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EIGHT

IT WAS NEXT day that Miss Silver met Mr Puncheon in the street. He was hurrying along and had already passed her in a short-sighted manner, when he seemed suddenly to recollect himself and turned back.

   ‘Miss Silver – I really beg your pardon! I have been wanting to see you – I was immersed in my thoughts. Indeed I was hoping very much to see you. I suppose you could not spare a little time? My shop is just here. I had only stepped out to post a letter – the answer to an enquiry about a somewhat rare book.’

   Miss Silver’s errand not being of a pressing nature, and her own thoughts having been to some extent occupied with Mr Puncheon’s Problem and some kindred subjects, she acquiesced in her most gracious manner and found herself presently entering a shop with a gabled front and every appearance of having been there for some hundreds of years. Inside it was dark and crowded with books from the uneven floor to the low black beams overhead. Mr Puncheon took her through to still gloomier depths at the back, where he opened a door and disclosed quite a tidy office with a modern writing-table and some comfortable nineteenth-century chairs. After allowing her to precede him he paused on the threshold to address an elderly woman in black.

   ‘I shall be a little time, Ellen. Do not disturb me unless it is really important.’ After which he came in and shut the door.

   A gas fire burned on the hearth. Miss Silver having seated herself, he took the opposite chair, made a small vexed sound, and remarked that he had left the fire on again.

   ‘And of course it is no economy if you do that. But having been always used to a coal fire, I find that I go out and leave it, and of course that annoys my sister.’

   Miss Silver smiled.

   ‘It is not so easy to form new habits. I find the fire very pleasant. Was there something you wished to ask me, Mr Puncheon?’

   He took off his glasses and looked at her in a defenceless manner.

   ‘Oh, yes. I want to ask you whether you would advise and help me professionally. What you said in the train – I haven’t been able to get it out of my head.’

   ‘And what was it that I said, Mr Puncheon?’

   ‘It was in reply to something that I said myself. We were talking about Mrs Harbord who had worked for the Miss Benevents. I said she had told my sister that my stepson Alan never went away from Underhill. It was a strange thing to say, wasn’t it?’

   ‘Very strange.’

   ‘She kept on saying so. Ellen thought it was all nonsense. Why should the Miss Benevents say he had gone away if he hadn’t? That’s what Ellen said. But when I said it to you, Miss Silver, you said – well, you said that you thought Mrs Harbord ought to be asked to answer that question.’

   Miss Silver looked at him and said gravely and clearly,

   ‘Yes, I remember. I still think so, Mr Puncheon.’

   He was rubbing his glasses with a large white handkerchief. The initial embroidered across the corner did not look like professional work. It went through Miss Silver’s mind to wonder whether it had been the work of his dead wife. He said,

   ‘Yes – yes – that was what I was coming to. You said that she ought to be asked. And I think so too, but I really can’t bring myself to do it. The daughter-in-law was really very disagreeable – one of those boisterous women. My wife – my late wife I should say – was an extremely gentle person. I really do not feel at all able to cope. And I thought if you would perhaps accept the commission – on a professional footing —’ He did not seem able to get any farther than that.

   Miss Silver looked at him seriously.

   ‘You wish me to interview Mrs Harbord?’

   The word obviously startled him.

   ‘Well, I thought – perhaps – you would see her. And if you do not mind, I think it would be better not to say anything to my sister about it. You see, she took such a very decided line, and strife in the house is not what I’ve been accustomed to.’

   A few preliminary enquiries informed Miss Silver that Mrs Harbord, though no longer confined to her bed, was still in a very weak and melancholy way, and that the widowed daughter-in-law whose children were of school age went out to work by the day. Miss Arnold, it appeared, knew all about her.

   ‘Oh, yes, she goes to the Deanery. Mrs Mayhew says she is an absolute treasure. Of course she is Chapel. How shocked dear Papa would have been at the idea of employing a dissenter, but people can’t pick and choose as they used to, and she is a marvellous worker – never stops for a moment and gets through about twice as much as anyone they have ever had. Mrs Mayhew says she is more than worth the extra sixpence an hour she asks.’

   With this and other helpful information at her disposal, Miss Silver considered that an early hour in the afternoon would be the most suitable time for a call.

   The appearance of the small house in Pegler’s Row certainly bore out the character ascribed to the younger Mrs Harbord. The front door step was whitened, the four windows, two up and two down, looked as if they had just been cleaned, and spotless curtains screened the rooms behind them from the public eye. The small brass door-knocker shone. Miss Silver used it. After an interval she heard a slow, dragging step in the passage behind the door. It opened a very little way and a tall, stooping woman came into view – at first no more of her than a poking head and a hand, but after a moment the whole bent figure in a decent black dress with a grey shawl caught about the shoulders. At the sight of Miss Silver she stepped back and said in a hollow voice,

   ‘If it’s for my daughter-in-law, she won’t be in till five.’

   Miss Silver smiled pleasantly.

   ‘Oh, no, Mrs Harbord, my visit is to yourself. But you should not be standing at the door. May I come in?’

   The days are long when you are alone during most of the dragging hours. Mrs Harbord no longer felt well enough to engage in the active household tasks with which she had been used to fill her days. By the time she had dressed herself and made shift to do her room she felt fit for nothing but to drop into a chair and mind the kitchen fire. On a good day she would get the children’s dinner, but mostly Florrie would leave everything ready, so that she only had to have it hot by the time they came home. She had never been a reader, and there were a great many hours in the day. Miss Silver would be someone from the Chapel – she had heard that the minister had an aunt coming to stay – or perhaps someone from the Ladies’ Guild. Anyhow she would be someone to talk to.

   ‘If you wouldn’t mind coming into the kitchen,’ she said. ‘It’s warm in there. We’ve a nice front room, but the fire isn’t lit.’

   A poor thing she might be, but she had yet to be ashamed of taking anyone into her kitchen. All nicely tidied up it was, and the children back at school. She had her chair by the fire and a footstool in front of it, and a second chair that could be pulled up for the visitor. She was glad to get back into the warm, and that was a fact. It was cold in the passage, and she felt the cold these days.

   Miss Silver looked at her in a sympathetic manner and said,

   ‘I am afraid you are not very strong, Mrs Harbord. You must not let me tire you. My name is Silver – Miss Maud Silver. I thought perhaps we might talk for a little. It must be lonely for you here with your daughter-in-law out all day and the children at school.’

   Mrs Harbord said,

   ‘Yes, it’s lonely. Only I don’t know that I could do with the children all the time – two of them, and twins. And I don’t know which of them makes the most noise, the boy or the girl. Just turned eight they are – and lively – you wouldn’t believe it.’

   Miss Silver smiled in a friendly manner.

   ‘It sounds as if they are very strong and healthy.’

   A gleam of pride appeared on Mrs Harbord’s face.

   ‘Oh, they’re healthy,’ she said. ‘They take after their mother. Now my poor son, he was always ailing from a baby. Died when the twins were three months old, and what we’d have done I don’t know, only I had my health, and Florrie went out to work. My old mother was alive then, and she’d mind the babies. I didn’t think I’d come to being the one to sit at home and be a burden. The doctor, he says there’s no reason why I can’t get well, but I don’t, and that’s a fact.’

   ‘I am sure you did not think your mother a burden when she was looking after the babies and making it possible for you and your daughter-in-law to work.’

   Mrs Harbord shook her head. Her mother had been a very decided old lady. She would have made short work of anyone who set up to consider her a burden. Even Florrie had been under her thumb.

   ‘She was able for more than what I am,’ she said.

   Before she knew quite how it came about she found herself telling Miss Silver all about her mother. There were incidents which she had not recalled for years. Miss Silver displayed great skill in steering her past deathbeds and family illnesses to such cheerful occasions as weddings, christenings, and outings. Mrs Wild had appeared at the twins’ christening in a bonnet with two black ostrich feathers which nobody knew she possessed.

   ‘Down in the bottom of her box she’d got them, and a wonder the moths hadn’t been at them. “Why, Mother,” I said, “wherever did you get those feathers?” And it seems my Uncle Jim brought them from South Africa when he came home after the Boer war. And just to think she’d never had them out all those years! Not when poor Father died, nor my husband, nor poor Ernie. And she tosses her head and says feathers is for joyful occasions, not for funerals, and she’s going to wear them for the twins, poor little fatherless things, and maybe they’ll bring them a bit of good luck.’ She broke off to give a heavy sigh and say, ‘Oh, well, I had my health then. I could bicycle out the three miles and do a day’s work and not so much as feel tired at the end of it.’

   Miss Silver said in a sympathetic voice,

   ‘You used to work at Underhill, did you not, with the Miss Benevents?’

   Mrs Harbord’s flow of reminiscence was arrested. She looked sideways and said,

   ‘I’m sure I never mentioned it.’

   ‘There was no reason why you should not do so.’

   ‘I left on account of my health.’ Mrs Harbord’s voice shook. ‘And I was never one to talk.’

   Miss Silver looked at her.

   ‘What would there be to talk about?’

   Mrs Harbord’s hand went up to her lips and stayed there. Her eyes shifted. She said,

   ‘I don’t know, I’m sure.’ And then quite suddenly words came pouring out. ‘I don’t know anything – why should I? I just went there for the cleaning – there wasn’t anything for me to talk about.’

   It was no use, she couldn’t go on looking away. She had to turn her eyes back again to meet Miss Silver’s. She did so, and found them very clear and kind.

   ‘Pray do not distress yourself, Mrs Harbord. But when you have something on your mind, I think you know that you cannot get rid of it by pretending it is not there. I think that you have something on your mind. I think it has been there for a long time, and that it is frightening you and preventing you from getting well. You began to tell Mrs Kean about it, did you not, but you did not go on.’

   Mrs Harbord still had that shaking hand pressed against her lips. It came down now and went out groping to the arm of the chair. She said in a startled voice,

   ‘Ellen Kean – did she send you? I thought—’

   ‘No, she did not send me. You asked her to come and see you because you were very ill and you had something on your mind, but when she came you did not tell her very much.’

   Mrs Harbord said in a choked voice,

   ‘She came in – and she sat there – and she didn’t believe a word I said. She come like it was her Christian duty to come, and because I sent for her. She’d gone up in the world, and I’d gone down, but we went to school together. There isn’t much I don’t know about Ellen Kean, and her duty is what she’d always do. But when it comes to bowels and mercies, Ellen hasn’t got them, and that’s a fact. Sat there and looked at me as cold as ice and told me I was talking nonsense. So I didn’t have any more to say.’

   ‘That was when you told her that the stories about Alan Thompson were not true?’

   Mrs Harbord’s voice sharpened.

   ‘I don’t say there wasn’t plenty that might have been true. Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain, and the way the young women ran after him was enough to turn anyone’s head. And not only the young ones neither, but I’m not talking about that. Only what I had on my mind and what I told Ellen Kean was gospel truth, and she hadn’t any cause to disbelieve me. You said you didn’t come from her?’

   Miss Silver made a slight negative movement of the head. Her voice, her look, her manner were having a tranquillising effect. Mrs Harbord’s breathing was more normal and she no longer clutched the arm of her chair. The time had come for a more open approach. She said,

   ‘I am not acquainted with Mrs Kean. It is Mr Puncheon who has asked me to come and see you. He is very much troubled at the stigma which rests upon his stepson’s name. It would be a great relief to his mind if he could know that it was not deserved. His late wife felt the whole thing very deeply. He feels that he owes it to her to do what he can to clear her son. It was said, I believe, that Alan Thompson had stolen money and a diamond brooch from the Miss Benevents before his disappearance, and what you told Mrs Kean was that he was innocent.’

   Mrs Harbord flushed.

   ‘I told her, and she didn’t believe me!’

   ‘You told her that he had never left Underhill.’

   Mrs Harbord began to cry.

   ‘I didn’t ought to have said that. And I wouldn’t, only for her sitting there being so unbelieving. Because it stands to reason he must have gone. Only he didn’t take Miss Cara’s diamond brooch, for I saw it afterwards, lying there just inside the drawer of Miss Olivia’s looking-glass – one of those old-fashioned ones, up on a stand with a lot of little drawers, and she always kept the middle one locked. Only this time it wasn’t. The keys were there sticking in it, and my duster caught them and pulled it out. And there was the brooch they said he took – a kind of a spray with diamond flowers and leaves. Miss Cara wore it a lot of an evening, and for best. And there it was in Miss Olivia’s drawer, and Mr Alan’s coin that Miss Cara gave him lying there with it.’

   ‘What was this coin?’

   Mrs Harbord’s voice dropped.

   ‘It was some kind of an old one – gold by the look of it. And it had a hole in it with a ring through it so it could be hung on a chain. He wore it like that round his neck. Miss Cara gave him the chain too. And there they were in the drawer, the two of them. Oh, ma’am – that’s what I’ve got on my mind! He’d never have left them!’

   ‘Why do you say that, Mrs Harbord?’

   ‘Miss Cara, she told him it was a luck charm. He showed it to me one day when I was up doing his room – pulled it out of the neck of his shirt and told me all about it. Very free and open he was. “Look at what Miss Cara has given me!” he said. “Hundreds of years old and a real mascot. I’ll have good luck as long as I wear it, and I can’t be hurt by wound nor poison. Nice to know that, isn’t it, in case anyone ever had the idea of sticking a knife into me or putting something into my tea.” I said, “Mercy, Mr Alan! Who would do that!” and he laughed and said, “Oh, you never can tell.” Well, do you know, not a month after that something broke in the car when he was driving it, and it went smash into a wall at the bottom of Hill Lane. And he come out of it without a scratch. “What did I tell you, Mrs Harbord?” he said. “That charm of Miss Cara’s is a mascot all right. I ought to have been killed, and here I am without a scratch. You won’t catch me leaving it off in a hurry.” Which was vain superstition, but I could see that he meant it. And not a week later they were saying he had run off with goodness knows how much money and that brooch of Miss Cara’s, and I can’t say anything about the money except that it’s foolishness to keep a lot in the house – just asking for trouble to my way of thinking! But that brooch of Miss Cara’s he never took for I saw it with my own eyes in Miss Olivia’s drawer a matter of ten days after that, and the coin and the chain was there along with it like I told you. And a week later the two ladies went off abroad. And why would Mr Alan leave that coin of his behind?’

   Miss Silver said in a considering voice,

   ‘If he had been found out in a theft he might have been asked to give it back, and the brooch too. The Miss Benevents might not have wished to prosecute, but they would certainly have required the restitution of the brooch, and if they set a special value on the coin and chain they might have required him to give that back too. It could have happened that way, Mrs Harbord.’

   ‘Well then, it didn’t! Not to Miss Cara’s knowledge anyhow, for the very day before they went abroad I was coming along the passage, and there was the two of them in Mr Alan’s room, and the door ajar. Miss Cara was crying, and Miss Olivia was scolding her. Very harsh she spoke, and I thought it was a shame. “You ought to have more pride,” she said. “Crying for a thief and a runaway! A common thief that could steal from those that trusted him!” And Miss Cara said, “If he wanted the brooch he could have had it. I would have given him anything he wanted.” And Miss Olivia said very sharp, “Well, you gave him too much. And what did it do but put ideas into his head, and when he saw he’d gone too far he went off with what he could lay his hands on, and you can say goodbye to your brooch and to the lucky charm you set so much store by, for you’ll never see them again.” And Miss Cara cried fit to break her heart and said she wouldn’t care for anything as long as he would come back.’

   ‘And what did Miss Olivia say to that?’

   Mrs Harbord’s voice dropped to a solemn whisper.

   ‘She said, “You’ll never see him again.” ’





ELEVEN

BACK AT HIS hotel, he rang up his cousin Louisa Arnold. When she answered, there were the sort of preliminaries in which he had learned to participate.

   ‘You are well, my dear boy?’

   ‘Oh, yes. And you, Cousin Louisa?’

   There was some dalliance with Miss Arnold’s suspicion, contracted last night, that she might have taken a slight chill. This had, of course, to be explained in detail, together with the reassuring fact that by breakfast-time this morning the faint premonitory symptoms had subsided. She would therefore be able to attend a committee meeting of the Hospital Flower Guild to which she was pledged.

   ‘I really do not like to miss it unless I am absolutely obliged to do so, and dear Maud says she will not mind being left. I should be back by six o’clock. The meeting is at four, but it would be considered rude if I did not stay to tea. Mrs Lowry who is our chairman is always so hospitable  . . .’

   The conversation ended in his being pressed to drop in at any time.

   Miss Silver was enjoying a comfortable cup of tea in the drawing-room when he was announced.

   ‘I am so sorry, Mr Eversley, I am afraid that Louisa is out.’

   He made sure that Eliza Peck had closed the door behind her before he replied.

   ‘Yes, she told me she had a meeting. As a matter of fact, I wondered whether you would allow me to have a talk with you. I understand that you do take cases and give advice professionally.’

   Miss Silver inclined her head.

   ‘Yes, Mr Eversley.’

   ‘Then will you let me talk to you? I – well, I’m a good deal worried—’

   ‘About Miss Candida Sayle?’

   ‘How did you know?’

   She smiled.

   ‘You were speaking of her the other night. Your concern was evident.’

   He remembered that he had talked a good deal about Candida. He had not realised that his interest had been so obvious.

   Before he could speak the door opened to admit Eliza Peck, bearing a small tray with a second teacup and a supply of hot water. She was a thin, upright old woman with a daunting air of severity. Her eye softened slightly as it rested upon Stephen. She liked to see a young man coming about the house again. Time was when there had been enough of them and to spare, but that had been when she and Miss Louisa were young. She put down the teacup and the water-jug and went away with the empty tray.

   Stephen heard Miss Silver assure him that the tea had only just been made. He accepted the cup she poured out for him, but almost immediately put it down again upon the edge of the table.

   ‘I don’t like her being at Underhill,’ he said.

   ‘No, Mr Eversley?’

   The lift in her voice made a question of it. He said with emphasis,

   ‘I don’t like it at all. I want to get her away.’

   ‘And she wishes to stay?’

   ‘I don’t believe she does really. Part of the trouble is that she hasn’t got anywhere to go. The aunt who brought her up has just died. She has been nursing her for the last three years, so she isn’t trained for anything, and there’s practically no money, and no relations except the Miss Benevents.’

   Miss Silver commented mildly,

   ‘An awkward situation.’

   ‘Yes, it is. And there doesn’t seem to be anything I can do about it. My parents are dead – the uncle with whom I work is a bachelor—’ He broke off with a sound of anger. ‘Even if I had rows of female relations, I don’t suppose it would be of the slightest use. Miss Olivia has got Candida pegged down to a history of the Benevent family, and she is letting herself get fond of Miss Cara. She is sorry for her.’

   Miss Silver finished her own cup of tea before she said in a thoughtful voice,

   ‘Just why do you think she should leave Underhill, Mr Eversley?’

   He said, ‘Look here, this is all between ourselves, isn’t it?’

   She gave a slight reproving cough.

   ‘You have asked for my professional assistance. You can naturally rely upon my professional secrecy.’

   He found himself making an apology.

   ‘It was just that – well – my Cousin Louisa—’

   Miss Silver said graciously,

   ‘You need be in no anxiety. Pray continue.’

   ‘I am going to tell you about something that happened more than five years ago. I was staying at a place called Eastcliff, and I had been out in a boat bird-watching – it’s a hobby of mine. There’s an island with a lot of gulls. I was coming back, making for the mainland, when I saw a girl half-way up the cliffs. She had been caught by the tide, and I could see that she was stuck. I called out and asked her if she could hold on whilst I got help. She said she would try. She was spread-eagled there, with hardly any hold, and I could see that I couldn’t risk it. What I could do was to run into the cove I was making for and climb along the cliff to a ledge just over her head. I managed it, and I got her up on to the ledge. By that time it was too dark to get her off the cliff by the way I had come, and we had to stay there all night. She was a schoolgirl of about fifteen, and her name was Candida Sayle. She had come to Eastcliff to meet friends who didn’t turn up because one of them had been taken ill. And she got cut off by the tide because two old ladies staying in the same private hotel had told her that there was a very nice walk along the beach, and that the tide would not be high until eleven.’

   ‘That was a most unfortunate mistake.’

   He said doggedly,

   ‘I don’t believe it was a mistake.’

   ‘Mr Eversley!’

   ‘I can’t believe it. The first thing you find out about at any seaside place is the tides. And that tide was high at a quarter to nine. Can you believe that anyone could have been two hours out? And you haven’t heard everything. Those two women who told Candida that there was such a nice walk along the beach and that the tide wouldn’t be high till eleven were the Miss Benevents. They knew who Candida was, because they had watched her sign her name in the hotel register. They had even commented on its being an unusual one. But they didn’t tell her that they were her great-aunts. Oh, no, they just told her what a nice walk there was along the beach, and that she would have plenty of time to take it because the tide would not be high until eleven o’clock.’

   Miss Silver looked at him gravely.

   ‘Are you suggesting—’

   ‘Yes, I am. I’ve been over it and over it, and I don’t think there is any other explanation. I looked in the register, you know, after Candida had gone home, and I saw the names – Miss Olivia Benevent – Miss Cara Benevent. And they passed through the hall whilst I was there. I didn’t know that there was any family connection with Candida, and from first to last they never said anything about it themselves, but when they wrote to my uncle about Underhill I remembered the name, and as soon as I came down here I remembered them. And then Candida turned up, and I found she was their niece. That gave me a jolt, and the whole thing began to come back. And then I found out that Candida’s grandmother and her descendants came in for most of the property after Miss Cara. Cousin Louisa was talking about it the other night, do you remember?’

   ‘Yes, I remember.’

   He went on as if she had not spoken.

   ‘When I told Candida, she said she knew about that. It seems Miss Cara told her. Now why should she have told her?’

   Miss Silver had set down her cup and taken up a half-finished stocking. The hard grey yarn had a very schoolboy look, and for a fleeting moment Stephen wondered whom she could be knitting it for. He brushed the thought aside as she said,

   ‘I cannot say, Mr Eversley.’

   ‘But you can see why I want to get Candida away from Underhill—’

   She was knitting sedately.

   ‘I can see that the incident which you have described made a deep impression on your mind.’

   ‘I suppose it did, but it had practically faded out. Then I met her again, and it all came back, and on the top of that there was all this business about Alan Thompson.’

   After a short thoughtful pause she said,

   ‘Yes, there was some talk about Alan Thompson the night you were here for supper. Louisa had asked you whether he was spoken of at Underhill, and you replied that you had received the impression he was not to be mentioned there. Have you anything to add to that reply?’

   He said,

   ‘Yes, I have. Do you remember Cousin Louisa said there had been gossip about him and Miss Cara – that it had even been said that she might be going to marry him?’

   Miss Silver said in a disapproving voice,

   ‘There is often a great deal of gossip in a Cathedral town. The society is formal and the interests restricted. Where such is the case, there is apt to be an undue emphasis on personal relationships. As Lord Tennyson so truly says:



‘And common is the commonplace,

And vacant chaff well meant for grain.’



Unaccustomed to her habit of quotation, Stephen felt slightly stunned. After a respectful moment had passed he went on,

   ‘Do you know, I don’t think it was just gossip. There is something that came my way last night – I think I had better tell you about it.’

   ‘Yes, Mr Eversley.’

   Her tone made it a statement of fact.

   ‘Well, it’s like this. I was dining with a Colonel Gatling. He has an enormous barrack of a house at Hilton St John about two miles the other side of Underhill. The original building was one of those small manor houses, but the Gatlings, who came into it in the 1840s, overbuilt it with one of those frightful Victorian monstrosities which are now quite impossible to run. He wants to get it down to its original proportions, retain a very nice walled garden, and develop the rest of the property as a building estate. Hilton is an expanding place with an aircraft factory, and I think the necessary permits will be forthcoming. Well, that won’t interest you – it’s only to explain how I came to be dining with Colonel Gatling. He’s been very friendly – he’s a sociable, convivial old boy.’ He gave an odd half laugh. ‘Well, there’s the key to what I’ve got for you. He was very friendly and convivial last night. He talked a lot about his neighbours, and after a bit he got round to the Miss Benevents. He told me all about their father, one of the fine crusted Victorian brand, and how he had cut off his daughter Candida because she had married a parson who was probably the only man she had ever met. And then he chuckled and came out with, “I wonder what he’d have said if he’d known that his daughter Cara had come within an ace of marrying a young waster who might almost have been her grandson!” I said, “Did she do that?” and he poured himself out another glass of port and told me the whole story.’

   ‘He told you that Miss Cara had actually contemplated marrying Alan Thompson?’

   Stephen frowned.

   ‘He put up an extremely circumstantial story. It seems that his brother Cyril was the Rector of the old parish church of Hilton, and that for some reason Underhill falls within that parish.’

   Miss Silver exclaimed,

   ‘Dear me! They surely did not put up the banns there!’

   ‘Oh, no. But Alan Thompson came to the Rector about getting a licence – in the strictest confidence.’

   Miss Silver looked shocked.

   ‘Then surely he did not tell his brother! It would be a very serious breach!’

   ‘Oh, no, he didn’t tell anyone. But he seems to have been a good deal troubled at the idea of such a marriage, and he wrote about it in his diary.’

   Miss Silver’s disapproval deepened.

   ‘Colonel Gatling should have regarded such a diary as sacred.’

   Stephen was inclined to agree with her, but he said,

   ‘Well, he was his brother’s executor, and he wasn’t just rummaging in the diary. There was some question about rents that had been remitted, and he went to the diary to see whether it backed up what the tenants said. The date was a matter of three years ago, and he stumbled on the Reverend Cyril’s heart-searchings over what he called “this most unnatural marriage”. He appears to have made strong representations to Thompson, and to have entirely failed to impress him. Colonel Gatling quoted him as saying that the young man admitted that the marriage would be a business arrangement, and defended it on the grounds that Miss Cara had always had a bad time and been bullied by her sister, and that if he was her husband he would be in a position to see that she got better treatment. Cyril Gatling seems to have been very unhappy about the whole thing, but both parties being of age and compos mentis, he didn’t feel justified in refusing his services. And – this is what will interest you particularly – the licence was actually in his possession when he heard that Alan Thompson had gone off into the blue.’

   Miss Silver turned the stocking on her needles.

   ‘Did Colonel Gatling say whether a date had been fixed for the marriage?’

   ‘Yes, he did. Alan went off on the fourth of March three years ago. The marriage was to have taken place on the tenth.’

   ‘And what conclusions did he draw?’

   ‘He seems to have been quite bewildered, saying again and again that he couldn’t understand it. Colonel Gatling repeated phrases like, “I simply cannot understand it. He seemed so determined, so set upon this marriage, so lacking in any response to any attempts to deter him.” Colonel Gatling, of course, found the whole thing quite easy of explanation. He just said, “The fellow got cold feet and bolted.” And that was that.’

   Miss Silver knitted in silence for a while. Roger’s stocking, the second of the pair, was almost finished. Another half inch and she would have to begin to think about turning the heel. She said,

   ‘That would be a natural but superficial explanation. It is possible that it is the true one, but it does seem to me to agree with what I have heard of Alan Thompson’s character. In all the accounts of him he appears as a good-looking young man with one settled aim in life, to use his good looks and his charms as a substitute for application and industry. He had been two years at Underhill when he disappeared, and from what I have learned from Louisa and others he was during that time steadily increasing his influence over the Miss Benevents, and particularly over Miss Cara. When he found that she could be persuaded into a marriage, and that she would have the power to leave him a life interest in her property—’

   Stephen said, ‘What!’

   It was an interruption which Miss Silver would not have excused in the days when she presided over a well-ordered schoolroom, yet at this moment she regarded it with indulgence. There is a certain satisfaction in the delivery of a piece of startling news, and it was quite apparent that what she had just imparted was news which startled Stephen Eversley. She contented herself therefore with a slight reproving cough and proceeded.

   ‘Louisa is my informant, and I have no reason to doubt what she says. Under the grandfather’s will each daughter who succeeded was to have this power of appointment. As no doubt you know, it is not an unusual provision. It was the knowledge that his daughter Candida would have this power if she ever came into the property which particularly annoyed Mr Benevent. He used to come here and talk to Canon Arnold about it, and the Canon repeated a good deal of what was said to Louisa. So I feel quite sure that her information is correct. And now, Mr Eversley, pray consider whether a young man of Alan Thompson’s determination to settle himself in life would have thrown away such an opportunity of doing so.’

   ‘I suppose he could have got cold feet at the last minute. Look here, what about his letters home? His mother was alive then, wasn’t she? Did they give any indication of his state of mind?’

   Miss Silver’s needles clicked.

   ‘There were no letters, Mr Eversley.’

   ‘Do you mean none at all?’

   ‘From the time that he threw up his clerkship and left Lenton he never communicated with his family. He made it quite clear to his stepfather’s sister, Mrs Kean, that he did not want to be associated with trade in any way. He seems to have been unaware that she and her husband had a bookshop in Retley, and when she recognised him he made it quite clear that he did not wish to have anything to do with her. These things are indications of a settled determination to leave his origins behind him and to establish himself in as favourable a manner as possible. I am unable to believe that he would throw away such a chance as this marriage would have offered him.’

   ‘Well, you know what was said about his going off. Suppose he had been taking advantage of his opportunities to line his pockets and Olivia had found him out. She is pretty sharp, you know, and if she had found out about the proposed marriage at the same time, do you suppose she would have hesitated to put the screws on him – “Clear out, or we prosecute”? He wouldn’t really have had much choice, would he?’

   Miss Silver smiled.

   ‘That is quite an ingenious theory, Mr Eversley, but I believe that it will not bear any closer scrutiny. It does not reckon with the certain fact of Alan Thompson’s influence with Miss Cara. When you consider that it had brought her to within six days of marrying him, and that it was strong enough to induce her to keep the fact a complete secret from the sister who had dominated her all her life, it is clear that Alan would only have had to go to Miss Cara and she would have protected him by declaring that she had given him the money. By far the larger part of the income was hers, and she had only to say the missing sum was a gift from herself. Louisa has told me that she saw Miss Cara just once after Alan disappeared. They met by accident in the precincts of the cathedral, and for the moment Miss Cara was alone. She took Louisa by the hand with the tears running down her face and said, “Oh, why did he go? There was no need – I would have given him anything!” And then Miss Olivia came up and took her away. They went abroad a day or two later.’





EIGHTEEN

THE DEANERY PARTY broke up in due course. Everyone told Mrs Mayhew how much they had enjoyed it, and in most cases they spoke no more than the truth. Louisa Arnold, coming back into her own house with her cousin, was really quite reluctant to admit that the evening was over and to say good night. It was so very pleasant to linger by what was left of the drawing-room fire and gossip for a while.

   ‘I am really quite charmed with Candida Sayle, but, my dear, did it not strike you that Stephen was too?’

   Miss Silver smiled. She could have expressed it a good deal more strongly than that, but she refrained.

   ‘And, my dear Maud, did you notice Derek Burdon and that nice girl I was telling you about, Jenny Rainsford? They seemed to be having quite a serious talk, and I don’t think I have ever seen Derek look serious before.’

   ‘He is very good-looking.’

   ‘Oh, quite charming. And he really plays delightfully. Not highbrow enough for Mrs Mayhew, but she can’t help liking him – no one can. He has been dangling after Jenny for months. Olivia Benevent was watching them to-night, and she didn’t look at all pleased – not at all. It’s a shocking life for him, being spoiled and pampered at Underhill, but I don’t see how he could get out of it now. I fancy Olivia would like to get him married to Candida.’

   Miss Silver was wearing the dark blue crêpe-de-chine. With the gold locket which bore her parents’ initials in high relief and contained locks of their hair, it supplied her modest needs. For the party at the Deanery she had substituted light silk stockings for her usual wool, changed during the summer months for lisle thread. With an almost new pair of glacé shoes, she had felt very well equipped. She said a little primly,

   ‘I do not fancy that Miss Olivia has any chance of seeing her wishes fulfilled. Young people have a way of taking these matters into their own hands.’

   ‘Oh, yes, indeed! But Olivia always has to have things her way. She was like that as a child, and she could be very nasty indeed if she was crossed.’

   ‘No one can expect to have his own way all the time.’

   ‘Well, Olivia does. And she bullies Cara shockingly – she always has. Maud, didn’t you think she was looking terribly ill? I really felt quite concerned.’

   ‘Miss Cara?’

   Louisa Arnold nodded.

   ‘I thought she looked terrible. And all that black – so unbecoming.’ She looked down complacently at her own full skirt of mauve and blue brocade. ‘But of course it is just about three years since Alan Thompson went off in that extraordinary way. Cara was always one for keeping anniversaries. A great mistake. I remember Papa saying so – “dragging things back to be miserable over when Heaven in its mercy has lightened the load of grief!” ’

   Miss Silver smiled benignly.

   ‘Your father was not only a sensible man, he was a Christian.’

   Louisa Arnold’s eyes were suddenly moist.

   ‘Oh, yes!’

   The Miss Benevents drove home in silence. Miss Cara was exhausted, but in Miss Olivia’s case it was the silence of displeasure. Derek and Candida, in front, had their own thoughts. If they had been alone they might have found quite a lot to say, but since everything must be overheard, they kept their warm and happy counsel.

   Arriving at Underhill, the three ladies entered the hall, and Derek took the car round to the garage. Miss Cara’s ascent of the stairs was slow and so halting that Candida put an arm round her and went with her to her room.

   ‘Can I help you, Aunt Cara?’

   ‘Oh, no, my dear – no. I will just sit in my chair until Anna comes – if you will ring the bell – I am only a little tired – so many people all talking at once.’ She leaned back and closed her eyes.

   Candida went out into the passage and looked along it. She wouldn’t go until Anna was in sight.

   But it was Miss Olivia who came towards her in her violet dress, her gold and amethyst ornaments catching the light. Not for the first time Candida found herself wondering whether the black hair was a wig. It was so incredibly shiny and so very, very black. There was never a break in the even waves, or a hair that was out of place. The dark eyes looked coldly at Candida.

   ‘What are you doing here? It is time we were all in bed.’

   There was nothing to soften the words. Candida coloured high.

   ‘It was Aunt Cara,’ she said.

   ‘What about her?’

   ‘She seems so tired. She said Anna would come—’

   ‘Anna will assist us both. She always does.’

   A little spark of anger kindled in Candida. She said quickly and warmly,

   ‘I don’t think Aunt Cara is well – I don’t really. People kept saying tonight how ill she looked.’

   ‘They should mind their own business.’

   Candida said,

   ‘I nursed Barbara for three years. I think Aunt Cara is ill.’

   Miss Olivia’s face changed suddenly. The features went sharp. There was a cold fury in the eyes. Her hand came up and struck. A quick blow took Candida on the cheek-bone. The heavy amethyst bracelet tore a long scratch across her chin.

   She stepped back, too much shocked for anger. Miss Olivia said in a voice edged with rage,

   ‘Hold your tongue!’

   Neither of them saw Anna until she was there between them, her face twitching, her hand shaking on Candida’s arm.

   ‘What is this! No, no – there is nothing – I am stupid! It is late, and Miss Cara will be tired! We shall all be tired in the morning!’

   Candida said in a level voice,

   ‘Yes, Aunt Cara is tired. You had better go to her.’

   Miss Olivia Benevent walked past them into her room and shut the door.
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