



  [image: cover]






  




  Ronald Knox and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our
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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
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Note to Readers




In keeping with the spirit of ‘fair play’ apparent in his Decalogue, or Ten Commandments of Detective Fiction, the author includes a series of footnotes towards the end of this book, which point the reader back to a breadcrumb trail of clues. In this ebook, as the solution to the mystery unfolds, you can link to the clue in the text and then return to the point at which you left off by clicking or tapping on the ‘back’ button on your ereader.
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  Chapter One




  “IT’S NO USE,” said Miles Bredon. “The man’s a bore, and the woman’s a pest, and if I did

  ever say I’d go there I must have been drunk at the time. Let us leave it at that.”




  It is one of the drawbacks of the happiest marriage – and his was a happy marriage – that husband and wife are expected to go and stay with other husbands and wives. Men on the whole

  prefer their own firesides, where the same drinks are to be had, the same books within reach, the same disposition of pipe-cleaners, match-boxes and envelopes is to be expected. Women on the whole

  prefer one another’s; it saves the weekly books, and all the multitudinous worries of housekeeping, while the expedition lasts – I assume, of course, as you could assume with the

  Bredons, that an ideal nurse reigns in the nursery. The argu­ment now in progress was a common one; it ranged over a question of fact, whether the invitation had been accepted with or without

  Miles’s consent; a question of values, whether it was worth spending three or four days of what looked like promising summer weather in the house of casual acquaintances; a ques­tion of

  policy, whether some excuse should not be dug up for cancelling the acceptance after all.




  “You were, rather, as far as I can remember,” admitted Angela. “I can’t always wait till you come round. The pity was that I didn’t give you an extra glass to lay

  you out, put you straight in the car, and decant you at the Hallifords’ there and then. A sensible wife would always cart her husband about the country in a sack.”




  “Now I come to think of it, I don’t believe I can have been as drunk as all that. To want to go and stay with the Hallifords, a man who’s all Adam’s apple and front

  teeth, and a woman who’s all colours of the rainbow, at a place on the Welsh border where there probably isn’t a golf-course within miles – no, you must have misunderstood

  me.”




  “It’s no use crabbing the Hallifords; that’s not the point. They’re your friends, not mine.”




  “My friends? Listen to her! You know perfectly well that they scraped an acquaint­ance with me through Sholto; and how the mischief they knew I was connected with the Indescribable

  beats me. People aren’t sup­posed to know that kind of thing, and I believe I could get Sholto the sack if I told the Directors he had been giving away their little games. Oh, Mr.

  Bredon, I’ve always wanted to meet a real detective – blast her!”




  Once again, for the benefit of the illiterate, I must take up my pen to describe the Indes­cribable, and to define Bredon’s indefinable relation to it. The Indescribable is the

  insur­ance company, compared with which the other insurance companies all look like last year’s models. It was the Indescribable which paid up, merely for the advertisement, when a large

  hotel in South America took out a policy against earthquakes and was blown down, while in building, by a tornado; it was the Indescribable which underwrote the recent attempt to cross from Durazzo

  to Brindisi in a canoe; there was a rumour, but the thing was never acknow­ledged, that they were prepared to insure a belligerent minor state against all indemnities it would incur by going to

  war, only the League of Nations stepped in at the last moment. Such is the Indescribable Company; it likes taking big risks and taking risks on a large scale. It also likes charging big

  premiums.




  Miles Bredon was its private detective. To be sure, such an adjunct was not absolutely necessary. Those who set out to defraud insurance companies render themselves thereby liable to

  prosecutions which are instituted, at the taxpayer’s expense, by the police. But the police do not always find it advisable to prosecute, and a company does not always find it advisable to

  contest a fishy claim. It paid the Indescribable, therefore, to keep their own private inquiry agent, who would go round and ferret out the facts, so that they could be sure where they stood. The

  position was well paid, and the man who held it was an ex-officer who was a good deal cleverer than he admitted. But for some reason he held that his profession was the degrading profession of a

  spy, and did his best not to let it be talked about. In this the company nobly seconded his efforts; their “representative,” Mr. Bredon, appeared on suitable occasions, but they were

  not anxious that his precise position in the economy of the business should be made public.




  This time, it seemed, a leak had occurred. A Mr. Halliford, calling at the offices of the Indescribable to effect a very heavy insurance on his own life, had demanded to see “that clever

  fellow Bredon, who made such a good job of the Burtell business.” I cannot stop to explain about the Burtell business, but Halliford, anyhow, was a friend of Mr. Nigel Burtell, who (for

  reasons elsewhere given) had a higher opinion of Mr. and Mrs. Bredon than they had of him. It happened that Bredon was in the office; the authorities of the Com­pany, always anxious to make a

  good customer feel at home, insisted that he should come up and be introduced, not only to Halliford him­self, but to the lady whom he had just married. In this Mr. Halliford did not stand

  alone; a certain exotic charm and a volatile tempera­ment had already endowed the lady with a rich supply of matrimonial aliases. Bredon loathed her at sight; loathed her still more when,

  through sheer importunacy, she secured his presence and that of his wife Angela at a dinner in her London flat. And now the third wave was threatening; nor can we judge Bredon hardly if he showed

  symptoms of wanting to retire up the beach.




  Angela, however, was inexorable. “I don’t think it’s quite nice to talk like that of a woman who will be so rich when her husband dies,” she pointed out. “How much

  did you say it was? Eighty thousand?”




  “That was the figure. But, you see, the Indescribable doesn’t insure people against divorce; and I fancy Mrs. H. will have run through several other husbands before we have to cough

  up the claim. Are you really going to take me to stay with that woman? You can’t even pretend there’s anything to be said for her.”




  “Of course, she’s pretty.” Angela spoke in that ruminating voice which wives use when they want their husbands to contradict them on such points as these.




  “The great detective,” Bredon pointed out, “is expected to be able to see through all dis­guises. But then, I’m not a great detective, and Mrs. Halliford . .

  .”




  “Charitable as always. Well, anyhow, you’re for it. I’ve never been to Herefs, and I hear great things of it. Probably there will be golf somewhere, there always is; and there

  will be lots of other ways to keep in training. She says something in her letter about a scaveng­ing party; that ought to be a good opening for a man who wants to keep his hand in at

  detection.”




  “A scavenging party – what on earth’s that?”




  “Miles, dear, don’t be old-fashioned. A scavenging party is when you go round in cars picking up tramps by the roadside and feeding them fish and chips at Much Wenlock; or collecting

  sandwich-boards and doorscrapers and things like that. All the brightest young people do it.”




  “Sort of thing the Hallifords would do, any­how. Those are the people who make one so sick of England; people who make money in oil or something, and buy up the old houses where decent

  people lived before them, who had a stake in the country and knew their tenants and preserved and drank port and lived natural lives. These people play tennis instead of cricket . . .”




  “Why not?”




  “Don’t interrupt me; I’m in the middle of a speech. It isn’t that I mind tennis, but it hasn’t got the tradition value of cricket. Who ever heard of somebody

  refusing to do a shady thing on the ground that it wasn’t tennis? And of course these modern people wouldn’t refuse, anyhow. They play tennis with their rich friends instead of cricket

  on the village green with the blacksmith at one end and the second footman at the other. And instead of hunting hounds, or even subscribing, they tear round the countryside in cars making

  them­selves a nuisance to everybody. Of course we breed Bolsheviks; who wouldn’t be a Bolshevik when he’s expected to go and stay with a long-necked man who spends his time pinching

  other people’s doorscrapers?”




  “Oh, Miles, I wish you’d been one of those old-fashioned rich people who played cricket. Think what a lovely magistrate you’d have been, if you can make speeches like that. Mr.

  Bredon, in remanding the prisoner, called attention to the growing habit of doorscraper-pinching, to which he attributed the falling off of enlistments in the local territorials. And you would

  write letters to the papers, and I would correct the spelling for you. However, it’s no good worrying over what might have been. What’s got to be is that Annie’s mother is ill and

  I’ve got to let her go off home, and while she’s away I’ve got to have you looked after by somebody else’s housemaids. You may not think the Hallifords much class, but their

  invitation was a godsend just now. And it’s Herefs for us tomorrow.”




  “Trust you to get out of it on a technicality of some kind. Why didn’t you tell me about the domestic crisis before? And answer me this if you can; why on earth do the Hallifords

  want us there? Why did they rout me out at the office and send us about six invitations to dine? We aren’t their sort; we don’t know the people they know; and it’s going to cost

  more in petrol getting there than it would cost getting in a deputy housemaid. Well, well, have it your own way. But remember, I take the patience cards. It isn’t a business expedi­tion

  this time.”




  What good things Angela had been told about Herefordshire did not transpire, but certainly on a flawless day of summer it endeared itself by its approach. Sudden, conical hills thickly wooded,

  old grey archways that had once been lodge gates, pointing along grass-grown roads up avenues now meaningless, farmhouses older and more substantial than is our English wont, vistas, as you climbed

  a hill, of hops stretching across the fields, row upon row, like Venetian blinds; orchards of whitened trunks and fruit-laden boughs, little brick-and-timber villages huddling round duckponds, tall

  hedges with white-faced cows at the gaps in them looking at you with an outraged expression, as if they suspected you of being after the doorscraper – it was holiday enough, this afternoon

  drive, whatever hospitality awaited them at the end of it. There is a remoteness, a tuckedawayness, about our countryside where (especially) Eng­land of the English marches with her

  neigh­bours; here towns were scarce, and abbeys and bridges, because living was unsettled, and except where some accident of modern industrialism has intervened there are no land­marks to

  distinguish today from yesterday; only the rare castles lie in ruins, and there are no Roman roads, no remembered battlefields.




  Above all, when they reached it, the Wye had this atmosphere of seclusion. The road is for ever travelling close to it, as roads must when there is hilly country to be traversed, but always at

  just so much interval as gave you only tantalising glimpses of it; secretum meum mihi, it said, and kept you at a distance. The modernity of the bridges reminded you that it was not meant

  for traffic to cross; a ford here, a ferry there, had been enough till the other day to serve its rustic neighbours. The banks sloping precipitately, with trees older and more spreading than such

  as love the companionship of rivers, a bare scarp, sometimes, of red cliff rising two hundred feet out of the stream, hurry­ing rapids alternating with deep pools where the salmon jumped

  noisily – of all this they caught only an occasional view, but enough to whet their appetite for closer exploration. Certainly it seemed hard on this patient countryside, so far from London

  that the very speech of its inhabitants came near to the pitch-accent of the barbarian Welsh, that the Hallifords and their friends should have descended upon it; that their gramophones should

  pierce the stillness of its woods, their motor-boats foul the river, their metropolitan vulgarity drive the labourer further than ever into himself, further than ever away from the masters who

  hired his ser­vice. All this, be sure, Bredon rubbed into his wife relentlessly, and suggested more than once that they should lose their way, put up at a village inn somewhere, and have the

  country all to themselves.




  They did lose their way in the end, through the fault of an optimistic cartographer who promised them short cuts across a district with which he was plainly unfamiliar. Lastbury, the village for

  which they were making, dis­appeared suddenly from the signposts, and their informants bewildered them, as such informants will, by assuming a knowledge of the local land­marks which only a

  native could possess. In the end, they found that Lastbury Hall was a more natural objective than Lastbury village; it was impossible to miss it, once you were within a mile or two, you would see

  the silo standing out as plain as you would wish among the trees, “Like as it might be a church tower,” one imaginative mind suggested. And it was, finally, what looked like a round

  church tower that identified their destination for them. Tele­graph wires pointed towards it, and it seemed clear that they were going to strike a farm road into the estate. “But,”

  insisted Bredon, still unenlightened, “what on earth is a silo?”




  







  Chapter Two




  IF BREDON HAD kept in his car – and what could possibly be more useful? – a copy of Larousse Universel, he

  would have been able to pick up a lot of knowledge about silos, most of which would have been misleading for his present purposes. He would have learned that a silo is a subterranean ditch where

  one puts down the grains, the vegetables, etc., to con­serve them; that there is a punishment existing in the army of North Africa which consists in shutting up the condemned in a silo; that

  silos were known by the ancients, and that traces of them still exist, remarkable for their imperme­ability. That the name is used, by extension, of airy reservoirs in cement, etc., in which

  one immagazines the grains while waiting for their loading on boats or waggons. Finally, after much else, that these airy silos (for the grains, the minerals, etc.) are hermetically sealed and

  carry dispositives of mechanical brewage to assure the conservation of the grains. Nothing would have prepared him for finding a large building made like a lighthouse, forty feet high, with no

  windows, except a skylight in its conical top, no door, and indeed no opening at all except on one side, where a series of square hatches, one above another, led right up to the roof.




  His thirst for information was fortunately in a good way to be satisfied. At the foot of the building stood Mr. Halliford, who was even then explaining the silo, a recent and favourite toy, to

  one of his guests. This was a young man with pronounced horn-rimmed spectacles, whom Bredon suspected, with justice as it proved, of being an author. His manner and costume did not suggest that he

  was a ready audience for agricultural homilies, and it seemed only decent to leave the car and express polite interest. “Know Mr. Tollard? Mr. and Mrs. Bredon. I was just telling Mr. Tollard

  about the silo. Get all my stuff stored in there for the winter, stuff for the cattle, I mean. It ferments in there, you see, and keeps as sweet as possible all the year round, like preserved

  fruit, you know. Cattle get so fond of it, you have to drive ’em off it when the spring comes before they’ll look at grass; positively. You’ll see the men filling it

  tomorrow.”




  “Stinks rather,” observed Mr. Tollard, who felt that something was due from him in the way of conversation.




  “Stinks? You bet it does; gas coming off all the time. You have to be careful in there, people have been overpowered and poisoned in silos before now. And of course you have to have men

  standing in there to spread it out level; otherwise you get air-pockets and it goes bad through not fermenting evenly. Of course, if I was really up to date I should have a proper machine to pile

  it with; looks in over the top, you know, for all the world like an elephant’s trunk. But we hoist up the bundles by that pulley there – good strong pulley, that is; take any amount of

  weight – and the platform by the skylight is hinged, so that it makes way for the sacks when they come up, and falls back into place to receive them. The men climb up by that ladder –

  you can climb up by the traps, of course, but it’s a nuisance. Well, it’s no good looking at it now, because the men have knocked off work; come down tomorrow if you’re

  interested. You must be tired, Mrs. Bredon, after that long drive; come up to the house; there’s tea there and things.”




  Lastbury Hall, like several other houses in those parts, has paid in Victorian architecture the price of its Victorian prosperity. The old farmhouse – it was hardly more – was burned

  down in the sixties, and was replaced by a con­siderable, though not uncomfortably large, mansion (I use the word advisedly) in a style which can only be characterised as imitation Pugin. Bad

  red bricks, badly laid, stretched this way and that with unrelieved surface, save where they were broken by arched windows, innocent of depth and moulding. Slate pinnacles crowned the roof,

  reminiscent of our nursery boxes of “stone bricks”; the house was too high for its area, too shallow to admit of comfortably sized rooms; the windows fitted badly, after the fashion of

  Victorian Gothic windows; the chimneys were out of proportion but could never be persuaded not to smoke. And this regrettable incident of modern archi­tecture faced squarely, across a

  precipitous lawn, to the lovely deep pools of the Wye, along which a path ran, the envy of river-farers, roofed with ancient trees, fringed with meadow­sweet and wild Canterbury bells. To enjoy

  this view, which they had done so little to deserve, the earlier owners of the house had thrown out a hideous iron verandah, the lower part of it mercifully hidden in rambler roses. It was here

  that the Bredons were presented to their hostess and to a group of guests who struggled uneasily out of their deck chairs.




  Mrs. Halliford was a synthetic blonde whose schoolgirl complexion was startlingly ill matched to the extreme frailness of her physique. Her welcome, and her alternative offer of tea and

  cocktails was embarrassed by the persistence of a wasp which she kept on waving away in obvious alarm. “I do so hate them, don’t you, Mrs. Bredon? And the funny thing is I can never

  bring myself to kill them. No, don’t, Phyllis, don’t squash it; I can’t bear to see a squashed wasp. Wait till it’s settled, and I’ll get this cup over it. . . .

  There, now it can’t get out. Too bad, on a perfect afternoon like this.”




  “They don’t really settle if you leave ’em alone,” said her husband.




  “You wouldn’t say that if you used lip stick,” objected the lady addressed as Phyllis. “I’m all for killing them. No idea you were so fond of animals,

  Myrtle.”




  “Who, me? No, I’ve no pity for the wasps; it’s just that I can’t bear scrunchiness. No, I wouldn’t mind if all the animals in the world were destroyed except my

  darling Alexis. He looks as if he thought there were too many animals in the world at the moment. Stop scratching, Alexis, and come over here to be introduced.”




  A large black monkey came out from the open window, with that sinister air monkeys have of knowing exactly which member of the party they mean to bite, only not wanting to give away the fun

  beforehand. It looked at Angela as if she were the last straw in a miser­able world, then seemed to give up the idea that there was any entertainment to be had and swarmed up a pillar of the

  verandah.




  “Isn’t he a pet?” said Mrs. Halliford.




  “I can’t ever think of monkeys as pets, somehow,” Angela explained. “They look so human that I always feel as if I was insulting them by offering to scratch them or

  anything. And that absurd trick of looking unhappy gives me the hump rather. Is he clever?”




  “He can imitate anything. Of course, he never will show off in company. But it’s a scream to see him pretending to read the newspaper and dusting the pictures. He watches the

  servants, you know, early in the morning. The other day he tore up all our letters before we got down to breakfast, didn’t you, my precious? Walter was rather angry about it, but it was all

  right really, because there were no cheques.”




  “Do you leave him loose all the time?”




  “Oh yes, except when he’s shut up for the night. He’s perfectly harmless. Now, what about some bridge?”




  Mrs. Halliford, it proved, was one of those hostesses who are too fond of managing things; her suggestions were made with a shade too much of confidence, so that it seemed just not polite to

  refuse them. Not that in this case the invitation was likely to fall on deaf ears; except for Miles himself the company rose with as much alacrity as a hot afternoon and deck chairs would allow.

  Angela sat talking to Mrs. Halliford; and if the reader is inclined to complain that he would have liked more conversation, by way of getting the characters put in their places, he is invited

  instead to watch them as they play bridge, with that inscrutable look which so admirably betrays the characters of card-players, and hear Mrs. Halliford’s own explanation of them as she

  poured it out to Angela. So frank were her descriptions that Angela began to feel as if she would be a dangerous friend to have, and wondered what the Bredon dossier sounded like when they

  were not among those present.




  Mr. Tollard, it seemed, whom we have already met, was a young author of the kind that seems to make a reasonable living by that precarious trade without any great splash of publicity. Nobody had

  ever hailed him as the hope of the English novel or credited him with having taken up the mantle of Mr. Galsworthy. You did not see his works dotted over the bookstalls, nor on the other hand did

  you see fabulous prices quoted for his first editions. He was a safe seller, and no publisher feared to lose money over him. The notoriety he possessed, or had possessed, was of a different and

  less fortunate kind. Some five years before, as a very young man, he had gone out to the United States, and, in one of those cities whose hectic living is the delight of our Sunday papers, he had

  got into considerable unpleasantness. A man who had openly threatened to ruin him was found shot; he had died by his own hand, the jury decided in the end, but it was after a long and thoroughly

  sensational trial, which left some mud sticking to Mr. Tollard, and cleared him of guilt without altogether clearing him of suspicion. He was gradually living down the fame of the event in this

  country of short memories. Mrs. Halliford dwelt on the harmlessness of his present char­acter much as you would exonerate a dog which has once been caught sheep-stealing; it was evident that

  she did not share the jury’s opinion. Mr. Tollard wrinkled his eyebrows a good deal over each hand and was altogether more demonstrative, you would say, than the rigour of the game demands.

  In person he was slight, in complexion sallow, but he was not ill-looking, and a humorous mouth lent grace to his sardonic habit of speech.




  Phyllis Morel, who was his partner, was a friend of Mrs. Halliford’s, who talked of her with something approaching affection. Half French, and the daughter of an unhappy marriage, she had

  long had to fend for herself, and, being “motor-mad,” took to running a garage with the little property she possessed. The thing was a success, and Phyllis, who at first had not

  disdained to work in overalls on the premises, was now a largely absentee director, amusing herself with hair-raising speed trials. She looked healthy and natural, by contrast at least with her

  hostess; and she had a faculty, rare among women, of swearing without seeming affected when she did so. Something Mrs. Halliford said gave Angela the idea that she and Tollard were being thrown

  together, but it was not quite clear why or by whom.




  The Carberrys were their host’s friends; their hostess did not profess to know them very well, but retailed all there was to be known about them. John Carberry had been a friend of

  Halliford’s in South Africa (where he made his money) and had only recently come back to England, by no means a rich man himself. Rough diamonds, said Mrs. Halliford, one was accustomed to,

  especially among South Africans, “but I think it’s such a pity to be rough with­out being a diamond, don’t you?” And indeed he was of an unrestrained vulgarity which an

  earlier society would have felt remark­able in such surroundings. He contradicted with no semblance of apology, and lectured his unfortunate partner, Mrs. Arnold, with an acerbity from which

  her sex should have pro­tected her, though her play demanded it. He had been in the mining business when he had first known her husband, but was now in the City, with an itch for company

  promoting and very little safe income. He had married “some­body out there” – a woman who had been decidedly pretty but was now inclined to stout­ness, good-natured and

  jolly, but a bit flashy, as Mrs. Bredon would see for herself. Angela rather liked her looks, and felt for her – she was so evidently conscious of her husband’s social inadequacy,

  always watching for a gaffe and always toning down the level of general conversation so that he should be able to chime in without remark. She won confidence, later, by talking about her two

  sons at school, to whom she was inordinately attached.




  The Arnolds were a wizened pair by contrast; she, a woman with a permanent grievance, who seldom opened her mouth without making you aware of it; he, a flaxen-haired man with a weak mouth and

  harassed eyes. They were connections, it seemed, of Mr. Halliford’s; and Mrs. Halliford never felt at her ease with them because from their point of view she was a disaster – she had

  come between them and the possibility of inheriting her husband’s money. How was it? – oh, yes, Mrs. Arnold’s mother had been Halliford’s cousin, so there was no close

  relationship; but to hear her talk you would think Walter – that was Mr. Halliford – had been a kind of trustee for a fortune that was due to come to them. “And he has

  pro­vided for them in his will, you know – much too generously, I think.” The Arnolds lived not far off and descended often on Lastbury Hall; they had been asked to stay more

  for the sake of a party than because there were any lost threads of intimacy to be picked up. Leslie Arnold belonged to the county, coming from a hopelessly cadet branch of an old family, and was a

  landowner in a very small way. “He knows about cows and things,” explained Mrs. Halliford, as if feeling that there ought to be some justification for his existence. On a better

  acquaintance, Angela put him down as a scholar and something of a dreamer by tempera­ment, forced to pose as a man of the world through his wife’s perpetual pre-occupation with the family

  finances.




  “And that’s the whole party,” Mrs. Halliford concluded, “except of course Cecil Worsley. What! Didn’t I tell you Cecil Worsley was going to be here? Oh yes, he

  often comes here; he’s quite an old friend of mine. He comes by train, and we expect him any minute now. You’re sure to like Cecil; he’s such good company.”




  







  Chapter Three




  CECIL WORSLEY WAS one of those people who make England what she is in the world. They also make you wonder who in the world they

  are. Not more than a thousand people, prob­ably, knew him by sight, but he was in the very middle of things. He counted among the people who counted; he influenced their opinion more than most

  departments in the Civil Service can, and much, much more than the electorate.




  It is difficult to describe him except by a long litany of negations. He was comfortably off but not in any way noticeably rich. He was of decent family but nowhere within reasonable distance of

  a peerage; nor had his connections helped him at all in his rise to position. He had brains, to be sure, and a brilliant academic career behind him; but anybody who watches brilliant academic

  careers knows that about ninety per cent of them lead to nothing. He did not control any business interests; he did not edit a newspaper – not, I mean, the kind of news­paper which

  anybody reads. He had never stood for Parliament or appeared on platforms on his friends’ behalf. He was neither a Civil Servant nor a banker, such as are principally en­gaged just now in

  building up the kingdom of heaven on earth. He had the entrée of many great houses, but seldom availed himself of the privilege; you did not see photographs of him in the papers

  watching the races at Gatwick or sun-bathing on the Riviera. Who’s Who found space for his name, but told you nothing what­ever about him except that he collected old china. Most

  of what he wrote was anonymous; most of his important interviews were conducted over the luncheon table. Nobody knew whether he was a Liberal, a Conservative or a Socialist; whether he was a

  believer or an atheist. It seemed out of place to raise such issues when you were talking about Cecil Worsley.




  But he counted enormously. His visits, not chronicled by the newspapers, to New York or to Geneva; his unsigned articles, his advice to politicians, his selection of the right candidate for the

  next vacant post – you could not ex­aggerate his influence. Angela, though she con­cealed her ignorance, had never heard of him. Her husband, to whom much of the conversa­tion

  already recorded was repeated as they dressed for dinner, knew that one ought to know about him, but little more. Both alike wondered what he could be doing in a party like this, so re­mote

  from everything that was fashionable, from everything that was official. The explanation as Angela heard it next day was simple; he was a very old friend of Mrs. Halliford’s, and he often

  came down to Lastbury to take a rest from the great world which, to him, meant business. And indeed his whole manner was that of the fav­oured guest, who gets up and leaves the room almost

  without noticing his company, reads a book while conversation is general, goes out for walks by himself, and comes home late for meals. None the less, he could throw himself into his surroundings,

  and fraternised with the miscel­laneous party at dinner without a trace of con­descension.




  “I’m so sorry we had to fetch you up in the Bridge,” Mrs. Halliford said to him. “Toto is out of order as usual, and Walter won’t keep another respectable car.

  I’m really ashamed of it when we have to use it for visitors. It’s quite comfortable, though.”




  “And runs well,” said Worsley. “I didn’t know they made these things with such good engines.”




  “It must have bumped a bit on some of these side roads,” suggested Bredon. “You’ve one or two bad patches round here, Mrs. Halliford.”




  “Well, we must be thankful for the main ones,” said Worsley. “A couple of centuries ago, I believe, the roads were so bad in this county that they were perfectly impassable all

  the winter. If you came to stay in October or thereabouts, you had to make it a four months’ visit. Must have been trying for the hosts.”




  “Oh, but that sounds delightful,” protested Mrs. Halliford. “You must come again in the late autumn, Mr. Bredon, and we’ll have the drive dug up on purpose to keep you

  here. I hope you found your way all right? People generally get lost the first time they come.”




  “Oh, we got lost all right, but people kept on directing us to the silo. It seems to be a kind of Admiralty landmark in these parts. You’ve put Lastbury on the map, Mrs.

  Halliford.”




  “Ah, that’s all very well, but I’d sooner have a village church nestling in the trees, with lots of ancestors buried there. I’d give my soul to be like the Vyners and

  have places called Sutton Vyner and Milton Vyner dotted all round me. So feudal.”




  “It’s an odd thing, that,” observed Worsley. “One of the main differences between England and Scotland – in England biography is the key to geography; in Scotland

  it’s the other way about.”
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