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ONE


Maggie Bell stretched out a hand and picked up the telephone receiver. It was a thin, bony hand with jutting knuckles and it moved with a jerk. Maggie did everything in jerks. She was twenty-nine years old, but she had not grown or developed very much since she had had what was always alluded to with some family pride as her ‘accident’. A car had knocked her down in the village street when she was twelve.


      She lay all day on a couch drawn up to the window in the room over Mr Bisset’s Grocery Stores. That was what Mr Bisset called his shop, but actually it sold a great many things that could not possibly be classed as groceries. The term might of course be stretched to cover the liquorice bootlaces, a sweet now extinct in many parts of England and concocted by Mrs Bisset from a family recipe, but it could not apply to the mohair or leather varieties which hung from hooks on either side of the entrance. Onions, tomatoes, apples, pears, and nuts in season were of course quite in order, but a row of cotton overalls and a pile of strong boots, lads’ and men’s, could only be accounted for by the fact that Deeping was a village and that Mr Bisset’s ‘Grocery Stores’ was in fact its general shop.


      On a good day Maggie could look from the window above the entrance and check up on nearly everyone in Deeping. Most of them would wave a hand and give her a ‘Good-morning!’ or a ‘Hullo, Maggie!’ Mrs Abbott from Abbottsleigh never missed. She’d wave her hand and smile, and Colonel Abbott would look up and nod, but if it was Miss Cicely she’d come running up the stairs with a book or a magazine and stay a little. Maggie read a great deal. You had to do something, lying there all day. That was the way she put it to herself, having grown up in circles where reading was synonymous with idleness.


      Miss Cicely brought her real nice books, and not the improving kind neither. Maggie had a sharp eye for being improved, and an impenetrable armour against it. She liked the age-old success story – the barefoot boy who sells papers in the streets and becomes a millionaire, the girl who starts so plain that nobody will look at her and ends up a raving beauty or a duchess. She liked a good murder, with all the corpse’s friends and enemies suspected in turn. She liked travel books with people crossing rope bridges or wading in swamps where snakes, crocodiles, lions, tigers, and enormous apes might at any moment burst upon the view.


      Abbottsleigh was a treasure-house. Mrs Abbott had been known to remark that she possessed a larger library of rubbish than any other woman in England – ‘so reposeful after two lots of war literature to say nothing of the papers – so dreadfully up-to-date, if you know what I mean.’


      Maggie didn’t read all the time. She could sew when she was propped up, but she couldn’t keep on at it. Her mother was the village dressmaker, so of course anything Maggie could do was a help. Buttons and buttonholes, hooks and eyes, and all the odd finishings – these were her share of the work, done in a series of jerks but quite neatly. Mrs Bell was clever and got quite a lot of custom from the big houses round. She had got through the war on turning and making over the ransackings of old laid-away things which had certainly never expected to be haled from their seclusion. Her proudest moment, and Maggie’s, was when Mrs Abbott brought her old Lady Evelyn Abbott’s wedding-dress to see what could be done with it for Miss Cicely. ‘Because of course you simply can’t get stuff like that now, and Cicely has a fancy for it. I shouldn’t have wanted to get married in my grandmother’s wedding-dress myself, but there’s been rather a fashion for that sort of thing, and of course it is lovely stuff.’


      The folds of deep creamy satin had filled the room. That was the long Court train with roses worked on it in pearls, but the dress was plain, to show off the flounce of Brussels point which draped it. Maggie had never seen anything so lovely in her life. It made her tremble to think of touching it. Pity about Miss Cicely being a little brown thing. Funny too. There was the Colonel, a handsome upstanding gentleman, and Mrs Abbott not what you’d call a beauty but what Mrs Bell called a fine woman that showed her clothes off, and there was Miss Cicely a little bit of a brown thing with big eyes and nothing much else. And all that beautiful cream satin for her wedding dress. Well, it hadn’t brought her luck. There she was, back at Abbottsleigh, and Mr Grant Hathaway at Deepside, and talk of a divorce. Nobody knew what had gone wrong between them – three months married and a split like that! Even Maggie didn’t know what it was all about, and Maggie knew most things, because when she wasn’t sewing or reading she was listening in on the telephone.


      Deeping possessed that invaluable source of private information, a party line. The dozen or so houses with telephones had this line in common. Anyone who chose could listen to a neighbour’s conversation by merely lifting the receiver. This should have made everyone very careful, but familiarity breeds indifference if not contempt. It is difficult to divest oneself of the illusion of privacy when one is using one’s own telephone in one’s own private room. Maggie knew all the best times for listening and she managed to collect a good deal of information about a good many people, but she never found out why Cicely Hathaway had left her husband. The nearest she ever came to it was the evening when she lifted her receiver and heard Grant Hathaway say, ‘Cicely—’


      There was no answer for such a long time that Maggie wondered if there was going to be any answer at all. Then a little cold voice said,


      ‘What is it?’


      Maggie was listening passionately, her bony hand clutching the receiver, her long, sharp nose quivering at the tip. She heard Grant Hathaway say,


      ‘We can’t go on like this. I want to see you.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Cicely!’


      ‘I have nothing to say to you, and you have nothing to say to me.’


      ‘That’s just where you happen to be wrong. I’ve got plenty to say to you.’


      There was another of those long pauses. Then Cicely Hathaway said,


      ‘Nothing I want to hear.’


      ‘Cis – don’t be a fool!’


      Cicely Hathaway said a very odd thing. She said,


      ‘A fool and his money are soon parted. You can have it.’


      And hard on that a slam which shook the whole party line. It was Mr Grant who had banged down the receiver, because when the tremor on the line had died Maggie could hear Miss Cicely catch her breath a mile away at Abbottsleigh. Then she hung up too.


      That looked as if the quarrel had something to do with money. Well, Miss Cicely had plenty, left her direct by old Lady Evelyn after she had quarrelled with everyone else in the family. And Mr Grant hadn’t any at all, as everybody knew – only the big place and his farming experiments which hadn’t begun to pay but he was quite sure they were going to.


      Maggie thought dispassionately that Miss Cicely was cutting off her nose to spite her face. If a man married a rich wife he expected to get something out of it, didn’t he? And whatever the rights of it were, there he was, good-looking enough to turn any girl’s head, and there was Miss Cicely, just a little brown thing, and if she didn’t take care, somebody else would get him.


      Maggie put the receiver to her ear and heard a woman’s voice say with what she thought was a funny accent,


      ‘Mr Hathaway – I wish to speak to Mr Hathaway.’










TWO


It was on the following afternoon, which was a Saturday, that Frank Abbott was taken out to tea with Miss Alvina Grey. He was spending a week-end with his uncle and aunt, of whom he was more than a little fond. Colonel Abbott was so extraordinarily like his own father as to provide a sense of coming home for the holidays, whilst Mrs Abbott, warm, inconsequent, made a particular appeal to his sense of humour. With Cicely he had been on teasing terms until she married and became almost at once someone behind steel bars. Nobody seemed to know why the marriage had broken up. Monica Abbott mourned to him about it.


      ‘You’d think she would tell her mother if she didn’t tell anyone else, but not a word, not a single word, except of course that she never wanted to see him again, and how soon could she get a divorce. And when Mr Waterson told her she couldn’t unless there was another woman or something like that – well, really, Frank, I thought she was going to faint. He said Grant could divorce her for desertion, but not for three years, but she couldn’t divorce him unless he gave her cause, and all she said was, “He won’t”, and walked straight out. And of course it really would be better if she would go away and let things settle down, but she says why should she let herself be driven away from her home. And I see her point – but, my dear Frank, so dreadfully awkward, only we’re getting hardened – at least I suppose we are. He used not to come to church at all regularly – at least not until he was courting Cicely. She plays the organ, you know. The Gainsfords gave it as a memorial to the son who was killed in 1915. It’s a lovely instrument and she plays it beautifully, and whether that’s why he comes, I don’t know, but there he is every Sunday, and comes up to us afterwards as if nothing had happened. Only of course Cis isn’t there, because she goes on playing for ages and he doesn’t wait, just comes up to Reg and me and says something, and we say something, and everyone stares – really people have no manners – and then off he goes in a sort of seven-league boot kind of way. And Cis probably playing a funeral march or something like that inside and coming home late for lunch and nothing makes Mrs Mayhew lose her temper worse, except not eating anything, which she considers an insult to the food – and looking as if she’d just seen seventeen ghosts.’ Mrs Abbott paused momentarily for breath and added with renewed vigour, ‘I’d like to knock their heads together!’


      Detective Sergeant Frank Abbott raised a pale eyebrow.


      ‘Why don’t you?’


      She laughed ruefully.


      ‘They’re never near enough. I did ask him what it was all about. We met in the Lane and there wasn’t anyone there, and he said, “Hasn’t Cicely told you?” So I said, “No, she hasn’t.” And he said, “Nothing doing, ma’am,” and he took my hand and kissed it and said, “Mothers-in-law out of the ring!” So there was nothing more I could do, was there? He’s sweet, you know, and I think Cis is a fool – I don’t care what he’s done. I’m a fool too, because I cried, and he lent me his handkerchief – mine’s always lost when it would be the slightest bit of good. Oh dear, why did I talk about it? Too stupid of me when I’m going out to tea. Oh, my dear boy, thank you!’


      Frank watched her dab her eyes with his neatly folded handkerchief. When she had leaned her nose against it and sniffed once or twice, and he had assured her that neither it nor her eyes were red, she smiled a little shakily, and began to tell him about Miss Alvina.


      ‘The late Rector’s daughter. He lived to be ninety-seven. She has what used to be the sexton’s house, only she calls it Rectory Cottage now – just beyond the church and most convenient, because she does the flowers. Only of course we rather wish she wouldn’t, because she just crams them in, and she has a passion for marigolds. Not that I mind them myself, but not with pink sweet peas, and with Miss Vinnie you never know. She is distressingly fond of pink, which is all very well, but you can have too much of it. Wait till you see her room!’


      It was just as they were starting that Cicely came up the garden with the dogs at her heels – an old liver-and-white spaniel, and a black dachshund with melting eyes and an insinuating manner who was trailing a lead. At the moment he was full of virtue because, having been put on the lead just up the Lane, he had avoided his usual scolding for chasing Mrs Caddle’s cat.


      ‘He always does,’ said Cicely, releasing him. ‘And she doesn’t like it – Mrs Caddle, I mean, not the cat – so I’ve taken to putting him on till we get past the Grange. Of course the cat’s perfectly all right.’ She screwed up a little cross face which would have been attractive if it had been allowed to smile. ‘Cats always have the upper hand, and this one’s the fierce stripy sort – a regular tiger. She sits on the wall and mocks at Bramble, and of course he goes mad.’ Her eyes glinted at Frank for a moment, then sank again into gloom as she turned them on her mother. ‘I met Mrs Caddle when I was going out and she looked like nothing on earth.’


      Monica immediately displayed the true village spirit.


      ‘But, Cis, she’s at Miss Vinnie’s until five. Are you sure it was Mrs Caddle?’


      Cicely gave a short, hard laugh. Everything she did these days was jerky and abrupt.


      ‘Of course I’m sure! It’s getting dark now, but not too dark to recognize people, and anyhow it wasn’t dark then. She was coming up the Lane as I was going down, and she looked as if she’d been crying her eyes out. It’s that Albert, I expect. I can’t think why he couldn’t have got shot or something when the war was on, instead of coming here to break poor Ellen’s heart.’ She turned back to Frank, a sudden flame in her look. ‘She was Gran’s head housemaid – the nice comfortable middle-aged sort – and she went and lost her head about the Harlows’ chauffeur who’d been in the Commandos, and was ass enough to marry him. And now God knows what he’s been up to, but she looks like death. Aren’t women fools!’


      She stamped her foot and ran from them suddenly in the dusk, Bramble barking wildly and snatching at her ankles, the old spaniel following at a walk. She did not stop running until she reached her own room, where she banged and locked the door. But of course it wasn’t the slightest use, because she had to open it again for Bramble, who was a spoilt toad, and if you didn’t let him in, all he did was to sit outside and blow under the door until you did. Even after this brief separation it was, as far as he was concerned, an occasion for pouncing, barking, and the endearing kind of nibble which was the way he had of kissing. The worst of it was that he made her cry. She made haste to lock the door again, because nobody – nobody had seen her cry since she was five years old. Nobody except Bramble, who had now bounded on to the bed and with lightning rapidity gone to sleep like a black snail on the green eiderdown. Certainly not Grant.


      Certainly – certainly not Grant. The flame of her anger against him came up in her again and dried the tears. He had shown her something unimaginably beautiful – and murdered it. No, it was much worse than that – he had shown it to her, and then she had found out that what he had shown her was a sham. She could have borne to have her beautiful thing and lose it. What kept her in torment night and day was to know that she had never really had it at all.


      She walked up and down in the room. The curtains had been drawn. She had turned on the lamp by the bed. Its green shade gave all the light in the room a wavering underwater look. Cicely walking up and down in it wasn’t really there at all. She was going out with the dogs, walking up the Lane, stopping at the Grange to put Bramble on the lead.


      Mark Harlow came out of the back gate while she was doing it. She straightened up to see him standing a couple of yards away and looking at her.


      ‘Going for a walk? You’ve left it a bit late, haven’t you?’


      ‘I like walking in the dusk.’


      ‘It will be dark before you get back.’


      ‘I like walking in the dark.’


      ‘Well, I don’t like your doing it.’ Then, as her chin lifted, he broke into laughter. ‘Not my business? I suppose you’re right!’


      ‘Yes.’


      He came near enough to touch her lightly on the shoulder. Bramble growled and pulled at his lead – if you came out for a walk, why didn’t you go for a walk?


      Mark said in a softened voice,


      ‘Proud, cold little thing – aren’t you?’


      She looked up at him, her eyes dark.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Mayn’t I come with you?’


      ‘No, Mark.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘I don’t want you. I don’t want anyone.’


      He laughed, and turned back to the gate again. Cicely went on.


      As soon as she had gone a little way she let Bramble off the lead and ran with him, old Tumble plodding behind. Bramble was very funny when he ran. His ears flapped, and every now and then he did a sort of spy hop which extended his view. There might be rabbits, there might be birds, there might be another cat, there might be a weasel or a stoat – there might even be a badger, arch-enemy of his race. Immemorial generations of little hounds bred for hunting the badger stirred in him to sharpen the zest with which he snuffed the air.


      Cicely ran as lightly and almost as fast as he did. The colour came to her cheeks. She meant to go no farther than where the driving-road cut across the Lane between the Harlow land and Grant Hathaway’s. Before everything happened the dogs were trained to stop on the edge of the road and wait for her ‘Hi over!’ The Lane went on on the other side. It went all the way to Lenton. Bramble couldn’t understand why they didn’t ‘Hi over’ any more. He and Tumble halted obediently at the edge of the road, but instead of crossing it they had to turn. It was too dull. Tumble didn’t mind of course. He was old and fat, and he no longer cared for walks. It was Bramble who never had enough, and Cicely who could run as far as he did and then sink down laughing whilst he pounced for joy and nibbled at her hair.


      But now there was no more laughing, and they always turned at the road. Today they turned as usual. The sun had set and a cold dusk was falling over the fields on the right, and the fields on the left, and the two high hedgerows between which they walked. And then, coming up behind them silently and swiftly, Grant Hathaway on a bicycle. He was past them before they heard him come. He was past them and off his bicycle, leaning it against the bank and coming back to a snuffing, sobbing welcome from Bramble and no welcome at all from Cicely.


      Husband and wife stood looking at each other with all there was between them – a young man, broad-shouldered, with an easy way of moving, neither fair nor dark – the regulation brown-haired Englishman with eyes between blue and grey. He looked strong, and he looked as if he might have a temper. He was also what Monica had once called quite sinfully good-looking – ‘Men have no business to be heart-smiters – they’ve got too many aces up their sleeve without that.’ Grant Hathaway had too many aces. Perhaps Cicely would have found it easier to forgive him if he hadn’t. He was smiling as he looked at her. One of the things which drove red-hot knives into her as she walked her bedroom floor was the fact that his smile could still make her heart turn over. What sort of hateful, despisable stuff were you made of for a smile to do that to you? When everything was finished, when you knew that there hadn’t ever been anything at all, he had only to smile and your heart flapped round like a dying fish.


      He stood there and smiled, and said,


      ‘Well, Cis – how goes it?’


      She didn’t say anything at all. What was there to say? It had all been said. The Lane was narrow. There was a good deal of Grant. If he wanted to stop her, she couldn’t get past him, and if he touched her – if he touched her—


      She would have to speak after all, because if he touched her she couldn’t answer for what she might do. Horrible to feel as if everything might slip away and leave you just pure savage – a creature gone back to the wild and the weapons of the wild, clawing, scratching, biting. She said in an icy voice,


      ‘I’ve got nothing to say.’


      ‘No wonder I wanted to marry you – the woman who doesn’t answer back!’


      She found something to say after all – the one weapon that would never fail her.


      ‘But that’s not why you married me – is it? You had a much better reason than that.’


      He was still smiling.


      ‘Stupid of me. I married you for your money, didn’t I? I keep forgetting. So easy to forget, isn’t it?’


      He knew how to get through her armour. And her weapon had failed her after all, because he didn’t care. He was quite, quite shameless, and he found it easy to forget. She said in a low voice of fury,


      ‘Let me pass!’


      He laughed.


      ‘I’m not stopping you!’ Then, as she moved, he stooped and caught up Bramble by the scruff of his neck.


      As if his touch had been on her own flesh, she dropped the other end of the lead and walked past without looking back, whilst he pulled Bramble’s ears, calling him by silly familiar names, and finally putting him down with a quick ‘Be off with you, little black mouse!’


      There was a moment of indecision. Then without turning her head Cicely called ‘Bramble!’ and he ran after her trailing his lead.


      That was all, but it was enough and to spare. She went on walking up and down in her room.










THREE


Monica and Frank took their way down the Lane. It was deep dusk now and would be very dark. They came out into the village street, turned to the right and, passing a row of cottages and the Rectory, arrived at the church. Miss Alvina’s cottage lay a little beyond the Rectory and was the last in the village. It was old, the black beams of its living-room not much more than six foot above the flagstones of the floor. Miss Alvina, considering them gloomy, had painted them a good bright rose, performing this act of desecration with great gusto from a precarious perch upon a kitchen chair. The result fully justified her boast that the room was now much brighter. She had not actually painted the window seat, but it was heaped with pink cushions. Roses as large as cauliflowers bloomed on the sofa and three chintz-covered chairs, whilst the curtains, cut down after long service in the Rectory drawing-room, had preserved to a surprising extent the vigour of a cerise stripe upon rather a bright blue ground. There was not really room upon the walls for all the treasured pictures which had once had a more spacious home, but Miss Alvina had done her best. An overmantel in poker-work assisted the mantelpiece in its task of supporting as many photographs and knick-knacks as possible. The month being January, the fine scarlet geraniums in pink and blue glazed pots which adorned the room in summer were now replaced by bunches of orange everlastings grown very successfully in Miss Alvina’s little back garden.


      She herself wore a pink blouse with her grey coat and skirt, and some rather tired pink cotton roses pinned to the lapel. Her bushy grey hair bulged in every direction under the black felt hat which was, like the curtains, a survival from the past. None of the young people in Deeping had ever seen her in any other hat. Cicely could remember it looking just as it did now when she was seven or eight years old and was given pink sweets for being a good little girl in church. The hair it was supposed to cover had rebelled against it then as it rebelled against it now. Under the hat and all that hair there were neat little features, very bright blue eyes, and so small a mouth that one wondered how Miss Vinnie managed to eat with it.


      Frank took all this in as he shook hands, taking care not to straighten up again too suddenly in case the pink beam should be a trifle under six foot. With some relief he subsided into a chair, whilst Miss Alvina twittered on a theme to which he should by now have been accustomed, but which always induced a feeling of savage boredom.


      ‘So very interesting to think that you are at Scotland Yard. We must all mind our p’s and q’s, mustn’t we, or you will be arresting us.’ She gave the little dear laugh which went with the high, birdlike voice, and then changed it suddenly to a cough, because, well as she knew the Abbotts, it was the first time their nephew had come to tea and at close quarters there was something a little daunting about his slim elegance – fair hair mirror-smooth, eyes of pale unchanging blue, and, oh dear, such beautiful clothes. Miss Alvina had an eye for detail. She noticed the socks, the tie, the handkerchief, the impeccable cut of the coat, and the really beautiful shoes. Not in the least like a policeman. A vision of Joseph Turnberry, the village constable, entered her mind upon heavily clumping feet. A very worthy young man of course, and a good baritone voice for the choir. She had a high esteem for Joseph, whom she had taught in Sunday school, but for the moment he added to her slight confusion. Her colour rose and she turned with relief to Mrs Abbott, who was excusing her husband with the smoothness of long practice.


      ‘The Clothing Accounts, Miss Vinnie – he has left them to the last moment again. I am sure you will understand.’


      Miss Alvina understood perfectly. Everyone in Deeping knew that Colonel Abbott would not go out to tea-parties. ‘A pack of rubbish! And you’ll take away each other’s characters much more comfortably without me.’ Most people had heard him say it, but the conventions continued to be observed. He was always invited; and if it wasn’t the Clothing Club accounts which prevented him from coming, it would be the autumn clearing-up in the garden, the winter pruning, or the spring planting-out. There were also dogs who had to be exercised and a number of other useful refuges from hospitality. Mrs Abbott rang the changes on them with amiability and charm.


      When Colonel Abbott had been disposed of, Cicely’s ‘I simply won’t go out in a gang’ had to be softened into ‘She was afraid we’d be too much of a party for you.’ After which Miss Vinnie addressed herself to the tea-table and poured a straw-coloured liquid out of a very large Victorian teapot into her best eggshell china tea-cups, which had no handles and were quite terribly difficult to drink out of. If the tea was hot, you burned your fingers. If you didn’t burn your fingers, it meant that the tea was at that horrid lukewarm stage when it not only looked like straw but tasted like it too. Frank, like every other male visitor, was torn between a horrid conviction that it would be impossible to get through without crushing or dropping his fragile cup and an inexcusable urge to precipitate the crash and get it over.


      Miss Alvina informed him that the tea-set had come from China as a present to her great-grandmother – ‘Only she didn’t marry the gentleman who sent it, because just about then she met my great-grandfather at a Hunt Ball. They were married in exactly a month to the day, which wasn’t considered at all the thing, but my great-grandfather was so impetuous. And they were married for sixty years and had fifteen children, and never a cross word between them. You can see their tombstone if you look out of the little window at the end of the room – at least you could if it were not so dark. I do hope you don’t mind sitting like this with the lights on and the curtains not drawn. It’s a thing I used not to care about myself, but now I enjoy it because it means that the war is over and one can think about that horrid black-out and be so glad that you don’t have to do it any more. And then, of course, being right on the outskirts of the village, I think it’s rather nice for anyone coming down the path off the Common – such a lonely road, especially where it runs through Dead Man’s Copse!’


      Frank Abbott put himself out of temptation by setting down his empty cup.


      ‘Who was the dead man?’ he asked.


      Miss Alvina pressed a home-made bun upon him and dispensed more straw-coloured tea. The bun was stuck full of caraway seeds and iced over all with a layer of soft pink sugar.


      ‘Well, it’s rather a horrid story, Mr Frank, but of course it’s so long ago, they would all have been dead anyway. He was called Edward Brand, and he was some sort of connection of the Tomalyns who were the family that owned Deerhurst Park on the other side of the Common. They’ve quite died out now, but you can see their tombs in the church. They owned all the land right up to the path across the Common, and they let this Edward Brand go and live in what they called the Forester’s House, right in the middle of the wood. No one knew where he came from, or why they let him live there. He was very tall and thin, with long coal-black hair tied back with a riband. It was in the eighteenth century and most people wore wigs with powder on them, but Edward Brand wore his own long black hair. He lived quite alone in the Forester’s House, and in a little while nobody would go near the place, especially after dark. It was said that he practised witchcraft. People were very superstitious in those days— My dear Mrs Abbott, do let me fill your cup. And you really must taste my strawberry jam. Ellen Caddle made it a new way this year and it has really turned out very well.’


      Mrs Abbott said, ‘It’s delicious. I think Ellen really is a witch. I can’t get my jam to taste like this. But go on – tell Frank how Edward Brand became the Dead Man.’


      ‘If you think it’s a suitable subject for the tea-table—’ said Miss Alvina. She turned to Frank. ‘Well, the stories got worse and worse. Even on the path along the Common people said bats swooped on them and they heard owls shrieking, and some of them said it sounded more like human beings, and they got to think dreadful things went on in the Forester’s House. In the end there was some story about a girl who disappeared, only it turned out afterwards she’d run away from home because she didn’t get on with her step-mother. Everyone thought Edward Brand had something to do with her disappearing like that. She was quite a young girl, not more than fourteen. They thought none of their children would be safe, so they went up into the wood to burn the Forester’s House. My father said that when he was a boy the old sexton who used to have this house told him his grandfather was one of the men who went up from Deeping to call Edward Brand to account. He said they found the house quite empty, with all the doors and windows wide open and no sign of anyone there. There were a great many looking-glasses in the rooms, and they broke them, and pulled the doors from the hinges, and came away. There was no path up to the house, only as much of a track as anyone would make going to and fro. The Common path is quite a long way off. When they got back to it where it runs between the trees they came suddenly on the body of Edward Brand hanging from a long straight branch. And they buried him at the cross roads where the path comes down off the Common just outside the churchyard wall. That’s what they did with suicides in those days. The Forester’s House is still up there in the wood, but nobody’s lived in it since and nobody likes going near it. And the place between the trees where they found Edward Brand hanging has been called Dead Man’s Copse ever since.’


      Frank Abbott’s attention was caught not so much by the story as by the fact that whilst she was telling it her small twittering personality seemed to have receded into the background. He had the strongest impression that the story itself was being passed on to him as it had been received – no absorption had taken place. He had no doubt that it came to him as it had come to her, and to her father, from the old sexton whose grandfather had seen Edward Brand hanging in Dead Man’s Copse – all in the true line of oral tradition, a thing not uncommon in village life, though not as common as it used to be. He thought Miss Silver would be interested, and put it away to tell her.


      The tea-party went on as tea-parties do. Half past five struck, and a quarter to six. Monica and Miss Alvina seemed to have a great deal to talk about. Frank reflected that there always was a lot to talk about in a village, because sooner or later everything that happened got into circulation and was passed on vigorously until something else took its place. Of course sometimes the thing hadn’t happened at all. A pleasing element of doubt and mystery was then added to the gossip. As a good many of the people in Deeping were only names to him, he found it difficult to feel any marked degree of interest, though some of it was to come back to him afterwards. Maggie Bell and the way she listened in on the party line – Miss Alvina’s indignant, ‘Everyone knows she does it, and I think it’s high time someone spoke to her or to Mrs Bell’, and Monica’s indulgent ‘Poor Maggie, she has so few pleasures. If it amuses her to hear me ordering the fish from Lenton or making an appointment with my dentist, I should hate to snatch it away.’


      Miss Alvina had become a little heated, and it was perhaps to change the subject that Monica Abbott began to talk about Mrs Caddle, whom he identified with the Ellen responsible for their superlative strawberry jam, and who appeared to be Miss Vinnie’s daily help.


      ‘Cicely met her in the Lane when she was coming back from giving the dogs a run this afternoon – I thought she stayed all day. And Cis said she looked terrible, as if she’d been crying her eyes out. Is there anything wrong?’


      The twitter returned in full force.


      ‘That’s just what I said to her, Mrs Abbott. You know she comes at nine – I get my own breakfast – and the minute I saw her I said, “Dear me, Ellen, what’s wrong? You look as if you’d been crying your eyes out.” My exact words, and so she did. And all she would say was she’d got a headache. So then I told her she’d better go back and lie down. She said she’d rather work, so I told her to make herself a good cup of tea. But after lunch she looked so bad I sent her home. And you know, she may say what she likes about a headache – and I dare say she had one, because there’s nothing like crying to bring them on, is there – but it isn’t the first time she’s looked as if she’d been crying all night, and quite between ourselves, I’m afraid there is something wrong at home. Albert Caddle may be a very good chauffeur – and I believe he is – but it was very foolish of her to marry him – so much younger, and really quite a stranger here. However, we mustn’t gossip, must we?’ She turned to Frank with unsolicited information. ‘Her husband is chauffeur to Mr Harlow at The Grange, and he gets his dinner up at the house. That is to say, he was old Mr Harlow’s chauffeur after he was demobilized, and when Mr Harlow died last year and his nephew Mr Mark came into the property, he stayed on. Mr Mark doesn’t much care about driving himself, which seems strange, because he’s quite a young man. Do you know at all why it is, Mrs Abbott? He’s a friend of Cicely’s, isn’t he?’


      Monica Abbott felt the sharp anger which always came up in her when anyone bracketed Mark Harlow’s name with Cicely’s. What made it a great deal worse was that she must on no account let anyone see that she was angry. She smiled now and said in her most amiable tone,


      ‘I don’t know if he is a friend – he is a very pleasant acquaintance. He is away so much that we all see less of him than we should like. I’m afraid I have no idea why he doesn’t drive, but you could ask him, couldn’t you?’


      The church clock was striking six. Miss Alvina became a little flustered.


      ‘Oh, I wouldn’t dream! It would seem so – so intrusive.’


      ‘It might,’ said Monica Abbott.


      Miss Alvina pursued the theme.


      ‘I did ask Ellen Caddle. I don’t mean to say that she would talk about Mr Harlow’s affairs, but I did happen to ask her whether she knew if he suffered from – night-blindness, I think they call it. Because he does drive himself in the day, and of course sometimes at night too. Ellen said she didn’t think there was anything to stop him driving if he wanted to, but I just wondered whether it could be that. Old Mr Tolley had it – his wife always had to drive if it was after dark, and he had very good sight in the daytime. Mr Harlow certainly has very fine eyes – don’t you think so? And so good-looking.’


      ‘He is a very pleasant acquaintance,’ said Mrs Abbott with finality. Then she turned her head sharply. ‘What’s that? It sounds like someone running.’


      Frank Abbott had heard those stumbling, running footsteps for a full half minute before Monica turned her head. They all heard them now – desperate, stumbling, running feet coming down off the old path from the Common and across the road. There was the sound of gasping breath, the clatter of the gate thrown back. And then, before any of them could reach the outer door, there were hands that beat on it, and a girl’s voice screaming, ‘Murder! Let me in!’










FOUR


It was two or three days later that Frank Abbott, off duty for the evening and very comfortable in one of Miss Maud Silver’s Victorian chairs with the bright blue covers and the curly walnut legs, looked across at her knitting placidly on the other side of the hearth and broke off his narrative to remark,


      ‘It’s right up your street, you know. What a pity you couldn’t have been there.’


      Miss Silver’s needles clicked. An infant’s coatee revolved. She coughed slightly and said,


      ‘My dear Frank, pray continue.’


      He went on looking at her in the half teasing way which did not quite conceal a deep affection and respect. From her Edwardian fringe, rigidly controlled by a hair-net, to her black woollen stockings and beaded glacé shoes she was the perfect survival of a type now almost extinct. She might have stepped out of any family album to be immediately recognized as a spinster relative of slender means but indomitable character, or at a second view as the invaluable governess whose pupils, doing her credit in after life, would never forget what they owed to her ministrations.


      What no one would have guessed was that Miss Maud Silver, after twenty years of the schoolroom, had left it behind her to become a highly successful private detective. Not that she described herself in this manner. She remained a gentlewoman, and she found the word repugnant to a gentlewoman’s feelings. Her professional card described her as:


 


                                    Miss Maud Silver


                                                      15 Montague Mansions


 


and added in the right-hand bottom corner the legend, ‘Private enquiries’.


      Her new profession had brought her modest comfort and a great many friends. Their portraits thronged the mantelpiece and a couple of occasional tables. There were a good many young men and girls, and a number of blooming babies in old-fashioned frames of silver, and fretwork, and silver filigree upon plush.


      As Miss Silver looked about her room her heart was wont to swell with gratitude to Providence, not only for having surrounded her with all this comfort, but for having preserved her and her possessions through six terrible years of war. There had been a bomb at the end of the street. Her windows had been broken, and one of the blue plush curtains had sustained a rather nasty cut, but it had been so neatly mended by her invaluable Emma that even she herself could hardly see the darn. A lot of dust and rubble had got into the carpet, of the same bright peacock-blue shade as the curtains, but it had returned from the cleaners as good as new. Her pictures had not been damaged at all. Hope still turned her bandaged eyes upon some inner dream. The Black Brunswicker bade an eternal farewell to his bride. Millais’ lovely nun still pleaded for Mercy in the picture which everyone used to call the Huguenot. Bubbles still watched the flight of perishable joy. Cosy, very cosy, was Miss Silver’s invariable conclusion. And so providentially preserved.


      She said, ‘Pray continue, my dear Frank,’ and was all attention.


      ‘Well, as I said, it’s right up your street. There was this girl battering on the door and crying murder, and falling down in a dead faint as soon as she got inside. Rather a pretty girl – on the up-and-coming side, I should think, when not on the edge of being frightened to death.’


      ‘Was she known to your aunt and Miss Grey?’


      ‘Oh, yes. Name of Mary Stokes. Demobilized from the ATS and helping on an uncle’s farm on the other side of the Common. Rather pretty, as I said. Rather silly and, I’m not so sure about this, but I got a sort of idea that underneath all the screaming and fainting there was something – well, tough.’


      ‘What made you think so?’


      ‘I don’t know. She came round pretty quick – I thought there were indications that the brain was ticking over. I may have got it all wrong – girls are so odd. Of course you read them like a book. I wish you had been there. Anyhow Monica and Miss Grey got her round, and after some preliminary gasping this is what she said. Her uncle has a farm on the other side of the Common – Tomlin’s Farm it’s called. All the land over there and down as far as Deeping used to belong to a family called Tomalyn. They’ve died out years ago, but the farm keeps the name. The farmer is Stokes, same like the niece. Well, she was coming in to Deeping by the path I told you about, the one running through Dead Man’s Copse.’


      Miss Silver coughed.


      ‘Would it be the way she would naturally come?’


      His left eyebrow rose a trifle.


      ‘It’s the nearest way.’


      ‘There is another?’


      ‘Yes, there is. It’s a little longer and comes into the village farther on – in fact very nearly at the other end. It’s the driving-road. No one in their senses would take a car over the other, though I dare say it’s been done – there are a lot of lunatics on the road. Anyhow that’s one of the things that made me feel Miss Mary Stokes might be tough. I gather that the local inhabitants don’t queue up to go through Dead Man’s Copse in the dark.’
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