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EIGHT

THE EVENING WAS over and quite a number of people were glad of it. Connie Brooks was one of them. It ought to have been a wonderful party, the sort of thing to remember and look back on when times were dull. And she had had a lovely dress to wear too, one that Scilla Repton had given her, almost new and just the pale blue she liked best. Penny Marsh thought it made her look too pale – ‘run-in-the-wash’ was what she had really said. But everyone knew that fair girls could wear blue, and it would have been quite all right if she hadn’t been so upset and cried so much. Her skin showed it terribly when she cried, and her eyelids were still hot and swollen. She had hoped no one would notice it.

   But Cousin Maggie had. She had come right up to her in the drawing-room after dinner and asked in her fidgeting sort of way whether there was anything the matter. It was kind, but it made her want to cry again. And of course she had recognized the dress – ‘I suppose Scilla gave it to you. But really, my dear, the colour – rather trying! Perhaps you haven’t been sleeping.’

   ‘No, Cousin Maggie, I haven’t been sleeping.’

   ‘Oh, well, you shouldn’t let it go on. Nora Mallett was quite concerned. She said you looked as if you hadn’t slept for a week! And I said I would give you some of my tablets – very good ones which Dr Porteous gave me two years ago when I was staying with my cousin Annie Pedlar. They were wonderful! And you do feel so much better about everything when you’ve had a good night’s sleep.’

   Well, of course they both knew that she had been dreadfully upset two years ago about Cousin Roger’s marriage. As if anything more wonderful could have happened! There they were, two dull elderly people, and Scilla – wonderful, beautiful Scilla – had been willing to come and live with them. She let her thoughts dwell on how marvellous it would be to live in the same house as Scilla and see her every day.

   As she walked home across the Green with Mettie Eccles she kept on trying to think about Scilla. How lovely she had looked in that golden dress. She was much, much more beautiful than Valentine. Talk about looking pale – Valentine had looked like a ghost, everyone was saying so. Why should she be pale? She was the bride, tomorrow was her wedding day, she had everything that a girl could possibly want. Her own unhappiness came up in her throat and wouldn’t be swallowed down. She wondered if Cousin Maggie’s tablets would really make her sleep. It would be wonderful if they did. She would have to dissolve them – she had never been able to swallow anything like a pill  . . .

   Miss Mettie was saying, ‘You don’t look fit for anything, Connie. You had better have something hot and get to bed as quickly as you can.’

   ‘Oh, yes. I left my cocoa all ready on the stove – I shall only have to heat it up. And Cousin Maggie gave me her tablets, so I shall be sure to sleep.’

   Mettie Eccles said sharply, ‘I thought you couldn’t swallow a tablet. I remember your mother saying so.’

   ‘I’ll dissolve them in my cocoa.’

   ‘Goodness – they’ll taste nasty! But of course you don’t taste things, do you? Why can’t you just swallow them?’

   Connie said weakly, ‘I don’t know – I can’t.’

   She did hope Miss Mettie wasn’t going to argue with her about it. She didn’t feel like arguing with anyone tonight. It would be easier to try and swallow the tablets, but if she did she would be certain to choke.

   Mettie Eccles went on about it all across the Green.

   ‘How many tablets did she give you? How many did she tell you to take?’

   ‘I don’t think she said. I expect it will be on the bottle.’

   ‘Well, I shouldn’t take more than one if I were you. It isn’t as though you were used to things like that.’

   They said good-night at Miss Eccles’s gate and Connie went on alone. It was a great relief to be alone. She didn’t want to have to think any more, or to talk, or to answer any more questions. She only wanted to have her hot drink, and to lie down in her bed and go to sleep.

   She always left a light burning when she was out. She didn’t like the feeling of coming into a dark house. She unlocked the door, and there was the light waiting for her. When she had locked it again she went through to the kitchen. Her cocoa stood ready on the oil stove in an enamelled saucepan. She lit one of the burners, put the pan on to heat, and went upstairs. Now that the evening was over she was so tired that she could hardly drag one foot after another, but she hung the pale blue dress away in what had been her mother’s room before she went down for the cocoa. She took Cousin Maggie’s tablets with her. She thought she would have slept without them, but she wanted to make sure. When she had drunk the cocoa she washed the cup and saucepan out at the sink, put out the light downstairs, and went up to bed. It would be lovely to have a real long sleep.





ELEVEN

THE MORNING OF Valentine’s wedding day came up clear and bright. There was still some cloud in the west, but the rest of the sky was of the enchanting shade of blue which makes amends for days of mist and rain. The girl who brought up the early morning tea put the tray down upon the table beside the bed. The curtains were all drawn back, and the room was full of light. She said, ‘You’ve got ever such a lovely day, Miss Valentine. I do hope it keeps up.’

   Valentine said, ‘Thank you, Florrie.’

   She sat up and turned to lift the cup. If there had been less light, it would have been easier to face it. She felt as if the day that lay before her was a steep hill which somehow she must climb, only she didn’t know how she was going to do it. There was no firm, hard purpose in her, no resolve. She had come up out of deep belated sleep feeling light and relaxed. Somewhere far down there was a tremulous feeling of joy because Jason had come back, but how they were to cross all the things that lay between them, she had not even begun to think.

   But she would have to think. Florrie went out of the room and shut the door. She was a nice girl, and she was looking forward to the wedding. She was going to be disappointed. A lot of people were going to be disappointed. Maggie had got a new hat. She couldn’t marry Gilbert because Florrie would be disappointed if she didn’t, or because of Maggie’s hat, or the bridesmaids’ dresses, or Mettie Eccles’s new suede gloves. Just for a moment she could hear Mettie’s voice quite distinctly – ‘I’ve had the others cleaned so often, and I’m sure they must be ten years old, so I’m getting a new pair in your honour.’ Mettie would certainly be very much annoyed.

   She drank some of the tea, and found it warm and comforting. What was she going to do? She would have to tell Roger Repton that she couldn’t marry Gilbert. He would want to know why, and she couldn’t tell him. She couldn’t go to him and say, ‘I can’t marry Gilbert, because he is Scilla’s lover.’ It was a perfectly good reason, but she couldn’t use it. She couldn’t use it, because it would smash up his marriage. It wasn’t a happy marriage, but to know that Scilla was unfaithful would be a terrible blow. He had been a fool to marry her, and it is a terrible thing to find out that you have been made a fool of. She couldn’t hurt Roger like that.

   And she had heard what she hadn’t been meant to hear. She had stood and listened at a chink of the door in the dark. They might have been saying goodbye, and what they said hadn’t been meant for her to hear. She thought that she could tell Gilbert what she had heard, but she knew she couldn’t use it to break off their marriage, or to give Scilla away.

   She finished the rest of the tea and turned to put down the cup. It was eight o’clock, and everywhere all over the house and in other houses people were either up or getting up and the preparations for her wedding were going on. There was a pile of letters on her tray with the tea things. There would be telegrams and telephone calls, and eleventh-hour presents to add to all the others which would have to be written about and sent back. She picked up the letters that were on the tray and began to go through them.

   Janet Grant, in her characteristic sprawling hand, two words to the line and not more than four lines to the page.

   ‘Darling – so devastated – Jessica prostrate – can’t leave her – all my love – she sends hers.’

   Lexie Merridew’s mother – Lexie was devastated too.

   The next envelope was the kind you get in a village shop or a very cheap shop anywhere, the kind they sell with the lower priced Christmas cards. Odd writing too, very large and clumsy. She had not to wonder about it – she knew. And then she was opening it and taking out a thin crumpled sheet with the same odd writing on it. It had no beginning, and when she turned the page there was no ending either. It said:



‘You may not mind about his playing fast and loose with Doris Bell and driving her to take her life or about his carrying on with S.R. and if you don’t know what I mean you are more of a fool than what I took you for but you had better find out about his marrying Marie Dubois under a false name when he was in Canada or you may find yourself in the cart along of the other pore gurls he as led astray.’



   There were no stops, and there was no signature.

   Valentine dropped the letter back on to the tray and sat looking at it.

   The time was half-past eight.

   On the stroke of the half-hour Penelope Marsh jumped off her bicycle, wheeled it round to the garden shed, and opened the front door of the Croft with her latchkey. She was a tall girl with blue eyes, a brown skin, and very white teeth. She stood in the hall and yodelled to Connie Brooke, her partner in the little kindergarten school which was doing so well. When there was no answer, she called again, louder and more insistently. And then it came over her that there was something odd about none of the windows being open. The children arrived at nine, and they made a point of getting the rooms aired and then warmed up before they came.

   She ran upstairs, still calling, knocked vigorously on door, and getting no reply, went in. Connie had taken off her dress, and she must have hung it up, because it wasn’t anywhere to be seen, but she hadn’t got any further than that. She was lying on the bed in her slip with the eiderdown pulled round her, and at first Penny thought that she was asleep, but when she touched the hand that lay on the coverlet and tried to unclasp its hold she knew that Connie was dead, because the hand was quite stiff – quite cold—

   Her mind knew that something dreadful and final had happened. It was like a thing which you read about in a book, a thing that happened to other people, not to anyone who was part of your own life like Connie was. She let go of that cold, heavy hand and backed away from the bed. It wasn’t until she had reached the door that fear and desolation rushed in upon her. She found herself running down the stairs, out through the open door, and along the road to bang on Miss Eccles’s front door and clamour that Connie was dead.

   Miss Eccles was extremely efficient. It would be unfair to say that she enjoyed the situation, but she certainly enjoyed her own competence in dealing with it. She rang up Dr Taylor, herself accompanied Penny back to the Croft, and there set her down to telling all parents who were on the telephone that Miss Brooke was ill and there would be no school today.

   Dr Taylor when he came had nothing to tell her that she did not already know. Connie Brooke was dead – had been dead for hours.

   ‘We walked home together last night after the party at the Manor,’ she said. ‘She was all right then, except that she hadn’t been sleeping too well. Maggie Repton had given her some sleeping tablets.’

   Dr Taylor was built on bulldog lines. He did not exactly bare his teeth, but he wrinkled up his nose and his voice was a growl.

   ‘She had no business to do any such thing.’

   Mettie Eccles said, ‘Well, you know what people are – they will do it. I told her she had better not take more than one. She was going to dissolve it in her bedtime cocoa. You’ll remember she can’t swallow anything like a pill.’

   He grunted, ‘Where’s the bottle?’

   They found it on the kitchen dresser, and it was empty.

   ‘Know how much there was in it?’

   ‘No, I don’t. She just told me Maggie had given her some tablets, and I told her not to take more than one.’

   He said in a rough voice, because death always made him angry, ‘Well, one couldn’t have killed her, nor two. I’ll get on to Miss Maggie and find out how many there were in the bottle. You would have thought she would have had more sense than to hand over enough to do any harm. And where did she get them from? That’s what I’d like to know. Not from me.’

   Maggie Repton took the call in her bedroom. She found the extension there a great comfort, because she did like to go early to bed, and it was so very trying to have to go down to the study in a dressing-gown if anyone called up and wanted to speak to her. She was only half dressed now. She threw her dressing-gown round her shoulders and pulled the eiderdown across her knees before lifting the receiver. It was much too early to ring up – nobody should ring before nine o’clock – it was almost certain to be for Valentine.

   But it was for her. Dr Taylor speaking.

   ‘That you, Miss Maggie? . . . What’s this I hear about your giving Connie Brooke sleeping tablets?’

   She began to feel flustered at once.

   ‘Oh dear – I didn’t think there would be any harm in it. She really looked wretched, and she said she hadn’t been sleeping at all well.’

   ‘Well, you shouldn’t have done it. How many were there in the bottle?’

   ‘Oh dear – I’m sure I don’t know. You see, there were a few left from the ones Dr Porteous gave me when I was staying with my old cousin, Annie Pedlar. And then after Annie died there were some in another bottle – and I put the two together, but I never really counted them.’

   Dr Taylor’s voice came through very sharp and barking.

   ‘You mixed the two!’

   ‘Oh, but they were the same sort, or very nearly – at least I thought they were. Oh dear, I hope there isn’t anything wrong!’

   ‘You haven’t got the other bottle, I suppose?’

   ‘Oh, no. It would have been thrown away when we sorted out poor Annie’s things. At least – no, I remember now, the nurse wouldn’t let me mix them. I was going to, but she said it wouldn’t be at all the thing to do, so I didn’t.’

   He said with a sudden alarming quiet, ‘Are you sure about that?’

   ‘Oh, I think so. You confused me – but I think the nurse said not to mix them – oh, I don’t know—’

   ‘Miss Maggie, can you form any idea of how many tablets there were in the bottle when you gave it to Connie Brooke?’

   ‘Oh dear, I don’t know – I really don’t. But you can ask Connie. . . . Yes, why didn’t I think of that before? Of course Connie will know. Why don’t you ask her?’

   He said, ‘Connie is dead,’ and rang off.





FIFTEEN

RANDAL MARCH DREW up at Willow Cottage at a little after half-past three on the following afternoon, whereupon Miss Silver came out of the front door in her black cloth coat and the new hat which she had intended to wear for the wedding. After an unbroken succession of black felts trimmed with ribbon and little bunches of flowers it really was, as Ethel Burkett had declared, ‘Quite a change,’ being more of a toque, and the material black velvet. Three pompons nestled against the crown, grey, black, and lavender. As they drove away, Randal said with an affectionate smile, ‘Surely that is a new hat. I like those what-you-may-call-’ems at the side.’

   Miss Silver experienced a glow of modest pleasure. She supplied the name.

   ‘They are pompons.’

   ‘Most becoming.’

   From this promising opening they proceeded to solicitous inquiries from Miss Silver and a budget of family news on the part of Randal March. Isobel’s second girl was demanding to go on the stage. Margaret and her husband were going to run a chicken farm in Devonshire – ‘And how anyone can deliberately set out to get mixed up with hens is beyond me.’

   Miss Silver confessed that she would not care about it herself, but added that Margaret always knew exactly what she wanted to do, and that once her mind was made up it was no use trying to stop her.

   ‘Obstinate as a mule,’ said Randal March.

   It was obvious that no serious business would be discussed while they were still upon the road. Arrived at the house, they were met by Rietta March. The beauty which had once been rather austere was now softened by happiness. Miss Silver recalled the lines which she had heard applied to her when they had first been thrown together – ‘A daughter of the gods, divinely tall—’ Her favourite Lord Tennyson had completed them with ‘and most divinely fair,’ but Rietta Cray was a dark goddess, and in those days a tragic one, since the shadow of a murder had rested upon her and hers – a shadow which Miss Silver had been instrumental in lifting. She looked younger now than she had then, and there was a carnation bloom in her cheeks. She kissed Miss Silver warmly and enquired, ‘When would you like to talk – now, or after tea?’

   Randal March said, ‘Now, I think. And I want to take her into the drawing-room. This has got to be just a social visit, and you never know how things will get round.’

   ‘Very well, I’ll go up to the children. You can call when you are ready for me to come down.’

   Miss Silver watched her go away from them up the stairs, graceful and gracious in a dress of dark red wool, one of the chrysanthemum shades. Then Randal was taking her into a pleasant room with flowered chintzes and big jars of dahlias, golden rod, and Michaelmas daisy. Seating herself and looking about her with pleasure, she reflected upon the happy atmosphere which filled the house. Although she had disciplined herself very severely in the matter of having favourites amongst her pupils, there was no contesting the fact that Randal March had always had a very special place in her affections. He had been a spoilt, delicate little boy when she arrived to superintend the schoolroom which he shared with his two elder sisters. Previous governesses had pronounced him unmanageable, and he was too delicate to be sent to school. After two years of a rule which had combined authority, interest, and beneficience the delicacy had been outgrown, and a deep and enduring respect had been implanted in his mind. When, many years afterwards, he encountered Miss Silver in her capacity as a private inquiry agent, the respect was enhanced and the lively affection of the little boy developed into the enduring friendship and affection of the man. It was the horrible affair of the Poisoned Caterpillars which brought them together, and he had been forward to maintain that she had saved his life. Since those days he had become, first Superintendent at Ledlington, and then Chief Constable of the county, and their paths had continued to cross. He leaned back now in one of the comfortable chintz-covered chairs and said, ‘And how are you getting along at Tilling Green?’

   Miss Silver took a moment before she said soberly, ‘I do not know that I can answer that. I need not tell you that there is a great deal of talk about the death of Connie Brooke. I do not know how much of it will have reached you.’

   ‘Let us assume that I haven’t heard any of it. I may have done so, or I may not, but I would like to have your angle.’

   She repeated what Joyce Rodney had told her. Randal March looked thoughtful.

   ‘So you think she knew something about the anonymous letters, went to the Vicar to tell him what she knew, and came away without doing it on the grounds that once she had said it she couldn’t take it back. What do you make of that?’

   ‘That the person whom she suspected, or against whom she really had some evidence, was someone she knew and someone who could not be lightly accused.’

   He nodded.

   ‘Had you met the girl at all? How did she strike you?’

   ‘I saw her at the rehearsal of Valentine Grey’s wedding. Miss Wayne asked me to accompany her. That, as you may know, was on Wednesday afternoon. In the evening the poor girl attended a party at the Manor from which she walked home across the Green with Miss Eccles who lives at Holly Cottage next door to Miss Wayne.’

   ‘Yes, I have seen her statement. She says they separated there, and that Connie Brooke went on alone.’

   ‘Yes, I believe I heard them say good-night to one another.’

   ‘Oh, you did? That might be quite an important point, you know.’

   ‘I would not like to swear to it, Randal. I was dropping off to sleep. It was just an impression.’

   ‘I see. Well, you saw the girl at this wedding rehearsal on Wednesday. That would be after her visit to the Vicar?’

   ‘The following afternoon.’

   ‘How did she strike you?’

   ‘She had been brought in as a substitute for a Miss Merridew, who had developed German measles. Shyness, nervousness, or excitement would not have been surprising, but there was no evidence of any of them. The first thing I noticed was that she had been crying. Not within the last few hours, but at some time previous to that – probably during the night. The eyelids were still reddened, and there was some swelling. There had been an unskilful attempt to cover up these traces with powder. The rehearsal was rather a fiasco, the bridegroom having been delayed by an accident to the car in which the best man was driving him down. Those present at the rehearsal were all more or less affected by this delay. There was a general uneasiness, a disposition to fidget, to whisper. Connie Brooke just stood there. I had the impression that she hardly knew what was going on.’

   ‘You think she had something on her mind?’

   ‘Yes, I think so.’

   ‘And that practically everyone in the village was aware of the fact?’

   ‘I suppose most people would know that she had been to see Mr Martin about the anonymous letters and had come away without telling him what she knew.’

   He leaned forward to put a log of wood on the fire. A little shower of sparks flew up.

   ‘That sort of secret could be a dangerous one to keep. You know, she had taken, or been given, a tremendously strong dose of that sleeping stuff. I’ve had the report on the post-mortem. It wasn’t a case of an extra tablet and a weak heart or anything like that. She had had about twice as much as would have been necessary to kill her. Now a very large dose like that points to suicide. You can’t swallow a whole lot of tablets without knowing what you are doing.’

   Miss Silver gave the slight cough with which she had been accustomed to call a class to order.

   ‘You should, I think, be informed that Connie Brooke had a nervous inability to swallow anything in the form of a pill or tablet. Miss Eccles, Miss Wayne, and Mrs Rodney having all told me this, I should think it unlikely that anyone in Tilling Green was ignorant on the point. Anything in the form of a tablet must therefore have been crushed and dissolved, probably in her bedtime cocoa.’

   ‘She was in the habit of taking cocoa when she went to bed?’

   ‘Certainly. She found that it helped her to sleep. It seems she told Miss Eccles whilst they were walking home across the Green on Wednesday night that she had left this cocoa all ready mixed in a saucepan so that it would not take her any time to heat it up. They talked about the tablets Miss Repton had given her, and she said she would dissolve them and put them into the cocoa. Miss Mettie said why couldn’t she just swallow them. She says they went on talking about it all across the Green, and she is very insistent that she told Connie on no account to take more than one tablet.’

   ‘Yes, she put that in her statement. I wonder if she is speaking the truth.’

   Miss Silver did not reply. When he realized that her silence was deliberate he spoke again.

   ‘It is quite an easy thing to say. And it puts Miss Mettie Eccles in a very favourable light. Is she the sort of person who sees to it that the light is favourable?’

   Miss Silver’s small, neat features were expressionless. She said in a noncommittal voice, ‘I suppose, Randal, that most of us would place a certain value upon the impression made by our conduct in an emergency.’

   ‘You mean we all like to stand well with each other.’

   ‘And with the police, Randal.’

   He frowned.

   ‘How does Miss Eccles strike you?’

   She met his look with one of bright intelligence.

   ‘She is a busy person. She has a hand in everything that goes on in the village. Her connection with the Reptons gives her a certain standing.’

   ‘A finger in every pie, and quite a lot to say as to how the pie is baked!’

   ‘She is efficient. What she does is well done. She talks a great deal. She has decided opinions. Her house is very well kept, the garden neat and formal.’

   He laughed.

   ‘Well, I’ve met her, so I know what she looks like. Most women would have started off with that, but you left it out – I wonder why.’

   She gave him her peculiarly charming smile.

   ‘There is no mystery about it, my dear Randal. She told me that she had met you.’

   ‘I see. Well, well— Now look here, either this girl melted down a large number of tablets in her cocoa, or someone else put the drug into the cocoa and either left it there hoping she would take it, or came in with her and persuaded her to do so. I find considerable difficulty in believing in either of these theories. As to the first, I don’t believe there were anything like so many tablets in that bottle Miss Repton gave her. I’ve seen Maggie Repton myself. I thought I should probably get more out of her than Crisp.’

   ‘And did you?’

   ‘Yes, I think I did. She’s the well-meaning, nervous kind – afraid to commit herself, afraid to be definite about anything. The kind who holds up a statement for half an hour while she tries to think whether something quite irrelevant took place at half a minute to seven or half a minute past. I spent quite a lot of time getting her sufficiently soothed down to say anything at all, and even then she qualified everything until neither of us knew where we were. But I did emerge with an impression – in fact you can say almost with a conviction – that there weren’t very many tablets in that bottle.’

   ‘Indeed, Randal?’

   He nodded. ‘It sounds a bit vague, but then so is Maggie Repton.’

   Miss Silver was looking at him.

   ‘Would it be possible that she desired to give you that impression?’

   ‘My dear Miss Silver, you simply can’t have Maggie Repton as a suspect.’

   ‘You say that with a good deal of confidence.’

   He laughed.

   ‘Come now, what motive could she possibly have?’

   She replied soberly. ‘The person who wrote the letters would have a motive. If, in fact, Connie Brooke was deliberately removed, there could be only one possible motive for removing her, the fact that she knew, or guessed, the identity of the person who wrote the anonymous letters. That person, and that person alone, would have the necessary motive.’

   ‘You are right about that of course. But Maggie Repton is an impossibility. She is the mildest, vaguest, and most blameless of women – the kind of stay-at-home daughter and sister who is rapidly becoming extinct. She nursed her parents, she kept house for her brother until he married – in fact I believe she still does so. The domestic arts are not much in Scilla Repton’s line.’

   Miss Silver gave her slight deliberate cough.

   ‘But do you not see that it is amongst just such people that the anonymous letter-writer is to be found? Too little occupied with their own affairs, having in fact no affairs with which to occupy themselves, too timid and ineffectual to express their own opinions – do you not see that it is to just such a person that the writing of an anonymous letter might appeal? It affords an opportunity for the release of concealed resentments, suppressed desires, the envy, the grudge which has been secretly cherished. There may, or may not, have been some specific sense of injury, but I believe that in most cases it is a feeling of inferiority or frustration which provides the background of these painful cases. As in so many other circumstances, it is only the first step which is hard to take. Once that has been taken, the vice grows rapidly. In a village the effect of each letter can be observed. A sense of power and importance comes to the writer, the letters become more numerous and more poisonous, the appetite grows with what it feeds upon. And then there comes the threat of discovery. A timid person does not suddenly become brave, but he or she may become desperate. Timidity may itself be the incentive to a crime. If Connie Brooks was in a position to ruin such a person, would not that provide a motive for her murder?’

   The word had been skirted round, now it had been said. Miss Silver was reminded of poor Connie’s words, ‘Once I’ve told it, I can’t take it back.’ They had been discussing the possibility of murder, but it had not been named until now.

   Randal March threw out a hand.

   ‘Of course everything you say is perfectly true – if you knew Miss Maggie—’

   She said mildly, ‘I do not wish you to think that I am accusing her. I am only anxious that in this matter there should be no one so privileged by place, position, or character, as to be withdrawn from the most careful scrutiny. In the case of Miss Repton, she has the background which I have suggested as a probable one, and she is known to have pressed a bottle of sleeping tablets on Connie Brooke. We do not know how many there were in the bottle, nor do we know whether anything was said as to the number it would be prudent to take. If it could be proved that there were only a few tablets, Miss Repton would be exonerated, since it would not have been possible for her to have left the Manor at any time during the evening. There is, in fact, plenty of evidence to show that she did not do so. It would not, therefore, have been possible for her to have tampered with the cocoa which Connie had left in readiness for her return.’

   He said, ‘Quite. And that brings us to the second of my two theories. As I have said, I don’t believe there were so many in that bottle. If there were, the girl could have committed suicide, but if there were not, then someone murdered her by putting a fatal dose of that stuff into her cocoa. Only just consider how appalling it must have tasted. How could the murderer have counted on her swallowing it? The natural reaction would have been to pour the cocoa away and make fresh.’

   Miss Silver recalled a piece of gossip not really heeded at the time.

   ‘Connie Brooke had an illness in her teens which practically destroyed her sense of taste and smell. I have known of such a case before. She would not, therefore, notice the taste of the drug, and this fact would be known to the person who murdered her. Even if she had been aware of an unpleasant taste, you must remember that she had intended to use what Miss Maggie had given her.’

   He made an impatient movement.

   ‘I’ve no doubt it would be known to everyone within a five-mile radius. No one can complain that there is a lack of possibilities. Anyone in the county could have done it, provided he could have got into the house. What have you to say about that?’

   ‘People are extremely careless about their keys. If anyone was planning to get into the house whilst Connie was out, a key might have been abstracted or a window unlatched.’

   ‘A window?’

   ‘I thought of that at once, Randal. If this girl was murdered, it was by someone whom she knew, someone who could have a quite natural reason for coming to the house. You must remember that it was being used as a school. The older children would be there till four o’clock. In the bustle of their departure it would not be difficult to lock the back door and go away with the key or leave it hidden under a mat. It would be even simpler to contrive that a window should be left unlatched. Or, simplest of all, the person who desired to effect an entrance might have possessed a key which would open one of the doors of the Croft.’

   ‘Do you know of anyone who had the opportunities you speak of?’

   ‘Mrs Rodney and I walked along to the Croft to fetch her little boy at four o’clock on Wednesday—’

   ‘Are we to suspect Joyce Rodney?’

   ‘I think not, though she certainly entered the house, as did also Miss Eccles, who had undertaken to fetch a little girl whose parents live just outside Tilling Green. They are young people of the name of Black, and they had invited Miss Eccles to tea.’

   He frowned.

   ‘And Miss Eccles walked home with Connie Brooke after the party.’

   ‘She walked with her as far as Holly Cottage, which is next door to Miss Wayne’s.’

   ‘And you think, but you are not sure, that they said good night there. Even if they did, there wasn’t anything to prevent Miss Eccles changing her mind, was there? There wasn’t anything to prevent her saying, “Well, I’ll walk the rest of the way with you.” She could have done just that, and then have gone in with her and found an opportunity of slipping those extra tablets into the cocoa. She would have had to have them all ready ground up, but of course the whole thing must have been very carefully planned. Here’s another possibility. I wonder whether Miss Eccles went to the party with Connie as well as returning from it. If she picked her up at the Croft, there might have been an opportunity for tampering with the cocoa then.’

   ‘I think not, Randal. They did go together, but it was Connie who came to Holly Cottage to pick Miss Eccles up. I was in my room and saw them start. There is, of course, one very strong reason for exonerating Miss Eccles. It must have occurred to you that if it were she who was under suspicion, Connie would not have willingly undertaken to cross the Green with her both on her way to the party at the Manor and on the way back.’

   ‘She might not have been able to help it.’

   ‘That is true. It could all have been arranged before her suspicions came to a head. Once the arrangement had been made it would have been very difficult to alter it. And she would not know that part of her interview with Mr Martin had been overheard and repeated all round the village.’

   ‘In fact Miss Eccles remains a suspect.’

   Miss Silver became slightly aloof.

   ‘I have not said that I suspect her. I go no further than to say that she had the opportunity.’

   He nodded.

   ‘As you say.’ After a slight pause he continued. ‘There is something that I think you ought to know. The post office has been on the look-out for these poison-pen letters. Well, there were three of them posted in Ledlington on Wednesday. They were collected from a box in the High Street, and they were delivered in Tilling Green next morning. As you know, the envelopes are cheap white stuff, and the writing awkward.’

   ‘Are you going to tell me to whom they were addressed?’

   ‘Yes, I think so. Colonel Repton had one, the Vicar another, and a third was for Miss Valentine Grey.’

   ‘Well, Randal?’

   ‘I understand that the wedding has been put off.’ She inclined her head. He said, ‘On account of Connie Brooke’s death? Or because of something in those letters? Or because Jason Leigh had come home?’

   Miss Silver gazed at him. After what seemed like a deliberate silence she said, ‘Mr Gilbert Earle has returned to London.’

   ‘Yes – we knew that. It may, or may not, be significant.’

   ‘It has been remarked that he has neither written nor telephoned. The








































EIGHTEEN

VALENTINE GREY WAS walking in the woods behind the Manor. She had come there to meet Jason. When he came he put his arms round her and they stayed like that for quite a long time, just holding one another. Presently he said, ‘When are we going to get married?’

   ‘I don’t know. You haven’t ever asked me.’

   ‘I don’t need to ask you. I couldn’t before I went away, because it didn’t seem so very likely that I should come back. And now there’s no need. You know.’

   ‘I might like to be asked.’

   ‘On bended knee in the proper romantic style!’ He went down on the carpet of pine needles and kissed both her hands. ‘Will you do me the very great honour of marrying me?’

   She looked down at him, her eyes shining, her lips not quite steady. This was not the Valentine who had stood at the chancel step to rehearse her marriage to Gilbert Earle. Her hand shook in his, her colour came and went. She said, ‘I don’t know—’ Her voice shook too.

   ‘You do. You know perfectly well. And mind you, it’s your only chance, because I certainly shouldn’t let you marry anyone else.’

   Her lips quivered into a smile.

   ‘How would you stop me?’

   He got up without letting go of her.

   ‘I should forbid the banns. You know it’s a thing I’ve always wanted to do.’

   ‘Does anyone ever?’

   ‘Oh, I believe it’s done. You stand up and get it off your chest good and loud, and the parson stops and says he will see you in the vestry afterwards. And no one listens to another word of the service, least of all you, because of course you are thinking up what you are going to say in the vestry.’

   ‘And what would you be going to say? It would have to be a just cause or impediment, you know.’

   He said, ‘There’s an old posy ring of my mother’s that I want to give you. It has been in the family since about the time of the Armada. The writing inside is so small that you have to use a magnifying glass to read it, and it has had to be renewed a great many times. It says:



If you love me as I love you,

Nothing but death shall part us two.



   ‘Don’t you think that’s a just cause and impediment to your marrying anyone else?’

   ‘I suppose – it might be—’

   It was some time later that she said, ‘Will you have – to go – again –?’

   ‘Not to the same places. They got wise to me this time, so I shouldn’t be very much use. Would you like to settle down and farm?’

   ‘I’d love it.’

   ‘Then will you marry me?’

   ‘Jason, I don’t know. You see, as far as anyone can tell I’m still engaged to Gilbert. People just think the wedding was put off on account of Connie Brooke.’

   He gave a half angry laugh.

   ‘That is all you know! I get the low-down from Mrs Needham. Half the village is talking about poor Mr Earle, and the other half thinks he must have blotted his copy-book pretty badly or you wouldn’t have done it. But they are all quite sure that he has been given the push, and that the wedding is definitely off. The postman has noticed that he doesn’t write, and the girls in the telephone exchange are quite positive he hasn’t rung up, so the matter is considered to be settled. You had better get on with informing the family and putting a notice in the papers.’

   ‘Oh, I’ve told Roger and Maggie, and I suppose Roger has told Scilla. She hasn’t said anything.’

   ‘And what did Roger and Maggie say?’

   She lifted his hand and laid it against her cheek.

   ‘Oh, Maggie cried and said marriage was very uncertain, and she had often felt thankful that she had escaped it.’

   ‘Poor old Maggie.’

   ‘Darling, she was rather pathetic. She said how unhappy my father and mother had been, and she talked about Roger and Scilla.’

   ‘And what did Roger talk about?’

   ‘He hardly said anything at all. I told him I shouldn’t be marrying Gilbert, and he didn’t even ask why. He stood with his back to me and looked out of the window, and all he said was, “Well, I suppose you know your own business.” So I said yes, I did, and that was just about all.’

   Jason did not speak. After a moment she went on.

   ‘I had one of those horrible letters on Thursday morning. I can’t help wondering whether Roger had one too.’

   ‘Tommy did.’

   ‘Tommy!’

   ‘Yes, I saw it.’

   ‘Jason—’

   ‘Look here, this is just between you and me.’

   ‘Of course. What did it say?’

   ‘Accused Gilbert of intending to commit bigamy, and asked Tommy if he was prepared to aid and abet. Put him in quite a spot. On the one hand you don’t take any notice of anonymous letters, and on the other you can’t take a chance about letting a girl in for a bigamous marriage. Tommy ought to be blessing us for getting him out of the mess.’

   She was leaning against him. Gilbert was gone, and everything felt safe and comfortable. She said, ‘Did Tommy’s letter say Gilbert had married a girl called Marie Dubois in Canada?’

   ‘It did. Without saying where or when. Anonymity strictly preserved throughout. Let me see – he was in Canada, wasn’t he?’

   ‘A long time ago. He couldn’t have been more than about twenty. I wonder if he really did marry Marie.’

   ‘May have done. If he was had for a mug when he was all that young, and she was dead, he might not have thought it necessary to mention her. Or there might have been a divorce. I should hardly think he would risk being run in for bigamy. We’ll ask him about it some day. Just casually, you know – at a cocktail party, or a railway station, or any of the other places where you are liable to have a head-on collision with the people you don’t want to meet.’

   ‘Darling, what a fool you are!’

   What a heavenly feeling to be able to laugh at something that had been a nightmare. They laughed together. Jason said, ‘What do you bet I don’t do it? Some day when we are safely married. I would, you know, for tuppence. Something on the lines of “Oh, by the way, what happened to that girl you married in Canada, Marie Dubois?” ’

   ‘You wouldn’t!’

   ‘You wait and see!’
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