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EIGHT

‘I AM GOING down to Holt St. Agnes tomorrow,’ said Miss Silver. ‘But before I go I should like to ask you some questions. I am very glad that you are able to afford me the opportunity of doing so.’

   The curtains were drawn in her cosy sitting-room. She wore a figured silk dress, bottle-green with a sort of Morse code of multicoloured dots and dashes, which had been her last summer’s best, and over it a short black velvet coatee which was one of the veterans of her wardrobe. In his more impudent moments Frank Abbott had indulged in speculation as to whether it did not date from before the first world war. He sat in front of the fire on a padded stool with the same curly walnut legs as Miss Silver’s chair. Hands clasped about his knees, he turned and permitted himself to smile.

   ‘We do get off occasionally, you know. As Lord Tennyson has truly remarked, “The leisured hour, how sweet a thing it is”.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘I do not recall the passage.’

   As Master Frank had just made it up, this was not surprising. He preserved the smile, and said without a blush, ‘One of my favourites. What did you want to ask me?’

   To pull Maudie’s leg was an awful joy. The thing he was never sure about was, did she know that he was pulling it? Sometimes he had a horrid suspicion that she did. He gazed at her ingenuously and said,

   ‘Anything I can do—’

   Miss Silver knitted in silence for a moment. She had made a very good start on Ethel’s birthday jumper, but she had come to a place where it was necessary to count her stitches. Her lips moved, the needles clicked. Then she said, ‘You can tell me more about the Pilgrim family. Major Pilgrim was in so nervous a state that I did not wish to give him the feeling that he was being cross-examined. That is one of the things I wanted to ask you about – has he always been of a neurotic temperament?’

   ‘No, I shouldn’t say he had. He wasn’t supposed to be strong, but he grew out of that. He’s just been through a pretty gruelling experience, you know – Western Desert – prison camp – escape – hospital – his father’s death – uncertainty about his brother – I suppose he told you they’d no news of him since Singapore. And then all this ceiling-falling and room-burning business. I don’t think you can be surprised if he’s jumpy.’

   ‘No, indeed, poor young man. I hope it may be possible to relieve his mind. He left me in a state of some uncertainty, but I have had a note from him since, asking me to go down there tomorrow. I told him that it would be as well if I could appear as an ordinary visitor, and he informs me that he has confided in Miss Columba Pilgrim, and that she agrees with my suggestion. I am, in fact, to be an old school-fellow. This is made possible by the fact that Miss Columba went away to boarding school, whereas Miss Janetta, who was considered delicate, remained at home and shared in the studies of the Vicar’s daughters, who had an admirable governess. One of the things I wished to ask you was whether Miss Columba can be relied upon to be perfectly discreet.’

   Frank Abbott laughed.

   ‘She says so little at any time that the chances of her saying the word too much are, I should say, practically nil. She’s good solid stuff, you know, but she’s always taken her own way and had her own thoughts. Don’t ask me what they are, because nobody but Miss Columba knows.’

   Miss Silver counted again for a moment before she said,

   ‘What is your opinion of the invalid cousin, Jerome Pilgrim?’

   Frank Abbott’s face settled into gravity.

   ‘Jerome? He was one of the best. He’s a good bit older than Roger and I. Let me see – I’m twenty-nine, and Roger’s a couple of years younger – Jerome must be forty-one or forty-two. We looked up to him like anything. You know the way schoolboys do. Then I hardly saw him for years. You know how it is, one gets off on to another line – until – well, something happened that brought us together again, and by that time the poor chap was a wreck. Not too good, seeing him like that.’

   Miss Silver looked at him very directly.

   ‘Frank, you know these people, you know all the circumstances. Do you think Jerome Pilgrim is responsible for what has been happening?’

   ‘Not unless he’s off his head. I mean, the Jerome Pilgrim I knew was quite incapable of anything that wasn’t straight. But after a knock on the head like he had – well, you know—’

   ‘Is he considered to be mentally affected by his wound?’

   ‘No, he isn’t. The doctors hoped he’d get all right. I gather the position is this. He shrinks from going out because he thinks he’s worse disfigured than he is – imagines he gives everyone a turn – that sort of thing. The answer to that is, he ought to be encouraged to go out and get over it. Well, various people have encouraged him – my cousins, Lesley Freyne, myself. And what happens? Every time he does the least thing extra there’s the most unfortunate reaction. He starts having nightmares again, shouts the house down in the middle of the night, and scares everybody into fits. So the doctors say let him alone, keep him quiet, don’t force anything. And there you are! They’re lucky in the nurse they’ve got – she seems to understand him.’

   ‘Miss Lona Day?’

   ‘Yes. They’re all devoted to her.’

   ‘How long has she been with him?’

   ‘Three years? . . . Yes, it must be quite that, because she was there when Henry Clayton went.’

   Miss Silver rested her knitting on her knee and said,

   ‘Yes. I would like you to tell me about that.’

   ‘About Henry Clayton?’ He sounded a little surprised.

   ‘If you please, Frank.’

   ‘Well, it’s ancient history – three years ago. But it’s really quite up your street. No connection with what’s going on now of course, but odd enough to be intriguing. Henry Clayton was a first cousin – may be still for all I know – of Roger and Jerome. His mother was a sister of Miss Collie and Miss Netta. He was about the same age as Jerome, and he’d been a bit of a rolling stone – been all sorts of things – done a spot of farming, a spot of prospecting, a spot of journalism. When the war broke out he landed in the Ministry of Information – don’t ask me why. A very agreeable chap, very good-looking, always had lots of friends, generally stony-broke. Well, some time towards the end of the phoney war he got engaged to Lesley Freyne. Owing to the general landslide that summer they weren’t getting down to being married until early in ’41. To tell you the honest truth, the impression in Holt St. Agnes was that Henry wasn’t any too keen. I don’t know if anyone’s told you about Lesley. She’s got a good figure and a heart of gold, but she’s no glamour-girl, and Henry had a reputation for liking them glamorous. On the other hand, she had, and still has, pots of money, and I suppose Henry thought he could do with some of it. As Tennyson says, “Don’t ee marry for money, but go where money is.” ’

   There was a note of reproof in Miss Silver’s voice as she remarked, ‘Words put into the mouth of a cross-grained old farmer, Frank, can hardly be considered to express Lord Tennyson’s own sentiments.’

   He hastened to placate her.

   ‘As you say. He leaves the court without a stain on his character. Let me go on telling you about Henry. We approach the climax. Three days before the wedding Henry Clayton had a tiff with Lesley Freyne. No one knows what it was about. I call it a tiff because that’s what Lesley called it. She said it wasn’t serious, it wasn’t a quarrel. I got all this first-hand, because the Yard was called in, Henry being domiciled in London and in the Ministry of Information, and they sent me down because I knew the place and the people.’

   Miss Silver said, ‘Quite so.’

   Hands still clasped about his knees, looking not at her but down into the fire, Frank went on.

   ‘Well, this tiff having taken place some time in the afternoon, nothing else seems to have happened until ten-thirty p.m., when Robbins, the butler, was locking up for the night. They were early-to-bedders at Pilgrim’s Rest, the ladies at ten, and the old man at ten-fifteen – Roger’s father was alive then, you know. Robbins thought they had all gone up, but when he came to the study door he could hear Henry Clayton at the telephone. He wrapped it up pretty, but actually he stood there and listened. And he heard Henry say, “No, Lesley, of course not. Darling, you couldn’t think a thing like that! Look here, I’ll come round.” There was a pause whilst she said something, and then he went on, “Oh, no – it’s only half past ten.” Then he hung up and came out into the hall, only just giving Robbins time to get away from the door. Lesley Freyne corroborated this account, and said Henry rang to make up their disagreement, her remark in the pause being that it was too late for him to come round. Well, Henry, having reached the hall, told Robbins he was going to see Miss Freyne, and added, “I shan’t be long, but don’t stay up for me. I’ll take the key and put up the chain when I come in.” After which he walked out of the house just as he was.’

   Miss Silver’s needles clicked.

   ‘In evening-dress?’

   ‘No. There were still a good many air-raid alarms going, and the men were sticking to ordinary clothes. Henry was wearing a dark blue town suit. It was a mild evening, and Lesley’s house isn’t more than fifty yards down the street. He put the front door key into his pocket and went out. Lesley Freyne was waiting for him. When she left the telephone she went to a window which overlooked the street. It was a clear moonlit night. Pilgrim’s Rest was in plain view. It has rather an odd entrance, a sort of glass passage leading from the front door to the village street. She saw Henry come out of this passage and begin to walk towards her, and she drew back from the window because she didn’t want him to see that she was looking out for him. She let the curtain fall between her and the glass and crossed over to the other side of the room. Minutes went by. She had told him that she would leave the front door open so that he could just walk in. He didn’t come. When she couldn’t bear it any longer she went back to the window. The street was quite bright, and clear, and empty.’

   He slewed round and looked up in her face.

   ‘Well, there you are! Henry Clayton was seen leaving Pilgrim’s Rest, but he never arrived at St. Agnes’ Lodge, and from that day to this he’s never been seen or heard of.’

   ‘My dear Frank!’

   ‘I told you it was a queer start. He wasn’t missed until the morning. When he was, of course the obvious conclusion was that he had jibbed at the post. No one seems to have thought that he was very much in love with Lesley, and everyone concluded that he had just backed out. If it hadn’t been for the war, I expect the Yard would have thought so too. Masses of people disappear every year, but it isn’t so easy in wartime. Henry wasn’t a boy, he was nearly forty – and he’d a government job. You can’t walk out on your job in the middle of a war without landing in very serious trouble. There are identity-cards, ration-cards – it isn’t all that easy to disappear. I went down to Holt St. Agnes and did my stuff. Family very upset. Lesley – well, I’m fond of her, and I don’t mind saying I’d have liked five minutes alone with Henry. She didn’t make any fuss. She was simple, she was dignified, but she was taking it hard.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘How long was she away from the window after she saw Mr. Clayton coming down the street towards her?’

   ‘She says not more than four minutes. She went over to the fire, and there is a clock on the mantelpiece. She says she was watching the time.’

   ‘You say the distance between the houses is about fifty yards. Is there any side street or lane?’

   ‘No, there isn’t. The wall of Pilgrim’s Rest covers half the distance. It is too high to climb. There is an entrance to the garage and stables, but it was locked. After the wall comes a branch of the County Bank, closed for the duration, two or three shops, and then the wall of St. Agnes’ Lodge. All the way on the other side there are village houses, standing back from the street, with strips of garden in front. If Henry had wanted to do a bunk he could, of course, have made off that way. But why should he go blundering through a cottage garden into a lot of plough-land in the opposite direction from the line of rail? And why should he do a bunk on a winter’s night, however mild – it was February, but I count that winter – bareheaded, in a lounge suit, without so much as a scarf, and no luggage? Everything he had brought down to Pilgrim’s Rest was accounted for. It’s a bit much to swallow, don’t you think? Unless he had a real, genuine black-out – didn’t know who he was or where he was, but just walked away into the blue.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘He may have been picked up by a car.’

   Frank nodded.

   ‘He must have been. But no car passed through Holt St. Agnes while Lesley was waiting for him. She was on the listen and she couldn’t have missed it.’

   ‘No,’ Miss Silver agreed. ‘She would certainly have heard a car if one had passed then. But it might not have been then. Have you thought of that? Mr. Clayton started out to see Miss Freyne. Suppose he thought better of it and turned back. He may have gone back into the house and remained there for some time. Some mental conflict would surely precede so grave a step as an abrupt departure on the eve of his marriage—’

   Frank was shaking his head.

   ‘He didn’t come back into the house. Robbins wasn’t easy about leaving him to lock up. He’s been there since Henry and Jerome were schoolboys, and you know how it is with an old servant like that – you never really grow up. He didn’t trust Mr. Henry, not with the wedding coming on and all and Mr. Pilgrim so particular about the locking up, so he just went through to tell Mrs. Robbins he’d be late, and then he came back to the hall and waited there.’

   ‘How long did he wait?’

   ‘He heard the clock strike twelve, and then he must have fallen asleep, because the next thing he knew it was striking six. And Henry Clayton hadn’t come back.’

   Miss Silver directed a searching look upon him.

   ‘Robbins had been asleep for six hours. How, then, did he know that Mr. Clayton had not returned?’

   ‘Because before sitting down to wait for him he had put up the chain on the door.’

   ‘Why did he do that?’

   Frank laughed.

   ‘Well, he displayed a certain reticence when I put that question to him myself. I deduced that he wasn’t at all sure of being able to keep awake, and he wouldn’t have liked Henry to catch him napping, so he put up the chain. You can’t get round it – Henry didn’t come back into the house.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘He could have come back whilst Robbins was speaking to his wife, could he not?’

   Frank stared.

   ‘I suppose he could. But why should he? He had rung Lesley up of his own free will, the suggestion to go round and see her was of his own making, and he had only just left the house. Why should he come back? Or if he did come back, when and how did he leave again? The chain was up on the front door – he couldn’t have gone out that way. There’s a door at the back of the house, and a side door from the kitchen premises to the stable yard. Robbins was pressed about these doors. They were both locked, and the keys in the locks. All the ground-floor windows have old-fashioned wooden shutters secured by an iron bar. Robbins swears they were all closed and barred when he went round to open up in the morning. I suppose Henry might have dropped from a first-floor window. But, good lord, why should he, and risk breaking a leg, when he could have walked down by the back stairs and out by the kitchen way? Even then, he’d got to get off the premises. There’s a ten-foot wall all round the place, and every single gate locked on the inside. I’m twelve years younger than Henry, and an inch taller and a couple of stone lighter, and I’d be very sorry to climb that wall. Besides, he could have got past Robbins without waking him if he’d liked, and out by the front door – only then the chain wouldn’t have been up. No, it doesn’t make sense – he never came back into the house. The door from the glazed passage into the street was just as he left it when he went out, you know – unlocked, with the key sticking on the inside.’

   Miss Silver knitted for a few moments in silence. Then she said, ‘What do you think happened to him, Frank?’

   ‘Well, he was a rolling stone – I told you that. I think he started out to see Lesley, and then he had a come-over of some sort. Remember they’d quarrelled. If they made it up now, he’d be in for life. Perhaps he saw his last chance slipping. Perhaps he thought he was selling himself for a mess of pottage. Perhaps he thought he’d just cut and run, and did it – a last dash for freedom, so to speak. Suppose he did that without any plan – managed to thumb a lift. Remember it was bright moonlight.’

   ‘Yes?’ said Miss Silver in a gently interrogatory manner. ‘And what then?’

   ‘Well, he wouldn’t be the first man who’d pitched a tale and enlisted under somebody else’s name. I’ve been over it hundreds of times, and I think that’s what must have happened. He didn’t get away by train – that’s certain. There are two stations he might have reached by walking – Burshot and Ledlington. At Burshot he’d have been recognized, and at either place he’d have been sufficiently conspicuous to be noticed, without hat, scarf, or overcoat.’

   ‘And nobody saw him?’

   ‘He’s never been seen or heard of again.’





ELEVEN

MISS COLUMBA CONDUCTED her school friend all round the house next morning. She did it with an air of gloom, because it is impossible to take anyone over an interesting old house without more conversation than she cared about. It was also an exceptionally good day for the garden and she wished to put in a row of early peas. Pell said it was too soon, but she didn’t intend to let him down her. If the weather was to change over night, it would give him a very unfair advantage, and he would certainly make the most of it. She knew her duty, and she did it without a protest, but certainly not in any spirit of cheerfulness, and she wore her gardening slacks and fisherman’s jersey so as to be ready to go out and confront Pell at the first possible moment.

   The house had three stories, and they began at the top. In her capacity as showman Miss Columba was obliged to talk. As a matter of fact, once the ice was broken and she had made up her mind to it, Pilgrim’s Rest was the one topic upon which she could if she chose find words. She would not be prodigal of them, but she could produce enough to serve the purpose in hand.

   As they emerged upon the top landing, she said, ‘The hall used to run right up to here. It was sealed over in the early eighteenth century to make the rooms below. These used to be one large garret. They were partitioned off at the same time.’

   Miss Silver looked about her with the bright interest of a bird who hopes to breakfast on the early worm. The ceilings were low, the rooms small. There were a great many of them, and none in use except the largest, which was apparently occupied by the Robbins. Mrs. Robbins came out of it as they passed.

   Miss Columba said, ‘Good-morning. I am showing Miss Silver the house,’ and added, ‘Mrs. Robbins has been with us for a great many years – how many is it, Lizzie?’

   ‘Thirty years.’ The tone was colourless, the pale lips hardly moved. The hollow eyes looked once at the visitor and then away.

   Miss Silver saw a tall, gaunt woman, very sallow and melancholy-looking, in a dark wrapper with a clean apron tied over it. She went down the stairs and out of sight.

   Miss Columba led the way along a passage to the housemaid’s cupboard and the sink which was said to have overflowed and brought the ceiling down below. But not immediately below. Miss Silver was able to confirm Roger Pilgrim’s statement on this point when she had been taken into the empty attic over the room with the fallen ceiling. The water would have had quite a distance to travel – ten or twelve feet. The boards which had been taken up were still loose. Miss Silver lifted them and observed what lay beneath. There had been water there. It had dried out, but the marks remained. The water had run in a narrow channel between the sink and the middle of the attic floor. Water had run and left its mark plainly to be traced on the joists and plaster under the floor. But what had made it spread out and form a pool when it came to the middle of the attic? At this point the narrow track became a wide, dark patch smelling of dust and mould, and still extremely wet. All the boards in the middle of the floor had been lifted here, and the window set open, but the damp had not dried out.

   Miss Columba stood by in silence until her guest turned away.

   When Miss Silver spoke, it was of Mrs. Robbins.

   ‘Thirty years is a long time to be in the same family. She looks ill—’

   ‘It is just her look.’

   ‘And unhappy—’

   ‘She has looked like that for a long time.’

   Miss Silver coughed. ‘May I enquire since when?’

   ‘They had trouble. It was before the war.’

   ‘What kind of trouble? Pray do not think me intrusive.’

   ‘It has nothing to do with what has happened since. They lost their daughter, a pretty, clever girl.’

   ‘She died?’

   Miss Columba was frowning.

   ‘No – she got into trouble and ran away. They couldn’t trace her. They felt it very much.’

   ‘Who was the man?’

   ‘They never knew.’

   Miss Columba led the way resolutely to the next floor, where she unlocked the door of what had been Roger’s room and displayed a great mass of fallen plaster.

   The geography of the house was extremely confusing. Besides the main staircase there were three others, steep, narrow, and winding. By one of these they presently descended to a stone-floored passage which led back into the hall by a door beneath the stairs.

   Miss Silver looked up at the massive stone chimney-breast. Everywhere else the walls were panelled, but the great chimney stood out in bare grey stone. Across it, deeply carved, ran the lettering of the verse which Roger Pilgrim had repeated:



If Pilgrim fare upon the Pilgrims’ Way,

And leave his Rest, he’ll find nor rest nor stay.

Stay Pilgrim in thy Rest, or thou shalt find

Ill luck before, Death but one pace behind.



Miss Columba said gruffly, ‘Superstitious stuff. Some people believe in it.’

   Then, turning abruptly, she walked towards the entrance and threw open the door nearest to it on the right. It was the dining-room, the same gloomy apartment in which they took their meals – door masked by a massive screen, furniture all in the heavy Victorian style, two windows with an excellent view of a dark shrubbery and the high wall which screened the street, and two more at the end of the room more or less blocked by creepers but affording an occasional glimpse of huge old cypresses. Not an inspiriting room, and certainly not of any historical interest. Such of the walls as were not obscured by the towering furniture had been covered by a wall-paper once red but now almost indistinguishable from the surrounding wood. Upon this background two large trophies of arms were displayed, comprising pistols, rapiers, and daggers in variety.

   Miss Columba opened a door which lurked in the shadow of an immense mahogany sideboard. Here they were in a stone passage again. Miss Columba pursued it until she came to a locked door. Diving into the pocket of her slacks, she produced the key and opened it. As soon as she did so the smell of burnt wood came out to mingle with the smell of damp which had caused Miss Silver to reflect upon the unfortunate fact that old houses really were deplorably unhygienic.

   ‘This is where the fire was,’ said Miss Columba.

   For once it really was not necessary for her to speak at all. Of the wooden pigeonholes which had once covered the walls only some charred pieces remained, but the walls, of the same stone as the passage, stood firm. The floor had been swept, the furniture removed. The place stood empty except for the smell of fire.

   Miss Silver permitted herself to say, ‘Dear me!’ After which Miss Columba locked the door and turned back.

   A cross passage ran off in the direction of the kitchen premises. Just beyond it she opened another door and said, ‘The lift room.’

   It was square and quite unfurnished – bare stone walls and a bare stone floor, except where an old-fashioned hand-worked lift bulged out from the left-hand side. There was no window.

   Miss Columba explained.

   ‘This is the oldest part of the house. There was a spiral staircase going up to the next floor and down to the cellars. My father had it removed and the lift put in after he broke his hip in the hunting-field. It comes up just beyond the bedroom you are in, and he had it made to go right down to the cellars because he had some very fine wine, and he liked to be able to go down and look at it.’

   ‘You have extensive cellars?’

   ‘Oh, yes. That’s what keeps the house so dry. They are very old.’

   ‘This is not the only entrance, I suppose?’

   ‘No – there is a stair in the kitchen wing.’

   They proceeded there, returning by way of the dining-room to the hall, and leaving it again by yet another long stone passage.

   The kitchen premises were as large and inconvenient as is usual in old houses. There were innumerable rooms, many of them not in use, or devoted to mere collections of lumber. The kitchen itself spoke of the time when hospitality meant endless courses. Ghosts of the enormous meals of other days presented themselves to the imagination – dinner-parties where two kinds of soup were followed by a practically endless procession of fish, entrée, roast, birds, two kinds of sweets, a savoury, an ice, and finally dessert. After more than four years of war the ghosts had a somewhat shamefaced air. Miss Silver gazed at the range, and thought how large and inconvenient it was, and what a lot of work all these stone floors must make.

   They came out of the kitchen and branched into another passage. Miss Columba opened a door and switched on the light.

   ‘This is the way to the cellars. Do you wish to see them?’

   If she hoped that Miss Silver would say no, she was disappointed. With a slight deepening of gloom she led the way down what was evidently a very old stair, the treads worn down and hollowed by generations of Pilgrims and their butlers visiting and tending that centre of hospitality, the wine-cellar.

   ‘My grandfather was said to have some of the finest madeira in England,’ said Miss Columba. ‘All these cellars on the left were full in his day, but now there is only the one with any stock in it. I believe there is still a bottle or two of the Napoleon brandy. Roger should really go through the cellar-book with Robbins – it has not been checked up since his father died. But I can’t get him to take an interest. He likes a whisky and soda, but he always says he doesn’t know one kind of wine from another. I am a teetotaller, but my father had a very fine palate.’

   As this was by far the longest speech she had heard Miss Columba make, Miss Silver was able to assess the importance of the wine-cellar as established by family tradition.

   She was presently shown where the lift came down, and the hand-trolley was pointed out by means of which the wine could be transported without being handled or disturbed.

   ‘It can be wheeled into the lift. You see, old wine must never be shaken. My father had these rubber-tyred wheels substituted for the old hard ones.’

   The cellars were certainly very extensive. They branched off right and left from a central hall, the roof supported by pillars. Before the days of electric light it must have been unpleasantly dark. Even now there were heavily shadowed corners and a passage or two that rambled away into gloom. The air was still and warm, and the whole place wonderfully dry. Farther in, several of the cellars appeared to be full of discarded furniture. Others were piled with trunks and packing-cases.

   ‘We have all Jerome’s things here, and my other nephew’s too.’

   ‘Mr. Clayton?’

   There was a little silence before Miss Columba said, ‘Yes.’ She continued without any pause. ‘And of course my nephew Jack’s things. He is Roger’s brother. We have had no news of him since he was taken prisoner at Singapore.’ Voice and manner set Henry Clayton aside from questioning.

   They came to the end of the cellars and turned. There was something about the stillness, the warmth and dryness of the air, that was oppressive. If they stood still and did not talk, there was no sound at all. In any house, in any place above the ground, there are at all times of the day and night so many small unnoticed sounds which blend with one another and are not distinguished or distinguishable – they are part of the background against which thought passes into action. But under the earth that background is blotted out – there are only ourselves, and silence comes too near.

   Both ladies were conscious of relief as they mounted the steps and came out into the very moderate daylight of the kitchen premises. Miss Columba switched off the light and shut the door. After which they completed their tour of the house by visiting a large, cold, double drawing-room with all the furniture in dust-sheets. Six long windows were framed in pale brocade. They looked upon the paved garden. Warmed and peopled, the room might easily have been charming. Now it, too, suggested ghosts – elegant, faded drawing-room ghosts, doing a little vague haunting in their best clothes, nothing more alarming about them than the slight frail melancholy of an old-fashioned water-colour drawing. There were four heads in this style upon one of the walls. Perhaps Miss Silver recognized Janetta Pilgrim’s scarcely altered profile, perhaps she was only guessing. She stopped in front of the four oval frames and admired.

   ‘Very charming – very charming indeed. Your sister? And yourself? And the other two? You had two married sisters, I believe.’

   Miss Columba said, ‘Yes.’

   Miss Silver pursued her enquiries.

   ‘Mrs. Clayton? And—?’

   ‘My sisters Mary and Henrietta. Henrietta married a distant cousin. Jerome is her son.’

   ‘Very charming indeed. Such delicate work.’

   The four young girls in their white muslin and pink and blue ribbons gazed serenely on the room. Even in this restrained medium the young Columba looked solid and rather sulky. But Mary, who was to be Mrs. Clayton, bloomed like a rose. Perhaps the pink ribbons helped, perhaps she had been pleased with them. Her dark eyes smiled, and so did her rosy mouth.

   There remained only the study, a moderate-sized room, book-lined and smelling of wood-fire and tobacco, with a faint undercurrent of dry rot. The books, handsomely bound editions of an earlier day, were obviously in dignified retirement – Thackeray, Dickens, Charles Reade, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Surtees and, surprisingly, the entire works of Mrs. Henry Wood. All had the air of having fallen asleep upon the shelves a generation or two ago.





EIGHTEEN

THERE WAS ONE of those silences which are not noticed because thought talks so loudly.

   Murder is a word to which no amount of use can quite accustom us. The voice of blood calling from the earth must always be a dreadful voice, and one before which all others fall to silence.

   Randall March broke this one, his voice dry and official as he said, ‘What proof have you that it was murder?’

   Miss Silver picked up her needles and began to knit again very composedly. She said, ‘I have no proof. But I have a good many interesting things to tell you. To begin with, I am here in my professional capacity because Roger Pilgrim believed that two attempts had been made upon his life.’

   ‘What were they?’

   She told him very succinctly.

   ‘You can go and look at the two rooms for yourself. The fallen ceiling was attributed to an overflowing sink, the burnt-out room to a spark from the wood fire setting light to the papers which Roger Pilgrim had been sorting. In the first case, the sink is twelve feet away on the other side of a passage the ceiling of which did not come down, and I shall be greatly surprised if you do not agree with me that the amount of wet still traceable under the floor of the room immediately over Roger’s points to water having been deliberately applied there. In the second case, Roger was convinced that he had been drugged. He fell heavily asleep after taking a small whisky and soda, and awoke to find the room blazing and, as he declared to me, the door locked on the outside. He said he had been keeping the key there because of having these confidential papers spread about. It was his habit, apparently, to lock the room as he went out. By the time the fire had been got under, he told me, the door had been unlocked again. But he couldn’t get out that way. He had to break a window.’

   ‘Did you believe that his life had been attempted?’

   She was knitting rapidly.

   ‘I kept an open mind. There was no real evidence, as Frank Abbott told him.’

   ‘Abbott?’

   ‘They were at school together. Frank has relatives in the neighbourhood. He advised Roger to come and see me.’

   Randall March said abruptly,

   ‘What would the motive be?’

   ‘To prevent him from selling the property.’

   ‘What!’

   ‘He was about to do so. In similar circumstances his father also met with a fatal accident.’

   Miss Silver frowned upon an exclamation which she considered profane. In a reproving voice she informed him of what the old groom William had told Roger about the presence of a thorn under his father’s saddle.

   ‘I cannot tell you whether it was true or not. I can only tell you that Roger believed it. I did not think it wise to question William, but you will be able to do so.’

   Randall March sat forward with his elbows on the table.

   ‘My dear Miss Silver, are you seriously asking me to believe that two people have been murdered in order to prevent the sale of this estate?’

   ‘It is what I believe, Randall.’

   ‘But why? Good heavens – you want a motive for that sort of thing! Who had one? The next heir is Jack Pilgrim, who has been out of the country for the last four years – and why should anyone murder Mr. Pilgrim and Roger to put Jack in?’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘To prevent the estate from being sold.’

   ‘But why – why – why?’

   Miss Silver leaned towards him and said,

   ‘In order to answer that we shall have to go back three years.’

   ‘Three years?’

   ‘Yes, Randall – to the disappearance of Henry Clayton.’

   He looked astonished, then quite definitely on his guard.

   ‘Are you going to explain that?’

   ‘Yes. And I will ask you to listen to me with an open mind.’

   ‘I hope I should always do that.’

   She inclined her head in acquiescence. After which she led off briskly, sitting up straight and knitting extremely fast.

   ‘I must remind you of the statements made at the time by Robbins and Miss Lesley Freyne. They were, in that order and on their own showing, the last two people to see Henry Clayton. He was staying at Pilgrim’s Rest, being, as you probably know, a nephew of Mr. Pilgrim, and therefore a first cousin of Roger and Captain Jerome, who were also in the house. It was about seven months after Dunkirk where Captain Pilgrim had been wounded, and about three months after he had been allowed to leave the military hospital where he had been treated and come here under the charge of Miss Lona Day, who was already at Pilgrim’s Rest, having nursed Miss Janetta through a tolerably severe illness. Henry Clayton, as you know, was employed in the Ministry of Information in London. He had come down to be married to Miss Freyne, and the wedding was only three days off. On the day of his disappearance he received fifty pounds as a wedding present from his uncle. He asked to have it in cash as he intended to use it for his honeymoon. Mr. Pilgrim was in the habit of keeping fairly large sums in the house – he collected his own rents, and did not bank them. There was no record of the numbers of the notes given to Mr. Clayton.’

   Randall March smiled a little grimly.

   ‘That makes it so nice and easy – doesn’t it?’

   Miss Silver coughed with a hint of reproach.

   ‘None of it is easy, Randall. Let me proceed. It is not in dispute that Mr. Clayton and Miss Freyne had some disagreement during the afternoon. According to her it was not of a serious nature. Robbins states that at about half past ten that night he heard Henry Clayton at the telephone making an appointment with Miss Freyne, the words, as repeated to me by Frank Abbott, being “No, Lesley – of course not! Darling, you couldn’t think a thing like that!” After which he suggested coming round, and when she evidently demurred he remarked that it was only half past ten. He told Robbins he was going round to see Miss Freyne, and said that he would not be long, but not to sit up for him – he would take the key and put up the chain when he came in. He then walked out of the house just as he was, in a dark lounge suit without hat, coat, or scarf. And according to Robbins that was the last he saw of him.’

   ‘And what exactly do you mean by that?’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘For the moment I should prefer to continue. Robbins said in his statement that he did not like to leave Mr. Henry to lock up, as Mr. Pilgrim was very particular. He went through to the kitchen to tell his wife that he might be late, and then came back to the hall, where he put up the chain on the door and sat down to wait. He heard the clock strike twelve, and nothing more until it waked him by striking six.’

   ‘How long was he away talking to his wife?’

   ‘I do not know. Frank thought a few minutes only. The least time would be five minutes, I should think. Now we come to Miss Freyne’s statement.’

   March said, ‘I remember that. She was watching for him, and saw him come out of the house and walk a bit along. Then she came away from the window because she didn’t want him to know that she was looking out for him. You know, that rather got under my skin.’

   Miss Silver’s needles clicked.

   ‘One touch of nature makes the whole world kin,’ she observed.

   ‘As you say. That was the last anyone saw of Henry Clayton. And now where do we go from there?’

   The tempo of the busy needles slackened. She said slowly, ‘We have the statements of two people here. If one of them was not telling the truth, the disappearance of Henry Clayton would be less mysterious. Or they might both be telling the truth, and yet not all the truth. Miss Freyne may have seen Mr. Clayton leave the house as she describes, but that may not have been the last she saw of him. The quarrel between them may have been more serious than she was willing to admit. Instead of a reconciliation there may have been a complete breach. I do not incline to this view, because it does not explain the two subsequent deaths, but if you believe these to have been accidental you may perhaps entertain it.’

   March nodded.

   ‘Well, as a matter of fact I’ve always had an idea that something of that sort must have happened. By all accounts Clayton was a bit of a rolling stone, and if he’d had a slap in the face like being turned down on the eve of the wedding he might just have gone off into the blue and enlisted or something of that sort.’

   ‘I do not think so. To continue. I would like to put a hypothetical case. Mr. Clayton has been seen to leave Pilgrim’s Rest, and then someone comes down the glass passage to the street door and calls him back. He re-enters the house and is taken into the dining-room, which is the first room on the left as you come in. It is a modern room, but immediately behind it lies a much older part of the house. A door leads from the dining-room into a flagged passage. In this passage Henry Clayton receives a fatal wound. I do not think that firearms would be used. There are two very striking trophies of weapons in the dining-room, comprising a number of swords and daggers. One of these could have been employed. There is a lift going down from the flagged passage to the cellars almost immediately opposite the door from the dining-room. The body could be taken down in it and conveyed to any part of the cellars upon the very convenient wine-trolley.’

   ‘Are you serious?’

   ‘Very serious indeed. But it is, of course, a hypothetical case.’

   ‘But – the motive . . . My dear Miss Silver, I suppose you mean Robbins. What motive could Robbins have had?’

   She replied soberly.

   ‘There may have been a very strong motive. His daughter had got into trouble and run away. About a month before the disappearance of Henry Clayton Robbins found out that she was in London and went up to see her. She and her child were killed that night in an air raid, but Robbins saw her in hospital before she died. If she told him that it was Henry Clayton who had seduced her, Robbins would have a motive.’

   ‘Who told you all this?’

   ‘Roger Pilgrim. He said that only he and his father knew about Mabel’s death. The Robbins did not wish it known. Robbins said they had suffered enough and did not want it all raked up again.’

   ‘Did Roger tell you that Henry Clayton was the girl’s lover?’

   ‘No, Randall. But Mabel Robbins was brought up in this house. She was given a good education and had an excellent post in Ledlington. She was here for week-ends and for holidays. She was not known to have any special man friend. I asked Roger Pilgrim whether Robbins suspected anyone in this house. He was very nervous and upset. I asked if Robbins suspected him, or Captain Jerome, and he said “No!” very angrily. I asked if Robbins suspected Henry Clayton, and he walked out of the room.’

   ‘Oh, he did, did he? Well, well!’ He looked at her with his mouth pursed up as if he was going to whistle. Perhaps he would have liked to – perhaps the click of the needles restrained him. After a moment he nodded and said, ‘That’s a pretty lot of rabbits to bring out of your hypothetical hat. What do you expect me to do with them?’

   She shifted the mass of wool in her lap.

   ‘I should like you to make a thorough search of the cellars under this house.’

   ‘You said you were serious—’

   ‘Certainly, Randall.’

   ‘You have presented me with a hypothetical case which offers an ingenious theory. You won’t claim to have produced any evidence in support of it. Do you expect me to apply for a search-warrant in a three-year-old case which I didn’t even handle, without any evidence?’

   ‘No search-warrant would be necessary if you had Miss Columba’s permission.’

   He allowed a faint sarcasm to flavour his tone as he enquired, ‘Do you suppose that she would give it?’

   ‘I do not know.’

   March laughed.

   ‘And you consider yourself a judge of character! Even to my humble powers of observation Miss Columba appears anxious for one thing, and one thing only – “Let the finger of discretion be placed upon the lip of silence!” ’

   Receiving no reply, he leaned back in his chair and contemplated Miss Silver and the situation. After a little while he said, ‘Look here, if anyone but you had put this up to me, I shouldn’t have any difficulty in knowing what to say. As it’s you, I’m going to tell you how I’m placed, and then ask you again just how strongly you feel. Colonel Hammersley, the Chief Constable of the county, is retiring at the end of the month. I have been given some tolerably strong hints that the Committee would give my candidature a very favourable reception. I don’t pretend to be indifferent to the prospect, but if meanwhile I were to raise a groundless scandal about people like the Pilgrims who’ve been here ever since the ark unloaded on Ararat, the Committee might very well have a change of heart.’

   Miss Silver quoted again, in French this time but with a very patriotic accent:



‘ “Fais ce que dois, advienne que pourra.” ’





   He gave a short laugh.

   ‘Do what’s right and blow the consequences! That’s admirable! But you will have to convince me of where the right lies before I reach the point of letting my professional prospects go down the drain.’

   She gave a gentle cough.

   ‘You will have to convince yourself, Randall. I have nothing more to say.’
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