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  PROLOGUE




  AT HALF PAST two on a dark September afternoon Anna Ball came down the steps of No. 5 Lenister Street with a suit-case in her hand. Mrs Dugdale’s middle-aged parlourmaid stood at the open door just long enough to see that she turned to the left, a direction which would take her down to the roaring traffic at the end of the road. Lenister Street was still quiet, but it had been quieter. The tide of noise was coming in. If it rose too high, Mrs Dugdale would be obliged to move.




  Agnes went down into the basement kitchen and told Mrs Harrison, the cook, that Miss Ball had gone, and a good riddance. Mrs Harrison looked round from the kettle which she was taking off the fire.




  ‘I didn’t hear any taxi.’




  ‘She didn’t have one – just went off down the road with her suit-case.’




  Mrs Harrison began to pour boiling water into a squat brown teapot.




  ‘She’ll be catching a bus. Well, it’s the last of her, and thank goodness for that!’




  Anna Ball walked on down the street. It was a dark afternoon, but it was not raining yet. There might be rain coming, or one of those creeping fogs. She was glad that she had not far to go, and very glad indeed to have seen the last of her job with Mrs Dugdale. Whatever happened, she would never be a companion again. Children were bad enough, but nerve cases ought to be in a lethal chamber.




  She came to the end of the street and waited for a Hammersmith bus. At this time of the day there was really nothing you could call a queue. She set her suit-case down on the pavement, and was glad that she had not to carry it any farther.




  As she stood there behind a stout woman in navy blue and a poking old woman in black, no one would have given her a second glance. Her dark grey coat and skirt was not so much shabby as badly cut and badly worn. She had no looks, no style, no special height or breadth to mark her out from the thousands of other young women who have their living to earn. She might have been of any age between twenty and thirty. She was, in fact, singularly well qualified to pass unnoticed in a crowd.




  When the bus stopped the two other women got on to it, and she followed them. It is safe to assume that neither of them would have known her again. The stout woman was on her way to spend the afternoon and evening with a married daughter. She was taken up with how pleased the children were going to be when they saw what she had brought them. Ernie’s birthday, and such a big boy. But you couldn’t leave little Glad out – she had to have her present too.




  The old woman was crouched forward over her knees. Ten years now since she had had any place she could call her own. Three months with Henry, and three with James, three with Annie, and three with May. Henry’s wife wasn’t so bad, but that girl James had married! Annie’s husband was too grand for her. Schoolmasters were all the same – laying down the law. Poor May did her best. She shouldn’t have married the man, but she wouldn’t listen. She nodded forward over her knees and thought of the days when she had her own little place and the children were small. She’d brought them up right, but they didn’t want her now.




  Anna Ball was thinking of the new job she was going to. She was going to see how it suited her. She might stay, or she might not. She wasn’t going to put up with anything she didn’t like. Three children was rather a lot, but anything was better than an only child. Spoiled. And for ever wanting something done to amuse it. Whereas three played with each other.




  At the first stop beyond the Broadway she got out and stood waiting by the kerb. Presently a car drew in, stopped briefly, and picked her up. The door shut on her and her suit-case. The car slid into the line of traffic and was gone.




  ONE




  IT IS A truism that dangers and difficulties do not always present themselves in that guise. A violent thunderstorm may be heralded by a cloud so small and distant as to arise unseen. When Miss Maud Silver took her Times on a January morning and, having perused the Births, Marriages and Deaths, turned with interest to those personal and private messages in what is known as the Agony Column, she had no idea that she was about to make her first contact with one of her most disturbing and dangerous cases. It was now many years since she had abandoned what she herself called the Scholastic Profession in favour of a career as a private detective. It was this career which had provided her with her flat in Montague Mansions and the modest comfort with which she was now surrounded. There had been years when she had hoped for nothing more than a life in other people’s houses, and in the end a bare existence on such sparse savings as could be wrung from her salary. She had only to look about her to be filled with feelings of devout gratitude to the Providence which, as she most firmly believed, had directed her energies into other channels. She took her new profession very seriously indeed. She was the servant of Justice and of the Law, she played her part in restraining the criminal and protecting the innocent, she made many devoted friends, and all her needs had been met. The photographs which covered the mantelpiece and the top of the bookcase, and which had their place amongst other things upon several small tables, proclaimed the fact that a great many of these friendships were with the young. Young men and girls, and babies of all ages, smiled from the frames of an earlier day – Victorian and Edwardian survivals in plush, in silver, in filagree silver on plush. If they were out of keeping with their present occupants they went very well with the peacock-blue curtains, the carpet in the same shade with its bright flowery garlands, the chairs with spreading laps and curly walnut frames. The carpet was a new one, but it maintained the Victorian tradition. Upon such wreaths had the gaslight of that famous age shone down. Miss Silver esteemed herself most fortunate in having been able to repeat a favourite colour, and a pattern which she could remember in her girlhood’s home. The price had shocked her, but the carpet would last for years. Above the photographs from three of the walls reproductions of famous nineteenth-century paintings gazed upon the contemporary scene – Millais’ Huguenot, The Soul’s Awakening, The Stag at Bay.




  Miss Silver herself completed the scene in a garment of sage green fastened at the neck with a heavy gold brooch which displayed in high relief the entwined initials of her parents and contained the treasured locks of their hair. She had neat, small features, a clear skin, and a good deal of mouse-coloured hair worn in a plait behind and a formal fringe in front, the whole very strictly confined by a net. Her trim ankles and small feet were encased in black woollen stockings and rather worn black slippers with beaded toes. She might have stepped out of a group in any family album and been instantly identified as governess or spinster aunt.




  She allowed her eyes to travel slowly down the Agony Column:–




  ‘Lady wished to be received as guest in comfortable home. Social amenities. Slight help in return. No rough work, no cooking.’




  She reflected that a great many people still appeared to think that they could get something for nothing. A further illustration of this fact presented itself a little way down:–




  ‘Most comfortable home offered to gentlewoman. Share household duties. Cat lover. Should be able to drive car. Fond of gardening. Some knowledge of bee-keeping. Early riser.’




  Miss Silver said, ‘Dear me!’ and continued to peruse the column. Two-thirds of the way down an unusual name caught her eye. Anna – one did not often come across the name in that form—




  ‘Anna, where are you? Do you please write. Thomasina.’




  She did not remember that she had ever encountered a Thomasina. Pleasant to find these old-fashioned names coming back into use again. Ann, Jane, Penelope, Susan, Sarah – they had roots in English life, in English history. She approved them.




  Beyond this approval there was nothing to hold her attention. There was nothing to tell her that a first faint contact had been made with a case which was to call forth all her courage and test to the uttermost the qualities which had brought her success.




  She went on to one of the breezier appeals.




  ‘Be a sport! Young man, 25, no money, no qualifications, needs job urgently. Will you give him one?’




  Having finished the Agony Column, she folded the Times and laid it aside. The news had already reached her through a somewhat lighter medium. To the articles, correspondence, etc., she would give serious attention in a more leisured hour. At the moment her correspondence claimed her. She went over to a plain, solid writing-table and began a long affectionate letter to her niece Ethel Burkett, who was the wife of a bank manager in the Midlands.




  Each member of the family was touched upon. Dear John, so kind, so hardworking – ‘I hope he has quite shaken off the cold you mentioned.’ The three boys, Johnny, Derek and Roger, now all at school and doing well. And little Josephine, who would soon be four years old – ‘She is, I know, everybody’s darling, but you must be careful not to spoil her. The spoiled child is seldom happy or well, and is the cause of constant unhappiness in others.’




  Having reached this point, she could pass by an easy transition to the disquieting affairs of Ethel’s younger sister, Gladys Robinson. Her small neat features took on a shade of severity as she wrote.




  ‘Gladys is a case in point. Her thoughtlessness can no longer be excused on the ground of extreme youth, since she passed her thirtieth birthday a year ago. Her behaviour is increasingly selfish and indiscreet, and I am very much afraid of an open breach with her husband. Andrew Robinson is a worthy man, and has been exceedingly patient. Gladys should have discovered that she found him dull before she made her marriage vows. She really thinks of no one but herself.’




  There was a good deal more about Gladys. Thomasina Elliot’s appeal to Anna Ball had passed completely from Miss Silver’s mind.




  TWO




  ‘I CAN’T THINK why you bother about the woman,’ said Peter Brandon.




  Thomasina Elliot replied with simplicity,




  ‘There isn’t anyone else.’




  Peter gave her one of his loftier glances.




  ‘Do you mean she hasn’t anyone else to bother about her, or you haven’t anyone else to bother about? Because in that case—’




  Thomasina interrupted him.




  ‘She hasn’t anyone else to bother about her.’




  They were sitting side by side on a rather hard bench in one of those small galleries which specialize in winter shows. The walls were covered with pictures from which Thomasina preferred to avert her gaze. She had already changed her seat once because, without being prudish, she found the spectacle of a bulging woman stark naked and apparently afflicted with mumps embarrassing. On reflection she thought she had better have remained where she was, since she was now confronted by an explosion in magenta and orange and a quite horrible picture of a woman without a head holding an enormous frying-pan in her skeleton fingers. She was therefore more or less obliged to go on looking at Peter. She would have preferred not to do so, because she was being superior and interfering, which meant that she would have to be very firm and go on snubbing him, and it is very much easier to snub someone when you can present them with a cold profile. She was, of course, perfectly well aware that she had not been favoured with the best kind of profile for snubbing purposes. It was not regular enough. It was not in fact regular at all, though it had been considered agreeable.




  Peter Brandon considered it a waste of time. He preferred her full face because of her eyes. Thomasina’s eyes were really quite undeniable. Unusual too, though more so in England than in her native Scotland, where wide grey eyes with black lashes are by no means out of the way. Thomasina’s eyes were of the bright clear grey which has no shade of blue or green. Peter had once remarked that they matched his flannel trousers to a hair. What distinguished them from other grey eyes was the fact that the bright grey of the iris was rimmed with black. Set off by very dark lashes and a skin which glowed with health, they were well worth looking at. Peter looked at them from a superior height and repeated his original remark.




  ‘I can’t see why you want to bother about her.’




  Thomasina had not exactly a Scots accent, but her voice lilted a little. She said,




  ‘I’ve told you.’




  ‘Was she the one with the squint, or the one who breathed very loud through her nose? Being frightfully conscientious about it – like this—’ He was a personable young man, but all in a moment he managed to produce a pop-eyed stare and a heavy snuffle.




  Thomasina repressed a giggle.




  ‘That was Maimie Wilson. And it’s too bad of you, because she couldn’t help it.’




  ‘Then she should have been drowned in infancy. Well, which was this Anna female – what did you say her surname was?’




  ‘Ball,’ said Thomasina in a depressed voice. ‘And you’ve seen her quite often.’




  He nodded.




  ‘Yes – your school leaving party – flowing cocoa and stacks of girl friends. Anna Ball – I’m getting there. . . . Dark girl with an oily skin and a “Nobody loves me – I’ll go into the garden and eat worms” kind of look.’




  ‘Peter, that’s horrid!’




  ‘Very. Fresh air and exercise strongly indicated. Outside interests lacking.’




  ‘Oh, no, you’re wrong there – absolutely. It was one of the things that made people like her very much. She didn’t take too little interest in other people’s affairs. It was quite the other way round – she took a great deal too much.’




  Peter cocked an eyebrow.




  ‘Nosey Parker?’




  ‘Well, yes, she was.’ A kind heart prompted her to add, ‘A bit.’




  ‘Then I don’t see why you are bothering with her.’




  ‘Because she hasn’t got anyone else. I keep telling you so.’




  Peter stuck his hands in the pockets of his raincoat, a gesture equivalent to clearing the decks for action.




  ‘Now look here, Tamsine, you can’t go through life collecting lame ducks, and stray dogs, and females whom nobody loves. You are twenty-two – and how old would you be when I first patted your head in your pram? About two. So that makes it twenty years that I’ve known you. You’ve been doing it all the time, and it’s got to stop. You started with moribund wasps and squashed worms, and you went on to stray curs and half-drowned kittens. If Aunt Barbara hadn’t been a saint she would have blown the roof off. She indulged you.’




  Properly speaking, Barbara Brandon was a good deal more Thomasina’s aunt than Peter’s, because she had been born an Elliot and had only married John Brandon, who was Peter’s uncle. She had not been dead for very long. A bright shimmer of tears came up in Thomasina’s eyes. It made them almost unbearably beautiful. She said with a little catch in the words,




  ‘It – was nice.’




  Peter looked away. If he went on looking at her he might find himself slipping, and it was no time for weakness. Discipline must be maintained. He was helped on this rather arid path by the fact that Thomasina almost immediately tossed her head and said with complete irrelevance,




  ‘Besides, I don’t believe you ever patted my head in my pram.’




  ‘Besides what?’ Women were really quite incapable of reason.




  Thomasina’s dimple showed. It was rather a deep one, and very becomingly placed. She said,




  ‘Oh, just besides—’




  Peter now felt superior enough to look at her again.




  ‘My good child, I remember it perfectly. I was eight years old – in fact I was getting on for nine. You needn’t imagine it was a caress, because it wasn’t. You had a lot of black curls all over your head, and I wanted to see if they felt as stiff as they looked.’




  ‘They did not look stiff!’




  ‘They looked as stiff as wood shavings, only black.’




  The dimple reappeared.




  ‘And what did they feel like?’ Thomasina’s voice had that undermining lilt.




  Quite suddenly Peter had the feel of those soft springing curls under his hand. She had them still. He said firmly,




  ‘They felt like feathers. And that’s enough about that. You just brought it up to change the subject, and I’m not changing it. This is not a conversation about your hair, it’s a conversation about Anna Ball. She was one of your lame dogs when you were at school, and you’ve kept on propping her ever since. Now that she has apparently faded out, instead of thanking your lucky stars you go looking for trouble and trying to hunt her up again.’




  ‘She hasn’t got anyone else,’ said Thomasina obstinately.




  Peter produced the frown which meant that he was really beginning to get angry.




  ‘Thomasina, if you go on saying that, I shall lose my temper. The girl has made other friends, and she has faded. For heaven’s sake, let her go!’




  Thomasina shook her head.




  ‘It isn’t like that. She doesn’t make friends – that’s always been the bother. It was horrid for her in the war, you know, being half German, and she got an inferiority complex. Her mother was a morbid sort of person – Aunt Barbara knew her. So I don’t think Anna had much chance.’




  ‘Well, she got a job, didn’t she?’




  ‘Aunt Barbara got her one with a Major and Mrs Dartrey, to look after their child.’




  ‘Unfortunate child.’




  ‘It wasn’t a frightful success, but she went to Germany with them, and stayed for more than two years. She used to write very grumbling letters, but she did stay. And then they went out east and left the little girl in a nursery school near Mrs Dartrey’s mother, and Anna went to some kind of a cousin of theirs who wanted a companion. But she only stayed a month. The cousin was a rich nervous invalid, and of course they wouldn’t have suited a bit. Anna wrote to me and said she was leaving as soon as the month was up. She said she had got another job and she would write and tell me all about it when she got there. And she never wrote again. You see, I can’t help worrying.’




  ‘I don’t see why.’




  ‘I don’t know where she is.’




  ‘The woman she was with, the Dartreys’ cousin, would know.’




  ‘She says she doesn’t. She says Anna never told her anything. She’s the vague, ineffectual sort of person who gets a headache the minute you ask her to remember things like names and addresses. I tried for half an hour, and if she had been a jelly-fish she couldn’t have taken less interest in anyone except herself.’




  ‘Do jellyfish think?’




  ‘Mrs Dugdale doesn’t – she just drifts. Anyhow I couldn’t get anything out of her about Anna. Peter, I really am worried. Anna has written to me at least once a week for years. I mean, she always wrote in the holidays, and all the time she was with the Dartreys.’




  ‘To say what a poisonous time she was having, and how foul everyone was!’




  ‘Well, it was rather like that. I was an outlet. You must have someone you can say that kind of thing to. And then all of a sudden she stops dead. It’s four months since she left Mrs Dugdale, and she hasn’t written a line. Don’t you see there’s something odd about it?’




  ‘She may have gone abroad.’




  ‘That wouldn’t stop her writing. She always wrote when she was with the Dartreys, and she said she was going to write. Peter, don’t you see that there must be something wrong?’




  ‘Well, I don’t see what you can do about it. You put that silly advertisement in the Times, and nothing came of it.’




  ‘And why was it silly?’




  ‘Asking for trouble,’ said Peter briefly. ‘You don’t know when you are well off. Take my advice and leave well alone.’




  Thomasina’s colour deepened.




  ‘I wouldn’t mind leaving it alone if I knew that it was well. But suppose it isn’t. Suppose—’ She stopped because she didn’t want to go on. It was like coming to a corner and being afraid of what you might find if you went any farther. The colour drained away.




  Peter said stubbornly,




  ‘Well, I don’t see what you can do.’




  ‘I can go to the police,’ said Thomasina.




  THREE




  IT WAS ABOUT a week later that Detective Inspector Abbott was taking tea with Miss Maud Silver, whom he regarded with a good deal of the fondness of a nephew together with a respect not always accorded to the spinster aunt. Spinster Miss Silver certainly was and had never desired to be otherwise. With a most indulgent heart towards young lovers, and a proper regard for the holy estate of matrimony, she never regretted her own independent position. Aunt to Frank Abbott she was not, but the tie between them was a strong one. His irreverent sense of humour was continually delighted by her idiosyncrasies, the primness of her appearance, her fringe, her beaded slippers, her quotations from Lord Tennyson, the rapid play of the knitting-needles in her small competent hands, her moral maxims, and the inflexibility of her principles. But with and behind all this there was an affection, an admiration, and a respect very rarely displayed but always there to be reckoned with. From their first encounter down to this present day these feelings had continued to increase and to be the source, as he once informed her, of both pleasure and profit.




  He had done full justice to the three kinds of sandwich, the scones, and the layer-cake which Hannah Meadows had produced for his benefit. Ordinary visitors did not get scone as well as sandwich, nor did Hannah produce for them the honey sent up from the country by Mrs Randal March, but Mr Frank would always be welcomed with the best of everything. Not that Hannah approved of the Police as a profession for a gentleman any more than she considered private detection to be a suitable occupation for a lady, though in the course of years she had become inured to the social changes which made such a state of affairs possible.




  No one could have looked less like a policeman than the young man now passing his cup to be filled for the third time. From his very fair hair, slicked back and mirror-smooth, to the well-cut shoes polished to an equal brilliance, he presented a most elegant picture. The suit, the handkerchief, the socks, the tie – all had a touch of distinction. There was an effect of slender height. The pale complexion, the long nose, the pale blue eyes, imparted a fastidious air. The hand stretched out to take his cup was noticeably well kept and of the same long, thin shape as the foot in the shining shoe.




  He talked discursively and enjoyed his tea. Crime, it appeared, was booming, and the criminal elusive. There were some very tricky forgeries on the market. One of the few privately owned services of gold plate had been lifted, and had apparently vanished into thin air. At the moment he was being rueful over a bank hold-up.




  ‘There are too many of them, and that’s a fact. Small branch on the London fringes. Sort of place that has forgotten to be a village without quite managing to be a town. In fact, what Tennyson had in mind when he wrote, “Standing with reluctant feet, where the brook and river meet.” ’




  Miss Silver’s partiality for the Victorian poet laureate being notorious, this was a challenge. She accepted it mildly.




  ‘It was not, as you know, intended to have that application, the subject of the poem being maidenhood, and the poet, Longfellow.’




  He reached for a sandwich.




  ‘Another good quotation wasted! Anyhow, the place is Enderby Green, and the bank manager was held up and shot dead, poor chap, just before closing time yesterday afternoon. A young clerk got a bullet through his shoulder and is lucky to be alive. There had been some big sums paid in that day – all the shops were having sales – and the chap got away with fifteen hundred pounds. Now everyone wants to know what the police are doing. Funny for us! I expect you’ve seen about it in the papers.’




  Miss Silver inclined her head.




  ‘Was he not seen? Did nobody hear the shot?’




  ‘There was a pneumatic drill working outside. I don’t suppose anyone would have noticed a machine-gun, let alone a couple of revolver shots! The clerk’s description wouldn’t fit more than about two or three hundred thousand people – except for red hair which nobody would go out gunning with unless as a disguise for the occasion. The lad did one rather bright thing though. He was making an entry in red ink at the time the hold-up occurred, and he managed to smear some of the notes they made him hand over. He says he doesn’t think the chap noticed.’




  ‘The clerk will recover?’




  ‘Oh, yes. The other poor chap was shot down in cold blood – he hadn’t a chance. Somebody saw a car drive off and was able to describe it. But of course it was stolen, and got rid of as soon as possible – found abandoned not half a mile away. The bother is there have been too many of these shows, and a tendency to ask what the police are paid for. You may yet see me playing a barrel-organ on the kerb and holding out my cap for coppers. Or I might do a great disappearing act on my own. “Well Known Detective Inspector Vanishes. Loss of Memory Or Murder?” It would make very good headlines. And then when I turned up again I could sell my life story to the Sunday papers – “A Blank World. What It Feels Like To Be Lost.” Quite a tempting prospect.’




  Miss Silver smiled.




  ‘My dear Frank, you really do talk very great nonsense.’




  He took another sandwich and said,




  ‘I wonder how many of the missing people whose husbands and wives, and fathers and mothers, and brothers and sisters, and cousins and aunts come clamouring to Scotland Yard are really lost?’




  Miss Silver was filling her own cup. She said in a non-committal tone,




  ‘I suppose there are statistics.’




  ‘I don’t mean that sort of thing. I mean, how many of them cut loose because they have got to the point where they feel they can’t go on any longer? The husband has had one girl friend too many, or got drunk just once too often. The wife has nagged until the man thinks he had better get out before he does her in. The boy or the girl just can’t stand being asked all the time, “Where did you go – what did you do – whom did you see?” The routine of the shop, or the office, or the factory just gets them where they feel they are going to smash things up unless they clear out. Statistics only give you the facts – lost, stolen, or strayed – so many human cattle. They don’t give you the reasons behind the facts.’




  Miss Silver gave a gentle meditative cough.




  ‘Loss of memory is too often advanced as an explanation to be a very credible one. That there are such cases, I do not doubt, and they must, I fear, be the cause of a great deal of suffering – the sudden shock of disappearance, the continued strain, the anguish of longing so beautifully expressed by Lord Tennyson in two of his best known lines – “Oh, for the touch of a vanished hand, and the sound of a voice that is still.” But it is only too easy an explanation when a missing person has been traced and desires to avoid the social and domestic consequences of a voluntary disappearance.’




  Frank laughed.




  ‘Do you remember a case which was in all the papers a few years ago? A young woman disappeared in the neighbourhood of a large garrison town. She had a father, a stepmother, and the usual quota of friends, but no one seems to have bothered. There had been rows with the stepmother, and everyone seems to have taken it for granted that she had just gone and got herself a job somewhere else. Until—’ he paused and reached for a sandwich – ‘until rather over a year later a young soldier in a regiment which had moved to the Midlands up and confessed that he had murdered the girl in a fit of jealousy and buried her body on a sandy common. He mentioned pine trees and gorse bushes. Since the whole of the neighbourhood was fairly littered with sandy commons, pine trees, and gorse, it became necessary to take the murderer down there and ask him to indicate the spot. He walked the police over umpteen miles of pinewood and heath, with refreshing intervals when he stood and watched whilst they dug holes in the landscape, and every time they didn’t find a corpse he just said these places were all so much alike, and led them to another spot. They went on for about a fortnight. And then the girl turned up – very sorry and all that, but she had only just seen about it in the papers. She didn’t know the soldier from Adam. She had got fed up with her stepmother and went and got a job in London, and she’d been married for a year and had a baby of two months old.’




  Miss Silver said,




  ‘I remember.’ And then, ‘An aunt of mine used to tell the story of a woman who had a very bad husband. He drank, he beat her, and he went after other women. She had to go out charing to support herself and her children – people had very large families in those days. When the youngest child was two years old she felt that she could not bear it any longer. The man came home one night, and he was drunk. There was no sign of his wife or of the children. He went into the bedroom, and there were the children’s seven straw hats perched on the knobs of the big brass bedstead, and a note to say they had gone to Australia. My aunt said they did very well there. The children never saw their father again, but twenty years after, when he was old and ill, the wife came back and nursed him until he died.’




  Frank raised a sarcastic eyebrow.




  ‘Incredible!’




  ‘She was a good woman, and she considered it to be her duty.’




  He set down his cup, and found her regarding him thoughtfully.




  ‘You are concerned about the case of some missing person, Frank?’




  He leaned forward and put a long on the fire, which sent up a shower of sparks.




  ‘Oh, not really.’




  Miss Silver smiled.




  ‘Are you going to tell me about it?’




  ‘Well, as a matter of fact there isn’t anything to tell. The girl had an unusual name and a pair of unusual eyes, that’s all.’




  She leaned sideways and picked up her knitting. The first few rows of what was to be a cardigan for her niece Ethel Burkett were in a deep and particularly pleasing shade of blue.




  ‘Really, that sounds as if it might be interesting.’




  He laughed.




  ‘Not a hope! The name is Thomasina, and the eyes are of a quite extraordinarily bright shade of grey, with black lashes and a dark ring round the iris – very arresting. But as for anything else—’




  Miss Silver coughed.




  ‘Did you say Thomasina?’




  He nodded.




  ‘Unusual – isn’t it?’




  Miss Silver’s needles clicked.




  ‘And she wants to trace a girl called Anna?’




  Frank Abbott stared.




  ‘And who told you that, ma’am? You know, a few hundred years ago you would have been in very serious danger of being indicted for witchcraft.’




  ‘My dear Frank!’




  There was a teasing gleam in his eye.




  ‘There are moments when old Lamb isn’t at all sure about it himself. Officially, of course, he doesn’t believe in witches, but I’ve seen him look as if he expected you to fly out of the window on a broomstick.’




  Miss Silver rebuked this flippancy.




  ‘I have the highest possible respect for the Chief Inspector, and I hope that the sentiment is to some extent reciprocated.’




  ‘Oh, he respects you all right. But he gets his back up wondering just how the trick is done. The quickness of the hand deceives the eye, and the Chief doesn’t like having his eye deceived. He likes to take things decently and in order, with plenty of time to think everything out a step at a time. When you get there in a flash of lightning he begins to suspect the unlawful arts.’




  She smiled indulgently.




  ‘When you have finished talking nonsense, Frank, you will perhaps let me tell you that my information about Thomasina and Anna was derived from nothing more supernatural than the Agony Column of the Times. I was struck by the two old-fashioned names, and when you mentioned one of them I naturally remembered the other.’




  He laughed.




  ‘Things are always so simple when they have been explained! She did mention that she had put in an advertisement. I didn’t see it myself. What did it say?’




  Miss Silver pulled on the large ball which lurked in a knitting bag of gaily flowered chintz.




  ‘ “Anna” – that is how it began. And then, I think, “Where are you? Do please write.” And it was signed, “Thomasina.” Perhaps you will now tell me a little more.’




  ‘The names are Anna Ball and Thomasina Elliot. Thomasina is the one with the eyes. Anna sounds as dull as ditchwater, but she had disappeared, and Thomasina wants to find her. When I say disappeared I am quoting Thomasina. She apparently thinks herself responsible because Anna hasn’t any relations. School friendship. Pretty, popular girl taking up the cudgels for dreary, unpopular one. Three years’ intensive post-school letter-writing on Anna’s part. Generous response by Thomasina. A last letter saying Anna was going to a new job and would write when she got there. And then finish. No address. No hint of any destination. Previous jobs, nursery governess for over two years, and companion for one month. No clue as to new job. Might be anything from a housemaid to a henwife – and I rather gather she was likely to be a washout at whatever it was—’




  He broke off suddenly to enquire, ‘Why are you looking at me like that? You can’t possibly be interested. I can assure you that nothing can be duller than the whole affair.’




  She gave him her charming smile.




  ‘Yet you have introduced the subject with care, and you are quite unable to let it drop.’




  He had a half laughing, half rueful expression which took years off his age.




  ‘You always see right through one. The case is dull, and Anna sounds deadly. I keep on telling myself that she has probably just got fed up with writing to Thomasina, or she has taken a huff about something – that sort does. Or she has found herself a young man – which doesn’t sound the least likely, but the oddest specimens do – in which case she wouldn’t have any more use for the girl friend.’




  Miss Silver shook her head in a very decided manner.




  ‘Oh, no, it would not have that effect at all. She would be pleased and excited, and her letters to Thomasina would be long and full. It did not happen like that.’




  ‘Then the only possible spark of interest expires.’




  ‘Yet you are interested.’




  ‘I can’t imagine why I should be. There’s nothing to it – just a girl who has stopped writing.’




  Miss Silver echoed his words in a very thoughtful manner.




  ‘Just a girl who has stopped writing.’




  FOUR




  A COUPLE OF days had passed when Miss Silver looked up from the letter she was writing and lifted the receiver of the table telephone. Inspector Abbott’s voice greeted her by name.




  ‘Hullo! Here we are! Marvellous and beneficient instrument the telephone – except when it wakes you in the middle of the night and you wish that the progress of science had stopped short at rubbing two sticks together to make a fire. But, as you are about to remark, that isn’t what I rang you up to talk about. “Hail, vain deluding joys!” and all the rest of it. Business before pleasure.’




  ‘My dear Frank!’




  ‘I know – I’m getting there. In the matter of Thomasina Elliot—’




  Miss Silver said, ‘You are not speaking from Scotland Yard.’




  A suspicion of a laugh came to her along the wire.




  ‘How right you are! The official style is more restrained. I am in a call-box. In the matter of Thomasina we appear to have got to a dead end. To start with, there isn’t any evidence that the girl Anna really has disappeared, and no clue as to where to begin to look for her. In fact, as I said, a dead end. There were just two chances. One, that an advertisement would produce something. Well, Thomasina has advertised, and we have had a wireless appeal put out. We had to strain a point there, but a string or two was pulled and we got it done. No response. The second chance was that Mrs Dugdale, the last employer, or someone in her household might know something. A girl who is going to a new job is practically bound to say something about it to somebody. She asks for a reference – she leaves an address for letters to be forwarded. Well, according to Mrs Dugdale and her household Anna didn’t do any of these things. Hobson went round to see them, and he says they were most uncooperative. Mrs Dugdale appeared to be threatened with a nervous collapse every time she was asked to remember anything. He opined that it really was nerves, and not a guilty conscience. He said he had an aunt who was just the same, and she fairly wore everyone out. Getting sense out of her was like trying to get water out of an empty well – no matter how often you sent the bucket down it would always come up dry. From which you may deduce that our Sergeant Hobson grew up in a village which still pumped its water from its native springs.’




  ‘And Mrs Dugdale’s household?’




  ‘Impenetrability, as Humpty Dumpty remarked! There is a personal maid who sounds like a cross between a steel trap and an oyster. The other two – there really are two more – are both elderly, and wouldn’t demean themselves by getting mixed up with the police. Hobson opined they didn’t know anything but wouldn’t have talked if they did. And that is where you come in.’




  Miss Silver said in a deprecatory manner,




  ‘May I ask in what capacity?’




  She heard him laugh.




  ‘Oh, strictly professional. Thomasina is coming to see you. She has come in for quite a lot of money from an aunt, and no expense is to be spared. I told her that if anyone could charm an oyster into speech, it was you. Seriously, you know, someone in that Dugdale lot must know something. Thumbscrews being out of date, there doesn’t seem to be any way of making them talk. Anna left them alive and in her right mind—’




  ‘How did she go?’




  ‘By bus, with a single suit-case which was all she brought with her. She had only been there a month, you know. She sent a box to Thomasina in Scotland and said she would write for it later. Well, she didn’t write.’




  Miss Silver asked a pertinent question.




  ‘Where was the bus going to?’




  ‘That’s just what nobody knows. Anna walked to the end of the road and took a bus. Six buses pass there. No one knows which one of them Anna took. Nice simple little problem, isn’t it? She could have gone to King’s Cross, Waterloo, Victoria, Baker Street, Holborn, or the Tottenham Court Road. She could have got off her bus and travelled by tube. She could have gone to Scotland by motor coach. She could have taken a taxi and driven down to the docks. Anybody’s guess is as good as anybody else’s.’




  Miss Silver said, ‘Dear me!’




  An hour or two later Thomasina Elliot sat in one of the curly walnut chairs and gazed at Miss Silver. She had been sitting there for not more than twenty-five minutes, but she had already told this dowdy little ex-governess quite a number of things which she had not seen fit to impart to Peter Brandon or to Detective Inspector Abbott.




  Things about Anna Ball – ‘She depended on me. People oughtn’t to depend on each other like that. I did my best to stop her, but it wasn’t any use, and she just hadn’t got anyone else. That is how I am quite sure she didn’t just get bored and stop writing. She hasn’t got any family, and she hasn’t got any friends. She hasn’t got anyone except me. I’ve got to find her.’




  Things about herself – ‘Aunt Barbara left me quite a lot of money. I’m twenty-two, and I can do anything I like with it. It really is quite a lot, because she had a frightfully rich godmother – rather queer but very kind. She was about a hundred, and she left everything to Aunt Barbara, and Aunt Barbara left half to me and half to Peter. I used to be taken to see her.’ Thomasina’s gaze became one of artless interest. ‘She had curly chairs just like yours, and the exact twin of your bookcase. You don’t mind my saying that, do you? It made me feel as if I knew you the minute I came in.’




  She received the smile with which Miss Silver had won not only the confidence but the affection of many clients. It prompted Thomasina to discourse about Peter Brandon.




  ‘Aunt Barbara married his uncle. He is about ten years older than I am. Aunt Barbara wanted me to marry him, but she didn’t put it in her will. He asks me every now and then, but I don’t suppose he really wants me to. You see, he knows all my faults and I know his, and it might be dull not having anything to find out about each other. Of course one would know the worst—’




  Miss Silver looked at her kindly.




  ‘There is much to be said for a steady affection as a foundation for marriage.’




  Thomasina sighed.




  ‘That is what Aunt Barbara used to say.’ She sighed again. ‘Peter has a very domineering disposition. He writes books, you know. I suppose when you get accustomed to pushing characters about just the way you want to, it makes you think you can do the same thing with real people. Peter is being very domineering about poor Anna. He keeps saying, “Let her alone and she will turn up.” ’




  Miss Silver knitted in silence for a moment. Then she said,




  ‘That last letter you spoke of – I should like to see it.’




  Thomasina opened her bag.




  ‘Inspector Abbott said you would. It’s very short. Here it is.’




  A folded sheet was handed over – notepaper with an embossed heading, 5 Lenister Street, S. W., and a telephone number, obviously Mrs Dugdale’s. Under the heading a few lines in a scrawled downward-sloping hand with no set beginning:




   




  ‘I shall be out of here by the time you get this, and thank goodness!’ Heavy underlining. ‘How I have borne it! I shan’t tell you about my new job until I get there – no time – all very sudden. I’m sending you a box of things to keep for me in case I don’t stay.




    Love,




   Anna.’




   




  Miss Silver handed the letter back.




  ‘Have you seen this Mrs Dugdale, Anna Ball’s late employer?’




  Thomasina’s eyes kindled.




  ‘If you can call it seeing!’ she said in an indignant voice. ‘Flat on a sofa in a dressing-gown, with all the blinds down and a bottle of smelling-salts in her hand! And all she would say was, Anna didn’t leave an address and she didn’t know anything about her, and please would I go away, because her head was too bad to talk. And a most frightful prison wardress sort of maid gave me a look and told me to go. Oh, Miss Silver – you will do something about it, won’t you? Inspector Abbott said if anyone could get something out of her, it would be you.’




  FIVE




  IT WAS BY good management and not by mere good fortune that Miss Silver penetrated the defences of 5 Lenister Street in the late afternoon of the following day. As a result of her cases she had acquired a number of useful social contacts. With the information supplied to her by Scotland Yard and a judicious employment of the telephone she arrived at a friend of a friend of Mrs Dugdale’s. A little kindly pressure, some expressions of regard and gratitude, and the desired introduction had been achieved.
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