again.’

   ‘Thank you, Miss Brown.’

   The words dismissed her. Garth saw the tense muscles relax, the clenched hand fall limp. She got up, came through the shaft of sunlight to the steps, and back to her seat. She had to pass him on the outside of the row, and Miss Sophy next to him. Unlike Mr Madoc, Garth stood up to make way for her, stepping out into the aisle between the rows. As she went by, he heard her take a low sighing breath. To his mind, there was no doubt at all that Miss Brown was very much relieved. He thought her emotion at her release a good deal overdone – much ado about nothing in fact. She had only to answer a couple of harmless questions about Aunt Sophy’s key, and she had been within an ace of passing out. Odd, because she hadn’t struck him as a swooner.

   He began very carefully to consider those two harmless questions, both about the key. ‘You were in the habit of using it?’ – ‘Had you occasion to use this key on the day of Mr Harsch’s death?’

   Nothing in question number one. Everyone in the village knew she was in the habit of using Aunt Sophy’s key. Yet it was immediately after this question that she began to look as if she was going to faint. Quite obviously, she had the wind up. Why? Again quite obviously, she didn’t know what was coming next. She was waiting for question number two exactly as a man might wait for a bullet. But when it came it wasn’t a bullet after all – just a harmless blank cartridge. So far from swooning when it hit her, she was able to get quite a lot of unsolicited information off her chest and depart heaving sighs of relief. Yet this second question in one form or another was just the one question which was bound to be put – inevitable, unescapable. He came back on the words in his own mind – ‘in one form or another’. She had known – she must have known – that she would be asked whether she had used the key. That was why she had the wind up. There couldn’t be any other reason.

   Suppose the second question had been, ‘Did you take the key out of Miss Fell’s drawer on that Tuesday evening?’ Would her hand have unclenched and those tense muscles relaxed? He wondered. But the Coroner had asked, ‘Had you occasion to use this key on the day of Mr Harsch’s death?’ and Miss Brown had replied, ‘I used it in the morning. I went to the church to practise between eleven and twelve. I put the key back in the drawer. I did not go to the church again.’ A very comprehensive answer for a lady who looked as if she was going to swoon.

   He cast his mind back to the previous evening and thought furiously – Miss Brown at the grand piano with her back to them, a Beethoven thunderstorm going on up and down the keyboard, and Aunt Sophy telling him that Eliza Pincott who married a young Braybury from Ledstow had had triplets – ‘So very inconvenient, but she’s as proud as a peacock. But then the Pincotts are like that – everything that happens to them is just what they wanted and quite all right, except that old Ezra turned up drunk at the christening and they didn’t like that. And she sent me a snapshot – just behind you there, dear boy, in the left-hand top drawer of my bureau—’ Well, the snapshot was there all right, but he was prepared to stand up in any court, at any time, and take oath that the key was not. Of course that was Thursday evening and not Tuesday. Mr Harsch had been shot on Tuesday evening. Aunt Sophy might have removed the key. Miss Brown had only sworn that she had put it back in the drawer after practising in the church between eleven and twelve on Tuesday morning.

   He went on wondering furiously.





ELEVEN

GARTH SAT ON the stile at the end of Prior’s Wood and whistled, ‘Tell it to the soldier, tell it to the sailor, tell it to the lad from the marines.’ He sat with his back to the wood through which he had come by way of a green winding path known locally as Lover’s Walk, and his face to the Prior’s Field, where the ruins of what had been Bourne Priory lay in picturesque disorder. There was still an arch or two of the cloisters where the monks had paced up and down with the western sunlight slanting in, but for the most part what had once been chapel, refectory, dormitories, and kitchen, was now nothing but heaped masonry with much of its stonework pilfered to make the doorsteps, the well-heads, and the tombstones of Bourne. Beyond the field and the tall hedgerow which bordered it was the lane leading to Prior’s End. The roof of the house was visible amongst sheltering trees. The nearer hedge was broken by another stile. Janice would not have far to come.

   Garth whistled because he didn’t particularly want to think. He wanted to see Janice and hear what she had to say before he set his mind working upon such things as the glass on the Rectory stair, the glass on Evan Madoc’s shoe, and the odd behaviour of Aunt Sophy’s key. It is much easier to make up your mind not to think than it is to stop thinking. Behind the silly jingling words suggested by the tune he was whistling there came and went a crowd of shadowy, half-conscious speculations. It was a relief when something moved behind the hedge on the far side of the field and a moment later Janice came into view at the stile. He jumped down and went to meet her.

   She had hurried a little, and there was colour in her cheeks. She wore the white frock which she had worn at the inquest, but she had taken off the hat with the black ribbon. The sun picked up the gold threads in the short brown curls. He thought again how little she had changed. The very bright eyes of no particular colour – they could look grey, or brown, or green – the little brown pointed face, the short bright curls, and the short white frock belonged as much to Janice at ten years old as to Janice at twenty-two.

   He laughed, and said, ‘You haven’t grown a bit.’

   The colour brightened against the brown of her skin. She stuck her chin in the air.

   ‘Why should I have grown? Last time you saw me I was nineteen. People don’t grow after they’re nineteen.’

   His eyes teased her.

   ‘I did – I grew two inches.’

   ‘Well, I call that extravagant! You were six foot already – another two inches was just swank. And everybody doesn’t want to be yards high anyhow.’

   Garth laughed. It was really very difficult to disentangle her from the little girl who had passionately wanted to be tall, and who had coloured up just like this when he teased her. Then all of a sudden the past shut down. The old safe, easy world was gone – its rules, its pattern, its way of life. The violence which was shaking the world had reached out and shaken Bourne, for whether Michael Harsch had shot himself or had been murdered, he had most certainly died because an Austrian house-painter aspired to an empire beyond the dreams of the Caesars. He said abruptly, ‘I want to talk to you, Janice. Where shall we go – up over the downs?’

   ‘Yes, if you like.’

   ‘Or we can stay here, if you don’t want to get hot.’ Her colour had failed, and he noticed how tired she looked – quite suddenly. ‘Lots of good places to sit, if you’d rather do that.’

   ‘Yes – I think so—’

   They found a place where tumbled heaps of stone would screen them from the lane. Garth felt again how far away the past had gone. The little girl Janice had tagged about at his heels all day with as little thought of fatigue as a rabbit. He frowned and said, ‘You look all in. What’s the matter? Is it this Harsch business?’

   She said, ‘Yes. I don’t mean just because he’s dead.’ She leaned forward, her hands locked about her knees. ‘Garth – he didn’t shoot himself – I know he didn’t.’

   He was looking at her hard.

   ‘If you know anything, you ought to have said it at the inquest.’

   ‘But I did—’

   ‘You mean you just think he didn’t shoot himself. You don’t really know anything at all.’

   This was the old superior Garth, talking down over a five years gap. She reacted at once.

   ‘Don’t be stupid – facts aren’t the only things you can know. You can know people – you can know a person so well that you can be quite sure he wouldn’t do that sort of thing.’

   ‘Meaning it would be out of character for Harsch to have committed suicide?’

   Her ‘Yes’ was very emphatic.

   ‘But, Janice, don’t you see that when something pushes a man off his balance, that’s just what he does do – he acts out of character. It isn’t normal for a man to pitch on his head or go down on his hands and knees, but if his physical balance is upset, it may happen. And when it comes to mental balance, well, it’s the same thing, isn’t it? Normal motives and restraints cease to operate, and he does the last thing he would dream of doing if he were himself.’

   Janice looked at him with those very bright eyes.

   ‘He didn’t do it, Garth.’

   ‘You’re just being obstinate. You’ve got nothing to go on.’

   ‘But I have. You haven’t listened to me yet. I want you to listen.’

   ‘All right – go ahead.’

   She set her elbow on her knee and her chin in her hand and went on looking at him.

   ‘Well then – it’s five years since Mr Harsch came over here. That’s to say it’s more than five years since his wife and daughter – died. That would have been the time to kill himself if he were going to do it. The Nazis had stripped him of everything. He hadn’t got anything left except his mind, and they couldn’t touch that. If they didn’t break it then, why should it break suddenly now? I don’t care how dreadful a tragedy has been, it can’t be quite the same after five years as it was at first. He told me himself that last day that in the beginning he kept going because he wanted punishment and revenge, and he thought this stuff he was working on would give it to him.’

   ‘Harschite – yes.’

   Her face changed.

   ‘You know about that?’

   ‘Yes – that’s why I’m here. Don’t tell anyone, Jan.’

   The colour came brightly to her face. She nodded and went on with what she had been saying.

   ‘But now, he said, all that had gone. He said the desire for revenge wasn’t civilised. He only wanted to stop the dreadful things that were being done, and to set people free. And he spoke of working with Mr Madoc, and asked if I would help him. You see, none of that is like a man who is off his balance. He wasn’t like that at all – I lived in the house with him for a year, and I know. He was gentle, and considerate, and very patient. He was always thinking of other people. I know he wouldn’t have made that appointment with—’ she stopped suddenly.

   Garth supplied the name she had bitten off.

   ‘With Sir George Rendal.’

   ‘Oh, you know that too?’

   ‘I’m acting for him – but that’s not to be known. Go on.’

   ‘I was going to say that he would never have made that appointment and failed to keep it. I know he wouldn’t.’

   Garth leaned back and looked at her. No doubt about it at all, she most passionately believed what she had said. Her eyes, her lips, the colour in her cheeks, made up a picture of absolute conviction. He was, if not himself convinced, a good deal impressed. The impression was definite enough to make him give a little more weight to such things as two pieces of glass and a key. He said, ‘All right, you’ve got that on the record. Now it’s my turn. I want you to answer some questions. Will you?’

   ‘If I can.’

   ‘You think Michael Harsch was murdered?’

   She brought her hands together in a way he remembered. Her colour was all gone.

   ‘I didn’t say that.’

   He gave his old impatient jerk of the shoulder.

   ‘What else? If he didn’t commit suicide, he was murdered, wasn’t he? What else have you been saying, except that he was murdered?’

   She looked down at her hands and said, ‘Yes.’ And then, in a childish, almost inaudible voice, ‘It sounds so dreadful.’

   It touched him in an odd kind of way, like a child saying ‘I don’t like it’ in the middle of a thunderstorm or a bombardment. He said in a tone that was grim just because he had been moved, ‘Well, murder is dreadful.’

   She said, ‘I know—’

   ‘And the murderer, if it were murder, is still at large. Now let’s go back to my questions. I want to know a lot of things that the coroner didn’t ask. I want to know whether you suspect anyone.’

   She took a long time to answer that. Then she said, ‘No.’

   He looked at her sharply.

   ‘Tell me about the other people in the house. Tell me about Madoc. That show he put up at the inquest – was that genuine, or was it a stunt? Is he like that all the time?’

   ‘Oh, yes – he really is. He doesn’t put it on – he’s like that.’

   ‘Gosh!’

   She was looking at him again. There was a sparkle behind the brown lashes.

   ‘You’d say so if you worked for him.’

   ‘What does he do?’

   ‘Scolds – calls you names – things like atomy—’

   Garth burst out laughing.

   ‘My poor child! You can sue him for libel.’

   ‘I shouldn’t have stayed if it hadn’t been for Mr Harsch.’

   Garth was grave again.

   ‘How did they get on?’

   ‘Oh, you couldn’t quarrel with Mr Harsch – nobody could. He always said Mr Madoc didn’t mean anything, and just went on being nice.’

   ‘There was no quarrel between them, then?’

   ‘Oh, no.’

   ‘Jan, what happened on Tuesday night – after Harsch went out? Do you sit with the Madocs in the evening – were you all together?’

   She said slowly, ‘Miss Madoc and I were together.’

   ‘And Madoc?’

   ‘He hardly ever sits with us.’

   ‘Where does he sit?’

   ‘In the laboratory. It’s really his study too. He’s got his writing-table there, and all his books.’

   ‘Did you see him at all on Tuesday evening after Harsch went out?’

   ‘Not till he was going up to bed.’

   ‘When was that?’

   ‘About a quarter past ten.’

   ‘Then you can’t say for certain whether he left the house or not. You don’t know that he didn’t leave it?’

   Her eyes changed. She looked down again.

   He put a hand on her arm.

   ‘Jan, you’ve got to tell me! Did he go out – do you know that he went out?’

   In a whisper which yet seemed not to have enough breath to carry it, she said, ‘He often goes out—’

   The hand on her arm felt very strong, very warm, very insistent. She wasn’t sure whether she was shaking just of herself, or whether Garth was shaking her. His voice wasn’t loud, but it meant to have an answer.

   ‘Did he go out on Tuesday night?’

   Janice said, ‘Yes.’

   The hand let go, but she was still shaking. The voice went on.

   ‘How do you know?’

   ‘I heard the front door. You can’t help hearing it.’

   ‘It couldn’t have been anyone else? Who else is there?’

   ‘Only the housekeeper, Mrs Williams, and she’d die before she went out in the dark. She’s a townswoman really, from Cardiff. She only stays because she adores Mr Madoc.’

   So Madoc had gone out. He wondered where he had gone.

   ‘When did he go?’

   ‘It was just before we turned on the nine o’clock news.’

   ‘And when did he get back?’

   Her voice went away to a whisper again. She said, ‘It was about ten minutes past ten.’





FIFTEEN

THE NEXT FEW hours saw a good deal of activity on the part of a number of people. Garth walked to Perry’s Halt and from there took the train to Marbury, from which sizeable town he judged that he could without indiscretion ring up Sir George Rendal. As a result of this conversation strings were pulled, a Chief Constable was tactfully approached and prevailed upon to request that the Harsch case should be taken over by Scotland Yard.

   Garth, having finished with the telephone, partook of a horrible and very expensive meal at the Station Hotel and made his way back by the late slow local, wondering what hotel crooks did to food to make it so repulsive.

   As he walked across the dark fields from Perry’s Halt he was wondering about other things. Madoc – why should Madoc have murdered Harsch? Jealousy over Medora Brown? A good stock answer out of all the melodramas that had ever been written. It did seem extraordinarily unlikely. But then people did do very unlikely things, and melodrama was a most constant factor in human affairs. Every day the snappier papers produced the most lunatic stories of human behaviour. Medora wasn’t his cup of tea, but she might be Madoc’s. She might even have been Michael Harsch’s. She was quite a handsome woman in her way. She could have sat or stood for almost any one of the darker heroines of Greek tragedy. A little old perhaps for Cassandra, but quite a possible Electra, who could never have been young, and a very credible Clytemnestra. Or Medusa. Yes, Medusa had it – a Medusa who had seen something which had turned her to stone. The legend in reverse.

   Well, Madoc was bound to be arrested unless he had a very good explanation to hand about the key. He found himself wondering how Madoc would take arrest. These men who got angry about trifles sometimes found control in an emergency. He wondered, and wondered again, why Madoc should have shot Michael Harsch. There was the obvious melodramatic motive of jealousy. There was the impossible-possible twisted motive of the pacifist who sees himself rescuing the world from the latest perversion of science. It might be either of these, or a tangled mixture of both. He thought the police might have their work cut out to get a case that would hold water. A jury wasn’t going to like hanging a man on the unsupported evidence of a boy of twelve. He was glad the thing was off his shoulders anyway. He had made the report he was bound to make, and that finished it as far as he was concerned.

   It felt like the middle of the night, but it was actually no more than eleven o’clock when he got back to the Rectory, where he discovered Miss Sophy in a woollen dressing-gown sitting up for him with hot coffee and sandwiches, over which she became very chatty but most admirably abstained from asking any questions. In her generation the men of the family came and went, and you never dreamed of asking them where they had been. It simply wasn’t done.

   She talked instead about Miss Brown.

   ‘I am afraid Mr Harsch’s death has been a very severe shock. I would not let her sit up – she is really not at all herself – but I hope perhaps in the morning, with the inquest behind her, she will be feeling better.’

   Garth had his doubts. He felt concerned and embarrassed, and made haste to talk about Miss Doncaster. He had heard Aunt Sophy become quite animated on the subject before now, but tonight she merely sighed and said, ‘You know, my dear, I am sorry for her. She and Mary Anne had a very difficult time when they were young. Their father was a most peculiar man. He didn’t like people coming to the house, and they never had any opportunities even when they were abroad. I think they would have liked to marry, but they never met anyone. Mr Doncaster was really so very reserved, and he lived till they were both past middle age. And now Mary Anne is a complete invalid, so I feel sorry for Lucy Ellen, though sometimes she does make me lose my temper.’

   Garth felt very warmly towards his Aunt Sophy as he said good-night.

   At a little after ten o’clock next morning a very empty train approached Perry’s Halt containing two officers sent down from Scotland Yard. They were Chief Detective Inspector Lamb, a large imperturbable person with a sanguine complexion and strong black hair wearing a little thin upon the top, and Detective Sergeant Abbott, between whom no greater contrast could be imagined. They might, in fact, have furnished material for a cartoon entitled ‘The Police Officer, Old and New’ – Abbott being an extremely elegant young man who had arrived at his present position by way of a public school and the Police College. His fair hair was slicked back from rather a high brow. His clothes were of the most admirable cut. His expression as he sat opposite his superior officer was one of boredom verging on gloom. He had, as a matter of fact, just had his fourth application to be allowed to join the RAF refused, and refused with what could only be described as an official raspberry. To his Chief Inspector’s well meant recommendation to look upon the bright side he replied bitterly that there wasn’t one.

   Lamb looked at him reprovingly.

   ‘No call to say things like that, Frank. I can feel for you all right, because the same thing happened to me in nineteen-fifteen. Downright put out about it I was, but I’ve come to see things different, and so will you.’

   There was a faint insubordinate gleam in Sergeant Abbott’s pale blue eyes as he passed in review the shoulders, the girth, the very considerable avoirdupois of his superior, the reproof of whose glance became intensified.

   ‘Now you listen to me! I don’t mind betting – not that I’m a betting man or ever have been, but that’s just a manner of speaking – well, I don’t mind betting that you’ve been thinking, “What’s it matter whether an odd professor gets murdered, when there’s thousands blowing each other to bits all over the world?” ’

   Abbott’s lips framed inaudibly the words, ‘Archibald the All-right’, and then passed rapidly to a bowdlerised version.

   ‘You’re always right, sir. That is exactly what I was thinking.’

   ‘Then you stop it and listen to me! What’s at the bottom of this and every other war that’s ever started? Contempt for the law, just the same as any other crime. Someone wants something, and he goes to grab it. If anyone gets in his way they get hurt, and he doesn’t care. Pity of it is, when it’s nations there isn’t anything strong enough to stop them. But when it’s what you might call private crime there’s the law and there’s us. Every time we lay a criminal by the heels we’re making people see that the law is there to protect them and to be respected. That’s the way you get a law-abiding people. And when you’ve got that, you’ve got people with a respect for other people’s law






EIGHTEEN

AT FOUR O’CLOCK that afternoon Janice came hurrying down the track from Prior’s End. She was not conscious of hurrying. She was not really conscious of her body at all, only of immeasurable disaster and the need she had to find Garth. She was bare-headed, and her white dress was too thin for the day, which had turned suddenly bleak, as days are apt to do in an English September.

   She came into the village street, found it alive with children, and remembered with a kind of shock that it was Saturday afternoon. When something violent and abnormal has jolted your world out of focus, it is difficult to realise that life is going on quite normally for other people.

   As she crossed the road she almost ran into Mrs Mottram, who immediately clutched her and said, ‘Darling, how dreadful! Don’t tell me it’s true. The baker said so, but I can’t believe it? Have they really arrested Mr Madoc?’

   ‘Yes, it’s true.’

   Mrs Mottram’s blue eyes rolled.

   ‘Darling, how devastating! Of course you mustn’t stay there a single moment. You must come to me. I’m afraid I’ve only got a most uncomfortable camp bed and no carpet on the floor, because I’ve never really furnished the room, but you must come down at once. I’ll just go straight back and put the sheets to air.’

   ‘It’s very kind of you, but I couldn’t leave Miss Madoc.’

   ‘Darling, you must! You can’t possibly stay there! Do you know I always did think there was something peculiar about Mr Madoc. You mustn’t dream of staying.’

   Janice shook her head.

   ‘I can’t leave her, Ida. You couldn’t yourself, so it’s no use asking me. And for goodness sake don’t go about saying Mr Madoc was peculiar, because he didn’t do it.’

   Mrs Mottram had quite a pretty mouth except when it fell open. It fell open now, all on one side.

   ‘Don’t you think so?’

   Janice stamped her foot.

   ‘I know he didn’t! Why should he? Mr Harsch was the one person in this world he never quarrelled with. He thought a lot of him – he really cared for him. When you live in the house with people you can’t make a mistake about that sort of thing.’

   Ida Mottram had the happy faculty of always believing what she was told. It made her very popular with men. She gazed confidingly at Janice and said, ‘I suppose you do. But, my dear, how devastating if he’s innocent – and how dreadful for Miss Madoc! Are you sure he didn’t do it?’

   ‘Of course I’m sure.’

   ‘Darling, I do hope you’re right, because it really wouldn’t be at all nice to feel you’d been living with a murderer. But if he didn’t do it, who did? And how are you going to find out? Because of course the police wouldn’t have arrested him unless they were quite, quite sure he’d done it, and it would be too, too dreadful if they were to hang him when he was innocent. I remember Billy saying that innocent people did get hanged – or as good as. Billy Blake – he was a great friend of Robin’s and of mine too, and he was a barrister before he went into the RAF, so of course he knows. Did you meet him when he was down the other day – because I want you to so much. But he’ll be coming again quite soon, and then you simply must. Of course he always says he only wants to see me, but I know you’ll adore him . . . Oh, where was I? I know – I was thinking what we could do to prevent Mr Madoc being hanged. You’re quite, quite sure that he didn’t do it? Because of course I quite loved Mr Harsch. He had that sad, noble kind of look like someone in a film – and of course when they look like that you know they’re going to die, so I always have a hanky ready—’ She broke off suddenly and clutched at Janice with the other hand. A dreamy skyward gaze was replaced by one of considerable animation. ‘Darling, I know – Miss Silver!’

   Janice said, ‘You’re pinching me!’ And then, ‘Who is Miss Silver?’

   ‘Darling! She’s too marvellous! I can’t tell you what she did for me. I daresay you’ll think it was only a tiny little thing, but Robin’s mother is so suspicious. She never liked his marrying me, you know, and she would never have believed that I hadn’t sold it. But I can’t tell you about it, because I simply swore to Robin that I would never tell anyone – in case of his mother getting to know, you know. Anyhow Miss Silver put it all right in the most marvellous way. And you may say it was only a little thing – only of course not for me – but how I heard about Miss Silver was from a girl who was in a perfectly dreadful murder case, and Miss Silver put it all right and found out who had really done it. so don’t you see, you must have her down at once and get poor Mr Madoc out of prison. And then you’ll be able to come and stay with me, because Miss Madoc will be quite all right as soon as he gets home. I’m so glad I thought about it, and I shall love to see her again. She’s just like a governess, you know, only rather an angel. Darling, I really must rush. I’m going to tea with Mr Everton, and I shall get into dreadful trouble if I’m late. You won’t forget, will you – Miss Maud Silver, 15 Montague Mansions . . . Oh, yes, London, of course, but I never can remember whether it’s S.E. or S.W. But they’ll look it up for you at the post office – they always do for me.’
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