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  EIGHT


  IT WAS ABOUT ten days later that Miss Silver went down to Deep End in the capacity of mother’s help to Mrs Craddock. There had been a short preliminary interview with Mr Craddock in the lounge of a private hotel, for which occasion the Jovian gentleman had discarded the belted blouse of Frank Abbott’s description for a suit of clerical grey in which he might very well have been taken for a clergyman of what used to be known as Broad Church views. He certainly had a very fine head of hair. For the rest, Mr Craddock would pass for a handsome man, with a fresh complexion and eyes of a shade between blue and grey. It was obvious that he considered himself to be a person of importance and expected to be treated as such. He had the deep resonant voice and assured manner of a man who is accustomed to having his utterances received with respect.


  Miss Silver demeaned herself accordingly. She had no need to play a part. She had only to go back to her old self and be the modest, tactful governess.


  On Mr Craddock’s side, he was able to congratulate himself upon her complete suitability. She was elderly, it was true, but elderly women who work for their living are often extremely tough and active, and if she obtained the post she would be anxious to keep it. He had had enough of girls – restless, emotional, always wanting something they couldn’t have. He expounded his views on the bringing up of children for twenty minutes, observed Miss Silver’s respectful attention with approval, and engaged her as mother’s help to Mrs Craddock at a salary of two pounds a week, subject to her references being satisfactory.


  As she gave the names of Mrs Charles Moray and Mrs Garth Albany, Miss Silver found herself filled with the deepest gratitude. It might well have been that this was the kind of post which she would by now have had to accept. The lot of the ageing governess is not an enviable one. She had indeed much to be thankful for.


  A few days later she was taking a familiar train journey to Ledlington, where she changed and embarked upon one of those branch lines which pursue their leisurely course through rural England. The nearest station to Deep End was Dedham, five miles away, where she found that a rickety taxi had been ordered to meet her. The afternoon being by now well advanced, and an early mist having turned to a weeping rain, the drive gave her no more idea of the scenery than that it appeared to be of a flat and agricultural nature. But as the rain increased, the road began to follow a downward course. They went over a hump-backed bridge, the hedges ceased, there was a boggy emptiness on either side. And then a slight rise, until they turned in between tall stone pillars and followed an overshadowed drive to what had once been Deepe House and was now, at Mr Craddock’s instance, Harmony. It was so nearly dark that Miss Silver could see nothing except a vague central mass flanked by two jutting wings.


  The taxi drove into the courtyard and drew up at what had once been a side door opening from the right-hand wing. Miss Silver alighted, rang the bell, and paid her fare, after which the driver, who had not troubled to get out, started up the engine and rattled off down the drive.


  Since Miss Silver, like Anna Ball, had not encumbered herself with too much luggage, she was not unduly disconcerted. Her two suit-cases stood beside her on the step. At a pinch she was prepared to carry them herself.


  As she rang for the third time, there was the sound of a noisy rush, the door was flung back, and a cacophony of tooth-combs met her ear. It really seemed hardly possible that a combination of three children, three combs, and some toilet-paper could produce so much din. If there was a tune it was not discernible – the impact on the ear was just pure noise.


  Miss Silver picked up her suit-cases, walked in, and found herself in an uncarpeted passage paved with stone and lighted only by a very low-powered bulb at the far end. Like shadows against this insufficient light there danced, shrieked, howled, and blew upon their combs, a long thin girl of twelve whom she knew to be Jennifer, and the two boys of seven and four who were Maurice and Benjy.


  Miss Silver walked past them without paying any attention to their antics, upon which the performance on the combs passed into a loudly shrieked out ‘Dilly, dilly, dilly, come and be killed!’ But before there had been more than half a dozen repetitions of this rather sinister invitation a door on the left was flung open and Mr Craddock appeared, very Olympian in a belted blouse of white wool. In the dusk of the passage this was as much as could be seen, but as the children vanished with loud quacking noises and he ushered her into the room from which he had emerged, Miss Silver perceived that his costume was completed by corduroy trousers of a rich shade of crimson, and that the blouse itself was a work of art embroidered with a number of figures which she presently discerned to be the signs of the Zodiac.


  The room into which they had come was warm and well lighted. There were book-lined walls, a large writing-table, thick curtains, and some comfortable chairs. A wood fire burned pleasantly on the wide, deep hearth. Advancing towards it, Miss Silver remarked upon its cheerful glow.


  ‘Really quite a chilly afternoon.’


  Mr Craddock beamed.


  ‘There is no welcome like a fire,’ he said in the resonant voice which gave an air of importance to the words and an almost ecclesiastical flavour to a passing reference to the children’s noisy greeting. ‘Such high spirits. The privilege of youth.’


  She was replying in a non-committal manner, when the door was opened and there came in a little woman carrying a loaded tray. The sound of scuttering footsteps suggested that it was one of the children who had opened the door.


  Mr Craddock waved a majestic hand.


  ‘My wife, Mrs Craddock. Emily, this is Miss Silver who is going to be so kind as to help you. This is most opportune – she will be glad of some refreshment after her cold journey.’


  He made no effort to help his wife, and she was too much encumbered to do more than murmur a few breathless and rather unintelligible words before setting down the heavy tray. Since there was no table ready to receive it, it had perforce to be accommodated on the writing-table, a circumstance which called forth a rebuke from Mr Craddock.


  ‘My dear Emily, would it not be as well to have the tea-table in readiness before you bring in the tray? A little forethought, my dear – a little forethought.’


  If it did not occur to him that he might have exercised this forethought himself, it certainly did not occur to Mrs Craddock. A nervous start, an indistinguishable murmur of apology, and she was busying herself with dragging forward a gate-legged table and setting the tray on it. Her surprised, ‘Oh, thank you!’ as Miss Silver hastened to assist her showed how little she was accustomed to being helped. The tray was a great deal too heavy for so frail a person. Mr Craddock found Miss Silver regarding him in a manner so little suggestive of admiration as to cause him annoyance.


  Looking back afterwards, she was to consider her first impressions of the Craddocks. That he was desirous of producing an effect, she was at once aware. There was nothing very strange about this. A man with a fine exterior and some natural advantages may readily be tempted to assume a part which he is not really qualified to play. To look like Jove does not imply a power to wield the thunder. As for Mrs Craddock, she was, as Frank Abbott had said, quite literally wrapped in the domestic overall, a garment of faded print which hung limply on her small, thin frame. She was very thin and a good deal bent. Her little pinched face was deeply lined. A pair of faded blue eyes looked nervously from her husband to Miss Silver, and then as a matter of habit back again to her husband. She admired him, she was afraid of him, she made haste to do his slightest bidding.


  Over what she now discovered to be health tea with an odd lingering flavour of camomile, Miss Silver began to talk to her about the children. Jennifer was twelve. Maurice was seven, and Benjy four.


  ‘They have so much energy,’ said Mrs Craddock in the soft tired voice which seemed to slur the words because it really had not strength enough to sustain them. ‘I hope you will not find them too difficult to manage.’


  Mr Craddock cut himself a slice of home-made cake.


  ‘There must, of course, be no coercion,’ he said. ‘That is understood, is it not? The free expression and development of individuality is a cardinal point. Freedom to express, freedom to develop, freedom to come face to face with the Ultimate and fulfil its purpose – these are essentials. I can rely on you to give them full scope?’


  Replying that she would do her best, Miss Silver could not help wondering which of these freedoms had fallen to Mrs Craddock’s share.


  ‘Emily,’ said Mr Craddock in his deepest tones, ‘you are neglecting Miss Silver. Her cup is empty.’ He turned a benignant gaze upon the guest. ‘My own special herbal tea – healthful and invigorating. I experimented for months before I satisfied my exacting taste. The gathering of the herbs is in accordance with the dictates of astrological science – those under the moon’s influence to be gathered at the full of the moon, those under Venus and the other planets at the appropriate times. There is a vast mass of accumulated lore on the subject. But there are fields still unexplored. It is in connection with these that I hope my name may yet go down to posterity. Meanwhile my health tea is a humble offering to progress.’


  Miss Silver coughed.


  ‘I am afraid I am very ignorant about such matters. They must require a great deal of study.’


  Since Mrs Craddock had filled up her cup, she had perforce to drink a second and stronger infusion of the health tea. Considered as an offering to progress, it appeared to her inadequate, since its only merit was that it was hot, and this might have been achieved by the simple boiling of a kettle. She could not help reflecting that Mr Craddock’s labours had involved a sad waste of time.


  In the course of the next half hour she heard a good deal more about these labours. Mr Craddock, it appeared, was engaged upon a Great Work. He required perfect quiet, both for the preliminary meditations which such a task required and for the actual literary work involved. There were also experiments of so delicate a nature that the least interruption would be fatal to their success. To this end he reserved for himself what he alluded to as a Retreat in the otherwise unused central block of the house.


  ‘It is not generally habitable, and parts of it are far from safe. As regards the children, I have been obliged to lay an embargo on it. Much as I dislike rules or any attempt to curtail their perfect freedom of action, you will, I am sure, understand that in this case there is no alternative.’ He was helping himself to strawberry jam as he spoke and spreading it thickly upon the current slice of cake.


  ‘Mr Craddock must have perfect quiet,’ said Mrs Craddock in a faint twittering voice. ‘He must never be disturbed.’


  When Miss Silver was presently conducted to her room, it was by Mrs Craddock. No one, least of all Mr Craddock, having attempted to do anything about her suit-cases, she picked up one herself and saw Mrs Craddock stoop for the other. Since the farther door had been closed, there was nothing to restrain her from saying in a decidedly disapproving manner,


  ‘It is really too heavy for you. Perhaps Mr Craddock—’


  Emily Craddock shook her head.


  ‘Oh, no – I am quite used to carrying things. We have taken up too much of his time already.’


  Four slices of buttered toast, three slices of cake and jam, and half a plate of biscuits had taken up a very fair share of the time alluded to, but it was certainly not the moment to remark upon it. Each carrying a suit-case, they turned to the left, and came into a small square hall from which a staircase ran up to the second floor. But before they could set foot on it there was a sound of flying footsteps behind them and, all in a rush, there was Jennifer with an arm about her mother’s shoulders, shaking her, snatching the suit-case away with her free hand, and scolding in a rapid undertone.


  ‘I won’t have it – you know perfectly well I won’t! Why does she let you? She’s come here to help you, hasn’t she? At least that’s what she’s supposed to have come for. Why doesn’t she do it? I’d put up with her if she did. You!’ She stared across Mrs Craddock’s shoulder at Miss Silver. ‘What’s the good of you if you can’t stop her carrying things?’


  There was an unchildlike fury in the dark eyes. Miss Silver met it steadily. She said,


  ‘I hope to be able to do so, Jennifer. If you will carry the case and show me my room, there will be no need for your mother to come up.’


  There was a moment of hostility, a moment of fading antagonism, a moment when Jennifer stood frowning and uncertain. Then she gave Mrs Craddock quite a rough push, said, ‘Be off with you!’ and ran up the stairs without waiting.


  Miss Silver followed at leisure. She was perfectly able to carry her suit-case, but she had no intention of hurrying. She wondered a little whether Jennifer would be in sight when she reached the landing which corresponded with the hall below. It was crossed by a long passage upon which rooms opened to either side. A faint light illuminated the stair-head, but the passages were dark, and Jennifer had vanished in the darkness.


  Miss Silver took a chance and walked down the right-hand passage. She was nearing the end of it, when a door flew open and light streamed out to the accompaniment of Jennifer’s mocking laughter. It broke off suddenly.


  ‘You didn’t scream!’


  ‘I could see no reason to scream.’


  ‘Do you always see reason?’


  The child’s voice accused her of something – she wondered what? She said in her most equable tones,


  ‘It is a very good plan.’


  As she came into the room, Jennifer backed away from her, tall and thin in old patched shorts and a faded scarlet jersey. The long bare legs were brown, the long thin feet were naked in their sandals. Miss Silver was reminded of a startled foal. There was the same mixture of awkwardness and grace, the toss of the head with which a straying forelock was shaken back. There was no timidity, but an alert wariness. From a safe distance Jennifer said,


  ‘Do you always plan things?’


  Miss Silver gave her the smile which had won the heart of many a reluctant client.


  ‘Do you not do so?’


  ‘Sometimes I do. Sometimes my plan isn’t the same as someone else’s plan. It mightn’t be the same as yours – it might be a very opposite plan indeed. What would you do then?’


  Miss Silver appeared to give this question as much serious attention as if it had been put to her by a grown-up person. Then she said,


  ‘One can really only make plans for oneself. When they come into conflict with the plans of other people one has to consider to what extent each can accommodate his plan to another’s. It is a problem that arises constantly. People who are successful in dealing with it will also make a success of their lives.’


  She had caught the child’s attention. The dark eyes had a sudden bright spark of intelligence. Under the overhead light she saw that they were not brown as she had thought at first, but a sombre grey heavily shaded by black lashes. The spark flashed and was gone. Jennifer stood poised with her weight on one foot, as if ready to fly off at a tangent. She said,


  ‘You planned to come here. So did the others. They didn’t stay. Perhaps you won’t stay either. Do you think you will?’


  Miss Silver was removing her black cloth coat. As she hung it up in the cheap plywood wardrobe she said in her temperate way,


  ‘That will depend a good deal upon you. I should not care to stay where I was not wanted. But I think your mother needs someone to help her.’


  Jennifer stamped her foot. She said with sudden passion,


  ‘If she doesn’t have someone she’ll die! I told him so! That’s why he got you! He wouldn’t like her to die! Because of the money! But she will if someone doesn’t help her!’ She came at Miss Silver with a rush, not touching her but coming up close, her dark head on the same level, her eyes full of angry tears. ‘Why do you make me say things?’


  ‘My dear—’


  The child stamped again.


  ‘I’m not! And you needn’t think you can make me do things I don’t want to! Nobody can!’ There was tragic intensity in the words.


  Before Miss Silver could make any reply, one of those quick rushes took Jennifer across the floor and out of the room. She was as light on her feet as a kitten, the darting flight was soundless. The door clapped to with a bang.


  Miss Silver said, ‘Dear me!’ After which she removed her hat, changed into indoor shoes, and remembered that she had not ascertained the whereabouts of the bathroom. She was tidying her hair – an entirely superfluous action, since it was always perfectly under control – when the door was flung open again. Jennifer stood beyond the threshold, her head up, her look defiant.


  ‘The bathroom is next door. I thought I’d make you look for it – and then I thought I wouldn’t. Are you coming down?’


  ‘I thought that I would put my things away first.’


  Jennifer backed. She remained poised for a moment in the patch of light from the doorway. She said with a jerk in her voice,


  ‘You won’t stay – they never do!’


  And was gone.


  ELEVEN


  AFTER A WEEK at Deep End Miss Silver had seen no reason to modify her first impressions. What she called her scholastic career had come to an end so many years ago that she might have expected to find it strange to be teaching children again, yet it was not strange at all. By what arts she had brought Jennifer, Maurice and Benjy to accept her teaching was just one of those things which cannot be explained. There are people who can manage children, and people who can’t. There are qualities which compel respect. When they are present they are respected. Miss Silver possessed these qualities. In return she respected the children under her charge – their privacy, their confidence, their rights. These things, though never put into words, are deeply felt. They establish a sense of security and evoke a responsive trust.


  It is not to be supposed that the Craddock children became orderly and disciplined in a day or two. Jennifer remained aloof, with flashes of interest. Maurice, sturdy and literal-minded, was discovered to have a passion for trains. His attention was captured and his heart won by the fact that Miss Silver had had the forethought to provide herself with a book which displayed upon its cover the picture of an enormous engine very strikingly coloured in Prussian blue and scarlet, and inside, in addition to many other illustrations of trains and engines all duly named and numbered, a quite extra-ordinary amount of information about railways. Margaret Moray, who had a boy of the same age, had assured her that nothing in trousers between four and eight could possibly resist its lure. Little girls would find it dull, but any normal boy would eat it and ask for more. The number of miles between London and Edinburgh, the number of miles between Edinburgh and Glasgow, the history of the Flying Scotsman and the Coronation Scot, innumerable and solid facts about bogies, about fuel, about taking in water – these were meat and drink.


  Mrs Charles Moray was perfectly right. From his first sight of the blue and scarlet engine Maurice simply never looked back. He could be heard murmuring the names of favourite engines in his sleep. With a maddening persistence he imparted technical details during the family meals, a circumstance particularly obnoxious to Mr Craddock, who considered himself to be the fount of knowledge and had no desire to receive instruction from a child of seven. A frown descended upon the Jovian brow, a ponderous displeasure filled the room. When Mrs Craddock’s faint attempts to change the subject were disregarded her hands shook nervously. On one particularly trying occasion she dropped the teapot, scalding her wrist and flooding the table, but during the ensuing disorder Maurice could still be heard reciting the stations between London and Bristol, with Benjy chirping behind him and getting half of them wrong.


  All this was trying, but both little boys now submitted to having their nails cut, and to washing their hands before meals, a practice previously considered to be sissy. Miss Silver found this expression intriguing, as it could not by any possibility have derived from Mr Craddock. A conversation with Mrs Craddock enlightened her. It appeared that they had been less than two years at Deep End. Mr Craddock had been there a little longer, getting the place ready for them and for the Colony.


  ‘You see, we used to live at such a pretty little place called Wyshmere – at least I and the children did. My husband travelled a lot. He was an artist. There were several artists in Wyshmere, and when he was killed in an air crash we just stayed on. Of course the children had to go to the village school. I was not nearly clever enough to teach them myself, and there wasn’t any money until my old cousin Francis Crole left me quite a lot. It was so very kind of him, because I only saw him twice. He came down after my husband died and paid for everything. And he came again a year later and said I hadn’t got any sense and the children were running wild, and I’d better marry someone who would look after them and me. He was killed in an accident about a month later, and he had made a new will and left me a lot of money. So I married Mr Craddock.’


  Miss Silver was remembering Jennifer’s ‘He wouldn’t like her to die – because of the money.’ She found herself hoping that Cousin Francis had tied it up securely. Aloud she said,


  ‘Then Mr Craddock is the children’s step-father?’


  A faint flush came into Emily Craddock’s face.


  ‘Oh, yes. It is a marvellous thing for them having a man like him. He came down to Wyshmere for a holiday after Cousin Francis died. Everybody thought him wonderful. The Miss Tremletts lived there too, you know. They quite worshipped him, and so did Jennifer.’ She paused, drew a long sighing breath, and added the one word, ‘Then.’


  ‘Children take these fancies.’


  Emily Craddock sighed again.


  ‘Yes, they do, don’t they? But he was so good to them. He took such an interest. He gave Jennifer lessons in saying poetry. He said she really had talent – but I don’t think I want her to go on the stage.’ She drew another of those deep tired breaths. ‘Oh well, you never know how things will turn out, do you?’


  They were sitting in the large shabby ground-floor room which served as schoolroom and playroom for the children, Mrs Craddock at her everlasting task of mending, Miss Silver winding pale blue wool for a baby’s coatee. Her niece by marriage, Dorothy, the wife of Ether Burkett’s brother, was expecting her third child. Since there had been a dozen childless years before the first was born, everyone in the family was very much interested. A boy was hoped for, hence the pale blue wool.


  Miss Silver looked compassionately at the small figure bent over a much patched pair of shorts and said,


  ‘Sometimes they turn out better than we expect. Your boys are strong and healthy, and Jennifer is very intelligent.’


  ‘She is like her father. He had the artistic temperament. She has it too.’ She spoke rather as if it was a malady of some sort.


  Miss Silver wound her wool in silence for a little. Then she said,


  ‘Have you not thought that it would be better for her to be at school?’


  Mrs Craddock looked up in a startled manner.


  ‘Oh – yes – I did—’


  ‘It would be good for her to have the companionship of girls of her own age. She is too sensitive, too intense. She needs to be taken out of herself.’


  Emily Craddock shook her head.


  ‘Mr Craddock wouldn’t let her go. He doesn’t approve of boarding schools, and they are very expensive. You see, we had to buy this place. And then there have been the alterations. It cost quite a lot to convert the stables for the Miss Tremletts. And the lodge, and the two new cottages. It was a wonderful thing to do of course. Mr Craddock has such very high ideals. I don’t understand them all of course. He says I am very earth-bound, but when you have so many things to do in a house – and I’ve never been very good at them – it doesn’t seem to leave you much time for anything else, does it? But of course I do feel that it was wonderful of him to want to marry me. Everyone at Wyshmere felt that – and it’s a great privilege for the children.’


  Miss Silver wrote a letter that evening. It was addressed to Mrs Charles Moray, and it ran:


  


  ‘My Dear Margaret,


  This is an interesting old place. Such a pity that it was bombed, but the Craddocks’ wing is most comfortable. The children are a little out of hand, but I have very good hopes of them. You were quite right about the book of trains, which has been a great success with the little boys. Mr and Mrs Craddock are being all that is kind. He is a most interesting man, and very goodlooking. I understand that he is engaged upon an important book. She, I fear, is not very robust, and I am glad to feel that I can spare her some fatigue. I hope that all is well with you.


   With my love,


   Yours affectionately,


   Maud Silver.


  P.S. – Pray let me know whether you are able to get the wool I mentioned.’


  


  This letter she stamped and placed upon a small table in the hall. There was only one incoming post a day, and the man who delivered the letters cleared the two post-boxes – the one at the gate of what he still called Deepe House in defiance of Mr Craddock and the Colony, and the other amongst the cluster of cottages at the foot of the rise. The Colony corresponded voluminously, Deep End practically not at all. The Miss Tremletts in particular received letters, magazines, and periodicals from all over the world, and wrote reams in reply. Miranda’s mail was also very extensive but mainly home-produced. The postman, a very respectable man of the name of Hawke, regarded it with disapproval. ‘Stands to reason a woman’s bound to have two names same like anyone else, and stands to reasons she’s bound to be Miss or Mrs. Indecent it looks to me, having nothing but her Christian name on the envelopes. Miranda – just like that – for all the world like going about without her clothes on! Stands to reason she’s bound to have a name! Same as anyone else. And why don’t she use it?’ There being no answer, and the sentiment being generally approved, he was able to repeat it until by force of custom the subject lost its interest.


  Instead of leaving her letter on the hall table Miss Silver might have gone down to the gate and posted it. Or, if she preferred the longer walk, she could have gone as far as Deep End and pushed Mrs Charles Moray’s letter into the red slit which brightened the wall of old Mr Masters’ cottage. Rain or shine, snow, hail or thunder, Mr Masters would be out in his porch at ten o’clock to have a word with Mr Hawke. During the war years, when it was Mrs Hawke who had taken round the letters and cleared the boxes, he had felt bitterly deprived. Most days it would be no more than ‘Morning, postman’ and a brief bulletin about his rheumatism, with perhaps a word or two in return about Mr Hawke’s grandfather-in-law who was going to be a hundred on his next birthday, whereas Mr Masters was only ninety-five, and no use trying to slip in an extra year or two, because everyone knew his age, and his daughter-in-law, still known as young Mrs Masters though she was turned fifty, wouldn’t have it. She was a large and in the main silent person, but in matters like how old you were and how many times you’d got the prize for the best marrows over at Deeping she would speak up very awkward. Downright unfeeling, old Mr Masters considered. For the rest, she was a hard-featured woman who kept him and the cottage like a new pin and found time and energy to put in three hours a day up at Deepe House, which neither she nor anyone else in either Deep End or Deeping could bring themselves to call Harmony.


  As Mr Masters put it:


  ‘Might as well start giving me a new name at my time o’ life! And who’s Craddocks to go giving names and taking of them away – you tell me that! Ignorance and impertinence, that’s what I call it! Why, that there old house bin standing there since Queen Elizabeth’s time, and if you haven’t got a right to your own lawful name after all that time, when have you got a right to it – you tell me that!’


  FIFTEEN


  ‘YOU SHOULD NOT have come,’ said Miss Silver on a note of severity.


  Thomasina’s colour brightened.


  ‘I just felt I had to.’


  Ahead of them, Jennifer ran up the sloping path with the other two after her. She was fleet of foot and the boys could not catch her. She had time to stop and wave to them, or hurl insulting names such as Slowworm, Tortoise, Dilly-dally. The afternoon was grey, but in the west the clouds had broken to show a stretch of pale faint blue.


  Miss Silver shook her head disapprovingly.


  ‘It is most unwise to give way to impulse. Have you considered that Miss Ball may have spoken of you to the Craddocks?’


  ‘Anna never spoke about people.’


  ‘Or that they may have seen the advertisement you put in the Times – “Anna, where are you? Do write. Thomasina.” Anyone who had read that might find the juxtaposition of these two names suggestive.’


  Thomasina could not wait for her to finish.


  ‘But that is just why I am calling myself Ina. Even if Anna had talked – and she wouldn’t – Ina doesn’t suggest anything, does it? It’s quite a different kind of name. And it’s not like taking a name that doesn’t belong to me. I did think about doing that, but it gave me a rather horrid sort of feeling and I thought I wouldn’t.’


  If Miss Silver felt that she had to be thankful for small mercies, she could at least be relieved that Thomasina had not presented herself under an assumed name. She said,


  ‘It is all most unwise, but now that you are here we must make the best of it. You will, I hope, limit your stay to a very few days.’


  Thomasina looked doubtful.


  ‘Well, I don’t know. They are rather pets, you know, Miss Elaine and Miss Gwyneth – and I thought I’d like to learn weaving.’


  ‘It would be most imprudent.’


  There was protest in Thomasina’s voice.


  ‘I don’t see why. The longer I stay and the more I learn weaving the more it will look as if that is what I have come down for. And it’s all quite natural. They did know Aunt Barbara, and they were very fond of her, and I like hearing them talk about her, and I don’t see why I shouldn’t learn weaving if I want to. And please don’t be disapproving, because it spoils everything. Peter was just horrid about my coming here, and if you are going to be angry too—’


  Miss Silver was reflecting that the milk was spilled, and that it was no good crying over it. As Thomasina was here, she might as well stay. In point of fact, there was no way of dislodging her. She therefore smiled and said,


  ‘I am not angry.’


  Thomasina brightened.


  ‘Peter was horrid,’ she said. ‘And it isn’t his business what I do or where I go. He isn’t even a real relation – he is just Aunt Barbara’s husband’s nephew.’


  Saying this seemed to put Peter in his place. It produced a glow of satisfaction – very heartening for the moment, but almost immediately succeeded by a horrid feeling that complete independence with no bothering relations and Peter a long way off was rather a chilly business. The glow faded, and she gave the kind of shiver that makes country people say that a goose is walking over your grave. She spoke quickly,


  ‘Oh, I’ve got a message for you – I was nearly forgetting!’


  ‘From Mr Brandon?’


  ‘Oh, no – from Detective Inspector Abbott. I went to see Mrs Moray like you said, and he was there. He seems to know a lot of the sort of people you wouldn’t expect a policeman to know.’


  ‘He has a great many friends.’


  ‘He didn’t seem a bit like a policeman when he was at Mrs Moray’s. He asked me out to dinner, and we went to the Luxe and danced. He dances very well.’


  ‘I believe so.’


  ‘That was one of the things that Peter was angry about. And it wasn’t his business. He hadn’t asked me himself, so why should he be angry because Frank Abbott did? I enjoyed myself very much. There was a girl called Daphne there who Frank said was his cousin. I liked her.’


  ‘He has a great many cousins.’


  ‘He said he started counting them once, and when he got up to a hundred he thought he had better stop – but of course that was nonsense.’


  Miss Silver was unable to deny that Frank Abbott when off duty was given to talking nonsense. She had reproved him for it too often. She smiled indulgently and said,


  ‘He gave you a message for me?’


  ‘Yes, he did. He said it would be safer than writing. He said letters might be opened and I’d better post them myself and be careful what I said. And I said I shouldn’t be writing to anyone, because after the things Peter said—’


  Miss Silver did not permit herself to be impatient. She gathered that Mr Brandon had not behaved with tact, and that his remarks had considerably stiffened Thomasina’s determination to go down to Deep End and stay with the Miss Tremletts. When she had received a graphic account of the ensuing quarrel she said mildly,


  ‘And Inspector Abbott’s message? Had you not better let me have it?’


  Thomasina came back from some way off.


  ‘Didn’t I? Oh, no – I got off on to Peter – I’m sorry. He wants – Frank, I mean, not Peter – he wants to see you. He wants you to meet him in Ledlington. Tomorrow. He says there’s a bus from Deeping that gets there just before three, and will you get off at the station, and he’ll pick you up in his car. He says you can ask for the afternoon off. If you don’t come, he’ll know you couldn’t make it. But he said to come if you can, because he really does want to see you.’


  Miss Silver considered all this. To allow any connection between herself and Scotland Yard to appear would be to make her position at Deepe House untenable. She was not convinced that she was accomplishing any useful purpose by remaining there, but Frank Abbott’s message did at least suggest that he might have something useful to communicate. Up to the present the only really suspicious circumstance that had come to her notice was the fact that her letter to Margaret Moray had been opened. She very much disliked the idea that it might have been one of the children who had opened it, but it was possible, and she was too honest to disregard a possibility. As regards Anna Ball, she had discovered no more than that there had been some talk about a Mr Sandrow, a shadowy and insubstantial person glimpsed in the dusk by Mrs Craddock and seen, perhaps, by one of the Miss Tremletts.


  She had reached this point, when Thomasina said,


  ‘And now you won’t be angry any more, will you? Because I’ve got things to tell you. The Miss Tremletts talk all the time, you know. They just go on, and on, and on. As soon as Elaine stops Gwyneth begins. They sat till half past twelve last night


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  EIGHTEEN


  LEDLINGTON HAS A good many points in common with other county towns. Some of it is old and picturesque, and some of it is not. In the years between the two world wars its approaches have been cluttered up with small houses of every type and shape. When these have been passed there are the tall, ugly houses of the late Victorian period with their basements, their attics, their dismal outlook upon the shrubberies which screen them from the road. Still farther on a beautiful Georgian house or two, or older still, the mellow red brick and hooded porch of Queen Anne’s time – comfortable houses in their day, converted now for the most part to offices and flats. Here the road narrows to the High Street, winding amongst houses which were built in Elizabethan days. New fronts have been added to some, incongruous plate-glass windows front the street. A turning on one side, very competently blocked by the quite hideous monument erected under William IV to a former mayor, leads to the station. Nothing more inconvenient could possibly have been devised, but the answer of course is that nobody devised it. Like nearly everything else in England it just happened that way. Every few years some iconoclast on the council proposes that the monument should be removed, but nothing is ever done about it. A little farther on, upon the opposite side of the High Street, an even narrower turning conducts to the Market Square, which has a colonnaded walk on two sides, the George Inn on a third, and some really beautiful old houses on the fourth.


  Upon this picturesque scene the much more than life-size statue of Sir Albert Dawnish looks down. It has been named by some as the most frightful statue in the British Isles, but the competition is, of course, very strong. Ledlington owes a good deal to Sir Albert, the originator of the Dawnish Quick Cash Stores. His original shop, the cradle of the enormous Dawnish fortune, was for many years a well-known eyesore at the corner of the Square. It was pulled down in 1935 and re-erected where the High Street widens out, but the statue of Sir Albert most unfortunately remains. Of the some twenty bombs which fell in and around the town, not one inflicted so much as a scratch upon his marble trousers.


  The bus from Deep End, coming in by the new by-pass, drew up in front of the station at seven minutes to three – an advance on the scheduled time which enabled the driver and conductor to adjourn for refreshment to an adjacent snack-bar. Miss Silver alighted.


  At precisely the same moment a man came out of the station. He was of a noticeable and somewhat pitiful appearance, since his head and all one side of his face was heavily bandaged and he leaned upon a stick with a gloved right hand. In spite of his disability and the fact that he was burdened with a small suitcase he got along surprisingly fast and took his way past the Mayor’s monument into the High Street, where he turned to the left, emerging from the bottleneck upon the good wide road of Regency times. One of the large houses fronting upon the street is now the County Bank.


  At precisely three minutes to three the bandaged man limped up two shallow steps and pushed open the door of the bank. A girl who was coming out held the door for him and stood aside to let him pass. Then she came down the steps, got into a small car which was standing at the kerb, and started up the engine. Rather a striking looking young person by the accounts of two or three of the people who were passing at the time and who happened to notice her. A baker’s boy was able to state the make of the car and give the first two figures of its number – a not very useful piece of observation, since it merely proved the car to have been a stolen one.


  Miss Muffin, on her way to the post with old Mrs Wotherspoon’s letters, was more helpful.


  ‘Oh, yes, very golden hair. I mean, one couldn’t help wondering whether it was natural, though of course – girls do do such things to their hair nowadays – I mean, quite respectable girls. . . . Oh, yes – very much made-up, Inspector. Eyebrows halfway up her forehead – so odd. And the sort of complexion that must take hours to do – if you know what I mean. But quite unnoticeable sort of clothes – just a dark coat and skirt, and a plain felt hat – black, I think, though it might have been a very dark navy – so difficult to tell in a poor light, and the sky was very much overcast at the time.’


  Since it appeared that she had merely walked past the car with the letters in her hand, and that she had been hurrying because Mrs Wotherspoon didn’t care about being left alone in the house, Inspector Jackson thought she had managed to get a considerable eyeful.


  Mr Edward Carpenter’s contribution, though less detailed, was not without value. His eye had not only observed but disapproved. When he was younger he would have known just how to place the lady, but now of course there was no telling – she might be anyone. You couldn’t be sure that your own nieces and cousins wouldn’t turn up looking as if the less said about them the better.


  Young Pottinger, on the other hand, was quite appreciative.


  ‘Some blonde! I’m telling you! – what I could see of her, that is. She’d got her hand up doing something to her hat as I passed, and you can’t just stand and gape – well, can you?’


  It was not, unfortunately, possible to obtain a statement from the bank manager or from the young clerk, Hector Wayne; any evidence they might have to give being of necessity deferred to a day of final account. At the moment when the bandaged man shut the door of the bank behind him and came down the two shallow steps into the street one of them was already dead and the other drawing his last few laboured breaths.


  Miss Muffin, voluble after the event, was sure that she had heard the shots. The baker’s boy had thought there was a motorbike starting up in the Square. Mr Carpenter enquired how anyone could tell one sound from another in what he termed the damnable babel of the High Street. Young Pottinger said there was a brewer’s dray backing out of Friar’s Cut, which is immediately opposite the bank, and he didn’t suppose anyone could have heard anything. And since the bandaged man had used a silencer, it is quite probable that he was right.


  However that may be, the man, with his suit-case in his hand, walked some ten feet along the pavement and got into the waiting car. The engine was running and they got off without any delay. It was not until an hour later that the car was found abandoned seven miles away in one of the lanes near Ledstow. But nobody had seen a spectacular blonde, and nobody had seen a bandaged man.
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