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Dedication

For Carolyn Marino . . .

for so many reasons, professional and personal, we’ve lost count,

and

For Danielle Bartlett . . .

who is absolutely awesome. There’s no other word.
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Near Padstow, Cornwall

Autumn 1920

It was a warm day for autumn, the sun shining from breakfast through the early afternoon, an unexpected break in the weather.

Afterward no one could be sure who had first suggested going out in the boat.

Very likely our last chance until the spring. What do you say? Don’t you think it will be a lark?

And so the four young women staying the weekend at the Place mounted their bicycles shortly after luncheon had been cleared away and went down to the river landing that belonged to the Grenvilles. There they took out the rowboat.

They were proficient at it, having done it many times before. Taking turns rowing, they went upstream some distance until they could look into the back garden of the house belonging to Elaine’s family. Someone was on the terrace—her brother?—and they tried shouting to attract his attention, but he couldn’t hear them. Or perhaps he didn’t wish to. And then they turned downstream again.

They were only a matter of yards from the landing where they had taken out the boat when Sara said, “Look. That man. He’s trying to get our attention.” She pointed toward a small dinghy a hundred yards closer to the village. They could just see the man in it, standing up without regard to safety, waving frantically.

Kate said, frowning, “Is he in trouble, do you think?”

Elaine shielded her eyes. “Is that Harry? Surely not, he wouldn’t be so foolish.”

Victoria, at the oars now, said nothing, too busy trying to bring the boat in toward the landing to turn for a look. So she claimed afterward when it was over.

Reaching out for Sara’s arm, Kate said, “Does the boat ride too low in the water to be quite—natural? I think we ought to have a look.”

“Whoever it is, he’s only trying to flirt,” Victoria told them, bringing in one of the lines. “It’s too far to go. Think about rowing all that way back.”

“No, truly, we should have a look.” Kate turned to Victoria. “I’ll take the oars if you’re tired.”

“He’s still waving,” Sara reported, looking over her shoulder. “And the boat is lower. Victoria, I think he’s foundering.” There was alarm in her voice now.

Kate reached for the oars, but Victoria refused to give them up.

“Victoria?” Kate said. “Whoever it is out there, Harry or someone else, what if there is something wrong?”

“Oh, very well. A fool’s errand if you ask me.” She passed over the oars and sat back, her mouth turned down in what looked for all the world like a pout.

Kate wasted no time. Rowing swiftly, letting the current take her but not too fast, keeping control, she gained on the now visibly sinking craft. But it was going down more rapidly as it filled with water.

Elaine exclaimed, “Look, it is Harry, Victoria. That’s the Sea Lion’s dinghy, I’m sure of it now. I don’t understand—what’s happened to it?”

“I hope Harry, whoever he is, can swim,” Sara was saying anxiously. “I don’t think we’ll be in time.”

Elaine’s hands were clenched on the gunwale of the boat. “What will we do? If he’s in the water?”

“If he goes under, Victoria is in the bow, she can watch that we don’t overshoot him,” Kate managed to say, intent on the effort she was making. “If we can take him aboard without swamping ourselves, the village will be closer than trying to reach the Grenville landing again. And we can find help for him there.”

“Don’t say if,” Elaine begged. “I can’t bear to watch him drown.”

“Then keep your weight well balanced, Sara, Elaine, and let Victoria guide us in,” Kate urged. “But help her. We don’t want to lose him.”

It appeared now that the man was standing in water—his boat had vanished under him. And then as the boat sank toward the bottom, he was sucked down with it. Too fearful to leap out of it, he simply stood there, stark terror on his face, letting it happen.

And then he was gone. Elaine cried out in alarm, and Kate put her back into the oars, trying to reach the man as soon as he came up.

“There he is,” Sara called suddenly, pointing.

“Where?” Victoria cried. “I don’t see him.” And then they were upon him, on their left.

He was struggling in the water, mouth wide, arms flailing.

“Careful,” Kate shouted, striving to steady the boat. “Victoria, grab his arm.”

But the rowboat was going to overrun him.

Kate shipped the oars and reached out. A cold wet hand clasped hers in a death grip, nearly pulling her into the water. And then Sara had his other hand, and they were literally dragging him closer as the rowboat rocked dangerously.

“Stay where you are, Elaine, or you’ll overturn us,” Kate shouted as the third woman turned to help. “Victoria—do something.”

Victoria sat there, staring at the drowning man, then fumbled in the bottom of the boat.

Kate thought she was reaching for a rope, but Victoria lifted one of the oars, raising it awkwardly, and lost control of it in midair. In a flash it fell, coming down with a wet sound, an audible slap as it struck the floundering man’s head.

Kate and Sara cried out in the same moment, as the man visibly jerked in Kate’s grip, and she almost lost his hand. “Pull,” she shouted to Sara. “For God’s sake, pull.”

The oar was dragged clear, and Kate heard it clatter into the bottom of the boat as she and Sara got the man to the side and tried with all their strength to pull him in.

He was heavy with water, his head lolling, blood from a cut running down his pale face, and Kate knew at once that he was unconscious, unable to help them and at the same time almost impossible to hold.

From somewhere on the shore, they heard a shout, and Kate looked up to see a man dressed in the clothes of a farmer frantically shucking off his coat and boots, then diving into the cold waters of the River Camel.

He struck out with smooth, swift strokes, reached the boat after what felt to Kate like an eternity, and clambered aboard on the far side, rocking them perilously and dripping water all over their skirts. Then he was thrusting his way between Sara and Kate, reaching out to pull the man in by the collar of his coat, groaning with the dead weight, and then with a mighty effort that nearly swamped them all, he managed to heave the half-drowned man over the gunwale. Kate grabbed a leg and pulled, and then, without warning, the man came flying into the boat, landing hard, knocking Kate, Sara, and his rescuer after him into the well in a tangled heap of limbs.

Kate called frantically, “The oars—Elaine, the oars.”

And with an effort that left her red in the face, Elaine found the one that Victoria had dropped and was trying to drag the other out from under the four bodies at her feet, just as Kate, Sara, and the farmer managed to sort themselves out. Water was sloshing about in the well of the rowboat, and they were all shivering now. Harry never moved, and Kate was trying to hold his face up, out of the water, just as Victoria got up and edged her way to Sara’s place at one of the oars.

“I’ll row. We’ve too much weight to make it back to our landing.”

Elaine was busy trying to fit one of the oars into the rowlocks, and the farmer was kneeling over Harry now, pressing his hands on the man’s back. He coughed up some water, but lay still.

“He’s breathing,” his rescuer reported, and helped Kate lift him to turn him on his back.

Sara made a sound, quickly choking it back, as she looked down on the man in the well. She was pale, wet to the skin from shoulders to knees, her hair coming down and straggling across her cheeks. “His face . . . Why is there so much blood? Did he strike one of the thwarts?”

There was a gash on his head, and it was bleeding profusely. Kate, ignoring the cold wind that seemed to have come up without her noticing it until now, bent down and tore lengths of linen from her petticoats and handed them to the farmer. Without a word he roughly bandaged the wound, and then finally, his chest still heaving for air even as he shivered violently, he sat up to face his companions.

They were only halfway to the village landing, but a crowd had collected there, staring out at the river and the boat making its erratic way toward them. Small at first, and growing larger by the minute as news spread.

Slowly looking at each of the four young women in the rowboat, the farmer demanded sternly, “Why the hell were you trying to kill that man?”
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Rutledge had just returned from Derbyshire. Sitting at his desk, he wrote out his report, enclosed the statements taken by the local man, and was just dropping the file into his outgoing box when the door of his office opened and Sergeant Gibson stepped in.

“Chief Superintendent wishes to see you, sir. Is that your report? I’ll just take that, then, shall I?”

“I was looking forward to going home for an hour. I haven’t had time to change my clothes.”

“I expect the Chief Super won’t take long,” Gibson said enigmatically.

Rutledge, glancing at him on his way out the door and down the passage, said, “What is it?”

“I don’t know, sir. And that’s the truth.”

But Rutledge had a feeling he knew very well.

He knocked lightly at Chief Superintendent Markham’s door, then opened it at the single word, “Come.”

“Rutledge, sir. You wished to see me?”

“There’s a tangle in Cornwall, complaints to the Home Office, requests for the Yard to send someone. I don’t like it. Not our place to sort out every assault in the kingdom. Finished your report on Derby, have you?”

“Yes, Sergeant Gibson has it.”

“Good. Then get yourself down to Cornwall and find out what this is all about. And be quick about it, I don’t see a need to hold their hand any longer than necessary.”

Rutledge didn’t want to go back to Cornwall. His memories of his last inquiry there were still too strong, and he had hoped not to see the Duchy again.

“There are men here at the Yard who know the Duchy far better than I do. I should think they would be able to judge the situation more accurately.”

“The Chief Constable specifically asked for an outsider.”

Rutledge felt himself groan inwardly. This could only mean that a referee was needed, not a policeman.

“If that’s your decision—” he began, but Markham cut him off.

“It is. Leave as soon as you can.”

Which meant as soon as he was dismissed. Markham shoved a thin folder across the desk. “Four young women of good family accused of attempted murder. Victim was known to them. Witness saw what happened. The local man reported that the victim had been in the boat with the young women, and while they were out of sight on the river, they threw him overboard and tried to keep his head under. When that didn’t work, they used an oar to try to kill him. That’s what put him into the coma,” he said. “What’s more, he’s still unconscious and unable to tell his side of the story. I must say that on the surface of it, it looks bad for the four women. Your task is to find out why they could have done such a thing, and if there’s any evidence to the contrary. Problem is, in an inquiry like this, there’s often a history that makes it the devil of a matter to sort out. Do the best you can to get to the bottom of it. I don’t want to hear of more favors being called in by the likes of County families feuding with each other and the courts. You’re not going to be very popular, whatever you do. But you have the weight of the Yard behind you, and I expect you to see it through, even if this was truly attempted murder.”

Easier said than done, Rutledge thought as he picked up the folder. Markham nodded to him and he was dismissed.

Closing the door behind him, Rutledge went to his own office, tied up the loose ends awaiting his attention, and then rose to leave.

Sergeant Gibson was standing in the passage just outside his door, one hand lifted to knock.

“Gibson.”

The sergeant said nothing, falling silently into step beside Rutledge until they were well out of earshot of the Chief Superintendent’s office.

“You aren’t the first to be sent to Cornwall,” he commented with a sideways glance at Rutledge.

“Indeed?” Rutledge turned to stare at him. “Who went before me?”

“Inspector Barrington. He had a heart attack the day after he arrived. Dead.”

Rutledge stopped short. “I hadn’t heard.” He’d known Barrington from before the war. Older, quiet, and lately often out of breath, as if he’d been running and hadn’t quite caught it again.

“There’s a wife,” he said to Gibson. “And children, as I remember. Grown, I think.”

“That’s right. We’ve taken up a collection for them. Inspector Barrington was speaking only last month about retiring. He said it was time.”

Rutledge reached into his pocket and handed Gibson some notes. “Add that for me. I’m sorry. He was a good man. Steady.”

“He was that. Thank you, sir, I’ll see the family gets this. Funeral is next week, I’m told. If you’re back in time . . .”

“Yes. Leave the information on my desk. I’d like to be there.”

They parted company at the head of the stairs, Gibson returning to his desk and Rutledge running lightly down the steps and out the door. His motorcar was not far away, and as he walked briskly toward it, he swore under his breath.

He’d returned to the Yard in June 1919, still shaken by the war, still finding his feet in this very different world of civilian life after four appalling years in the trenches. Only half healed physically and mentally. And Chief Superintendent Bowles, Markham’s predecessor, had sent him first to Warwickshire and then to Cornwall, two very difficult inquiries that had drained him emotionally. He had had to deal with a drunken, shell-shocked ex-soldier in Warwickshire, the only witness to the murder of an officer on leave. And in Cornwall, he had come face-to-face with the secret life of Olivia Marlowe. He hadn’t known then who she was, but her war poetry under the pseudonym of O. A. Manning was still so vivid in his memory that it had been something of a shock to realize she was dead. He had found it hard to put that case behind him too. Bowles, he was certain, had deliberately sent him to investigate both murders, knowing somehow that it would be a test of his ability to return to the Yard.

Less than two years ago that was. And yet it seemed like yesterday to him. He had promised himself he would never cross the Tamar into Cornwall again.

He tried to tell himself that Padstow was not particularly close to the Marlowe house. And besides, he’d heard that no one lived there now. It had been closed up.

It was cold comfort as he put his valise in the boot of his motorcar, shut the door to his flat, and set out for the West Country.

It was a long journey. He spent the night near Plymouth, tired still from his drive back from Derby. But that night, as he tried to sleep, Hamish kept him awake.

Hamish MacLeod, the young Scot he’d been forced to execute in the summer of 1916 for directly refusing an order. A God-bereft night, well into the battle on the Somme, the Germans bombarding the British lines, and then the British guns returning fire. In the end they’d caught their own lines in the barrage, killing what remained of Rutledge’s company and nearly killing him as well. He’d been left with the shock of shooting one of his own men, left with the knowledge that the rest had died in a futile attempt to take out the machine gun nest before the order to attack at dawn—Hamish had told him over and over again how hopeless it was, but he couldn’t listen, he couldn’t disobey his orders. One company against the lives of hundreds of others? It was war, military necessity. And so he had persevered, aware of the cost, aware of the waste, aware of the insanity and only too aware that he was unable to do anything to stop any of it.

He hadn’t dealt well with Corporal Hamish MacLeod’s death. Shell-shocked and too long in the line himself, he’d barely kept his own head through that horrendous summer, and the voice of the young Scot had taken up residence in his mind, like a living man, dead though he was. Rutledge’s punishment for leading so many over the top and watching them die. The merciless demands of rank and the pounding day and night of the guns had taken their toll. His measure of guilt for surviving when neither Hamish nor his men could.

He’d brought the voice home from France with him. Wishing he could have brought the living man and so be free. But there was no freedom after all, and in the end he’d been told by Dr. Fleming that he would have to learn to cope with that voice—or go mad.

He had thought, surely, that he was mad already. All the same, he knew that if he gave in to that madness, if he took out his service revolver from where he’d kept it safe in his trunk, killing himself would mean killing Hamish a second time, taking him with him into the dark. It was all that had kept him alive, that single fear.

This night, listening to the voice warning him not to cross the Tamar, to turn back to London before it was too late, he knew it was good advice. But he was an officer of the Yard now, and unable to refuse a direct order.

The alternative was to resign.

But the Yard, for all its shortcomings, had kept him alive too, forcing him to cope at any cost or face admitting to the world that he was a victim of shell shock. A man lacking moral fiber. A coward. No longer fit to be a policeman . . .

At dawn the next morning, he crossed the River Tamar, and a line of O. A. Manning poetry ran though his mind, welcoming him against his will.

     This river

     Does more

     Than cut off the world.

     It is a wall to shut it out.

     For here I am at peace, I know this land,

     And I am safe

     In this, my house above the sea.

Only she hadn’t been safe there. She had been driven to suicide, with her half brother Nicholas.

There was still the drive across Cornwall to Padstow on the north coast. The roads were not the best. Having eaten no breakfast, he had stopped in a village shop for a pasty hot from the oven, and in the pub bought a jar of Devon cider to drink with it.

The local people had watched him warily, this man from the outside world. They questioned him as he made his purchases, and seemed glad to see the back of him when he pulled out of the village and found the next turning.

At the approach to the many-arched ancient stone bridge over the Camel in Wadebridge, he stretched his legs, then finished the last of the tea in the Thermos he’d refilled in a town he had passed through shortly before dusk. The shop had been about to close, but the owner had been willing to put the kettle on again. Standing there now, looking at the bridge, he thought about the man who had built it.

The ford over the Camel in the little town of Wade had claimed more than its share of lives. So dangerous was it that a chapel had been put up on each side of the crossing. People could pray for a safe journey over—and pray again in thankfulness for having survived. It was a clergyman who saw the need for a bridge instead of walking through the swift water, and in the 1400s, it had been built, a marvel in its day with all the arches stretching from one side to the other. And it was still a marvel when Oliver Cromwell took it during the Civil Wars, fully aware of its strategic importance.

Tonight it was quiet, and empty save for a cat trotting briskly across. She looked up as she passed his motorcar but otherwise paid no heed to him. Smiling, he got back behind the wheel for the last leg of his journey.

It was very late when he reached the village of Heyl, named for where the river broadened. According to the file Markham had given him, it was to the landing here that the four women had rowed after the near-drowning had occurred. The street was dark, no lamps to light it, as there were in London. Inspector Barrington had been staying at a small inn just before the village’s center. Rutledge thought it must be used most often by travelers hiking the coast paths or following the Camel down to the sea. It was not particularly picturesque.

A fair man of forty-five or so answered Rutledge’s knock and peered out at him as if seeing a ghost.

Rutledge smiled, though he didn’t feel like it. “I’m down from London,” he said pleasantly. “I’m told Inspector Barrington’s room is still available.”

“It’s true. They sent for his things. I boxed them up myself. But there’s no one to take them off my hands.”

“I’ll see to them. May I look at the room, please?”

Shielding his lamp with one hand, the man gestured toward the stairs. Carrying his valise, Rutledge mounted them. The inn, from what he could tell by lamplight, was probably a hundred years old, built of good Cornish granite, with paneled walls, a bar to one side of what must be the dining room, and a smell of damp about the lot.

The passage up the stairs was dark and silent except for their footsteps.

“Here,” his guide told Rutledge, pointing to his right.

Rutledge pushed open the door nearest him and stepped inside.

To his relief, claustrophobic as he’d been since the war—he’d been buried alive when the shell had blown his sector into the night sky—he saw in the glow of the lamp that the room was quite large, with a pair of windows, an ornate wardrobe that could have been Jacobean, and a sturdy bed with a gay floral coverlet.

“This will do nicely,” he said, and meant it. As the man lit the lamps, Rutledge asked for water and a basin to wash off the dust of travel, and then shut the door on the sleepy innkeeper when that was done. For a moment, he simply stood there in the middle of the room.

He’d been told that Barrington had died in the dining room below, gasping for air and then falling to the floor. But he’d been brought up here to his room while Dr. Carrick was sent for, and he was pronounced dead here.

Not one who believed in ghosts, Rutledge had seen men die, and dealt with the dead more times than he cared to remember. Still, he’d known Barrington fairly well, and met his wife on several occasions.

But the room was clean as a pin, the coverlet looked as if it had been freshly laundered, and Rutledge was tired. He undressed, opened the curtains to look out at the gleam of moonlight on the Camel, and went to bed.

If Barrington shared his dreams, he knew nothing about it.

The next morning it was clear that news of his arrival had spread quickly. His breakfast was accompanied by stares, as if everyone feared he too would fall facedown in his eggs.

When the meal was over, he asked the man who had shown him to his room the night before—who had brought his tea and introduced himself as Joseph Hays, the owner of the inn—if there had been any papers in Inspector Barrington’s belongings.

Hays shook his head. “Scotland Yard asked that as well. But there was nothing. On the desk in his room or in the wardrobe.”

Barrington had had a reputation for keeping his notes in his head until he could see the inquiry clearly enough to put them down on paper.

So. Rutledge was on his own with only the meager file that Chief Superintendent Markham had handed him.

He began by saying to Hays, “That’s not a Cornish name, is it? Hays?”

“My mother’s family was Cornish. My grandfather came down to Padstow on a matter of business to do with shipping, and never left.”

“Well, then, perhaps you can give me a picture of what happened here last week?”

Hays shook his head. “I didn’t know anything about it until the pub opened that evening, and everyone was talking about it. How Bradford Trevose had seen the four women struggling to drown Harry Saunders. Trevose was walking home from market and heard the commotion out on the river. It seemed to him they were trying to shove Harry’s head beneath the water, but he was strong enough to withstand the worst and was on the point of climbing into the boat when one of the women struck him over the head with an oar.”

“And Trevose accused them of attempting to murder Saunders.”

“That’s right. If he hadn’t come along, they’d have succeeded, and it would have been a murder charge, right enough.”

“But why should four young women from Padstow Place wish to kill a villager?”

Hays shrugged. “Who can say what was in their heads? Several people came forward later to say the women had rowed upriver looking for him, with no luck, then spotted him on their way back and took him aboard. I don’t know the truth of that, but they did pass by the Place’s landing.”

When he had finished speaking to Hays, Rutledge asked to see Inspector Barrington’s belongings, but the innkeeper was right, a cursory search showed there was nothing in them related to the case. They still smelled faintly of Barrington’s favorite cigars.

Rutledge was shutting the valise again when Hays added, “The clothes he was wearing when he died went with the body to the undertaker’s, thence to London. I put his shaving gear and the like into the valise.”

Rutledge thanked him for his help, and went to look for the constable.

It was a typically Cornish village, scattered along the river and up the gently sloping land behind it. The church and churchyard were on higher ground, circled by a low wall of the same dark granite stone. Along the water were two pubs, The Cornishman and The Pilot, and behind them a row of shops. The police station was at the end of the row, perfectly situated between the water and the rest of the town to deal with whatever trouble might arise, from drunken Saturday nights to housebreaking.

Rutledge left his motorcar at the inn and set out on foot, walking along the water for some twenty yards before he came to the village landing. Boats bobbed in the tide as wind rippled the gray surface of the water. For a moment he studied the view, giving himself a sense of what lay upstream and down, then he turned toward the police station.

Pendennis was the name on the board outside. He was in, sitting at a table reading through several papers, a broad man with dark hair and sharp brown eyes. He looked up as Rutledge came through the station’s door, and with a scowl said, “If you’re representing one of the young ladies, I’ve nothing more to say to you. The matter is still under investigation.”

“My name is Rutledge. From Scotland Yard. I take it you’ve had a lively time with the lawyers.”

Constable Pendennis rose from behind his desk, and gave Rutledge a wry grin. “Beg pardon, sir. We’ve been beleaguered of late. The families of the young ladies are understandably upset. I expect I’d feel much the same in their shoes. Still, it’s rained solicitors and barristers for days. I’m heartily sick of the sight of them. I tell them that I have nothing new to give them, that I was awaiting word from the Yard, but they don’t listen. I’m very glad you’re here to take charge.”

Rutledge moved out the chair on the far side of the desk and said as he sat down, “Who are they? The accused?”

“Miss Grenville and Miss St. Ives, local families, and two visitors come for the weekend. So I’m told. A Miss Langley and a Miss Gordon.”

He had known a Grenville at school. But from Devon, as he remembered, not Cornwall.

“Tell me, do you believe these women are guilty of attempted murder?”

Pendennis sighed. “I don’t know what to say, sir, and that’s the truth. Nor did Mr. Barrington, as far as that goes. Brad Trevose swears to what he saw. He tells me that if he hadn’t leapt into the water, cold as it was, and swum to the rowboat, Harry Saunders would be a dead man. There were witnesses down by the village landing as well, drawn by the cries of the women, but they were too far away to see what Trevose saw. They could tell there was a man clinging to the side of the boat, they could see two of the women leaning over that side. But whether they were intent on saving the man or killing him, there was no way to know.”

“And so the entire case rests on Trevose’s statement.”

“That’s right, sir. But he’s a man of good reputation, sound as they come. Why would he lie about what happened?”

“Good point. Where are the women now?”

“Not here in the station’s only cell, sir,” he exclaimed, as if Rutledge had suggested they might be in the castle dungeon, chained to the wall. “It’s not for the likes of them. Mr. Grenville, Miss Victoria’s father, has taken them into custody and kept them at the house. Padstow Place. He’s the local magistrate, sir. I thought he could be depended upon to keep his word.”

“And rightly so. Why was Scotland Yard called in?”

“The families of the young ladies felt that the Yard was necessary, to get at the truth. I don’t know which of their fathers it was. Any one of them might have done it, for they are all wealthy enough and respected enough for the Chief Constable to give them his ear.”

“Do you have the statements taken after the incident?”

“I gave them to Inspector Barrington, sir. He wanted to read them before each personal interview.”

“I have found nothing in his belongings about this case, and London had very little information as well.”

The constable’s expression was bleak. “Then I don’t know what to tell you, sir. Except that he didn’t seem well when he arrived. The Inspector. He said it was only a spot of indigestion from an undercooked pasty he’d bought in St. Austell when the train stopped there.”

Then where had Barrington put those statements—and any other information he might have come by, in his short tenure as the Yard’s man on the scene?

“I’ll start at the beginning, while a search is made for his papers. If need be, we can ask all the participants to give us a new statement.”

Pendennis was skeptical. “It’s not been done before. At least, not here. And they’ll have had time to think. Not the same as taking it down while they’re still uncertain.”

“We might not have much choice in the matter. Very well, I’ll start with the farmer. Trevose. Where can I find him?”

He was given directions and set out on foot.

The farm was tucked below the headland, the house upright and whitewashed, standing like a Neolithic stone on the landscape.

A line of washing hung to one side of the kitchen door, and Rutledge could just see the edge of a sheet flapping in the onshore wind. He had forgot how windy Cornwall could be, especially where the toe of Land’s End jutted out into the Atlantic. Even this far north and this far inland, it shaped the trees and the people.

There was an ornate brass knocker on the black-painted door, and as he lifted it, Rutledge wondered who had chosen to put it there, Trevose or his wife.

An older woman came to the door, her white hair setting off a wind-browned face and startling blue eyes.

“Who is it?” she asked, looking up at Rutledge. She came barely to his chest, diminutive and yet oddly forceful, as if by right.

“Mr. Trevose, please. Inspector Rutledge, Scotland Yard.”

She nodded. “They said someone was coming down from London. Step in, then.” He followed her into the front room of the house, where the horsehair furniture covered in a dark green fabric boasted antimacassars crocheted in intricate floral designs, like arbors full of roses. The carpet on the floor was worn but of good quality, and a low fire burned on the hearth, making the room feel slightly stuffy.

The woman offered Rutledge a seat and disappeared into the back regions of the house.

A few minutes later, Trevose walked in. He was dressed in corduroys and a flannel shirt, a well-set-up man of medium height with dark hair just showing flecks of gray at the temples. Rutledge thought he might have been quite handsome in his youth. He was still a striking man in his late thirties.

“Inspector Rutledge, is it?” He didn’t offer to shake hands, instead crossing the room to sit in the chair on the other side of the hearth. “They said someone would be coming down to replace Inspector Barrington.”

“And as I am new to the inquiry, I felt it would be best to start from the beginning and form my own opinions,” Rutledge answered pleasantly, neatly skirting the issue of the missing statements.

“Well, it’s all in what I wrote down for Constable Pendennis. But I’ve no objection to going over it again.”

He told his story briskly, and apparently objectively, withholding nothing.

“I was leaving the village on the river path when I saw the boat from Padstow Place. It was late in the year to be taking it out, and I saw there were four young women in it. That’s when I realized that two were half out of the boat, and my first thought was they’d taken a little dog with them and it had gone into the water. I stopped, and that’s when I saw that it was not a dog, it was a man’s head. His arms came up, as if trying to reach for the side of the boat, and the women were trying to push him away, back down again. That’s when the one in the bow dragged out an oar and hit the man over the head with it. I tore off my coat and kicked off my shoes, then jumped in. I’m a strong swimmer, even in cold water, and I reached the boat, swung myself into the well, and at that point, two of the women helped me pull the man into the bottom. I didn’t recognize him at first, I was too busy trying to pump the water out of him. Then I turned him over to see what damage that oar had done, and I could see he was unconscious, a bloody great gash across the top of his head. If I hadn’t been there, he’d have drowned. There’s no doubt about it. He couldn’t have fought to save himself, and they had only to hold his head under for a minute longer, and he’d have been a dead man.”

“Was the boat lying within sight of the village?”

“It was, and there were people on the landing, drawn to all the shouting. But at that distance, I doubt they could tell what was happening. Although there was no doubt about that oar.”

“What did the women say to you when the man, Harry Saunders, was breathing and you could pay attention to them?”

“One said, ‘Thank God, you’ve come,’ or words to that effect. But I made no bones about what I’d seen. I told them flat out that I knew they had tried to kill Saunders.”

“What was their response?”

“They began to deny it, speaking all at once. But I know what I saw.”

“What did you do then?”

“Both Saunders and I were wet to the skin, and two of the women were wet from the struggle by the side of the boat. I took the oars from them and pulled for the village landing. There were men waiting who took Saunders to the doctor, and I called for the constable. But he was already on his way, and I explained what I’d seen. He took the young women into custody and sent a boy to Padstow Place to let them know what had happened.”

“Did you know these young women?”

For the first time Trevose hesitated. “One of them is the daughter of the house. Victoria Grenville. Two were visitors, or so I was told. The fourth is Miss St. Ives, who lives just up the way from the Place.”

“The constable took them into custody. What did you do then?”

“I went to one of the pubs, where I stripped and dressed again in borrowed clothes while mine were drying in the kitchen. I walked down to the police station and Constable Pendennis took my statement. When that was done, I went home.”

“Did you see the young women again?”

“I did not. I presumed they were in the cell in the back. Although Grenville himself came down while I was still there at the station and told me what he thought of me for accusing his daughter of attempted murder. It was either knock him down or go, and so I went out the door and didn’t look back.”

“Is he a man of temper? Grenville?”

“Not as a rule,” Trevose said after a moment.

“And this is his only daughter?”

“That’s right.”

“Is there anything you’d like to add?” Rutledge asked.

“No. I did my duty as I saw it. There’s an end to it.”

“But why would Victoria Grenville, much less her three friends, want to kill this man Saunders?”

“I have no idea,” Trevose answered with more force than he’d intended. Moderating his voice, he added, “You’ll be asking them, I’m sure.”

“In the course of my investigations, yes,” Rutledge said. He rose. “Thank you, Mr. Trevose. I’ll be back in touch, if I have any further questions.”

“I’ll be here,” Trevose told him. “Or about the farm. Mrs. Penwith will tell you.”

The woman kept house for him, then. Rutledge had thought she might be this man’s mother or some other relation.

He left the farm, walking back to the village across the fields, his mind busy with what he’d learned from Trevose.

Had the man been overly quick to judge the situation? But if he hadn’t feared the worst, he would never have swum out to the boat. And possibly, whether the women had tried to kill Saunders or not, he could well have drowned simply because they were not strong enough to lift a fully clothed, wet man into the boat.

But what was Harry Saunders doing out there in the first place? Had he been in the boat with the women?

When he reached the river, Rutledge stopped to consider it. Somewhere very close to this spot, Trevose must have witnessed the struggle with Harry Saunders. He could see the village some distance away, where Trevose had come from. And it was clear enough that the farmer had been the only person who could have seen the events and rescued Harry Saunders.

He retrieved his motorcar from the inn yard and with directions from Hays, he found his way to Padstow Place.

It was a lovely old stone manor house, set well above lawns that sloped toward the south, and the gardens in front rose layer by layer to where the drive looped up to the door. Ivy, red with the season, climbed the crenellated front.

When Rutledge reached out to lift the knocker, he saw that it was almost exactly the same design as the one at the Trevose farm, though larger. The shape was unusual, a riding boot and whip, with an initial, worn by time, on the handle of the whip.

The door swung open, and a maid in black with a white starched apron and cap asked his business.

“Inspector Rutledge, Scotland Yard, to see Mr. Grenville.”

“He’s in the library,” she said. “If you’ll come this way.”

Rutledge had the impression that Grenville was expecting him. Had someone from the household been to the village and heard the gossip? Or had someone come posthaste to warn the house that he had arrived?

He was led down a passage to a very beautiful room, filled with sunlight from two arched windows, while on the walls on the other three sides, even by the door, shelves ran floor to ceiling, most of them filled with leather-bound volumes. On either side of the door the shelves were glass fronted, set in ornate gold-leaf framing. They contained an assortment of small treasures.

The man standing in the center of the room, by a table with six chairs, was nearly as tall as Rutledge, with an aristocratic face, the nose aquiline and the cheekbones high. He wore a mustache, and both it and his hair were a silver gray.

“Good morning, Inspector,” he said, and gestured to the chairs around the table rather than to the leather chairs closer to the door.

“Good morning, sir. As you may know, I’ve been sent to replace Inspector Barrington. I’d like to interview your daughter and her three friends. I understand they are under house arrest here.”

Grenville frowned at the words house arrest but said only, “They are upstairs. I’ll send for them. But before I do, I should like to say that these are young women of impeccable backgrounds and reputation, and their families have been very upset by this matter, as have I. They have been here to visit their daughters, and I have persuaded them to leave me to deal with the local police and the Yard. I think you’d prefer that as well.”

Rutledge, reserving judgment, said, “I’m sure this was appreciated.” For Pendennis was, apparently, still being harried by their legal representatives.

“I will be honest with you. I’m afraid Inspector Barrington received the full force of their anger. I can only hope it did not contribute to his heart attack.”

When Rutledge didn’t answer, Grenville strode to the bell pull and summoned the maid.

“Would you prefer to see them one at a time or all together?”

“Have they been allowed to spend time together since they were taken into custody?”

“I am a father, Inspector, and not a gaoler. My daughter’s friends have been treated as guests.”

And had time to compare stories and settle on an acceptable one?

“Separately, if you please.”

“Very well.”

The maid came to the door, and Grenville said, “Would you ask one of the young ladies to come down to the library? You will not tell any of them why she is being summoned.”

“Which one, sir?”

“Miss Gordon, I should think.”

“Yes, sir.”

When the door had closed behind her, Rutledge asked, “I gather these women were guests of your daughter’s?”

“Yes, it was her birthday. She invited three friends down for the weekend. They arrived on Thursday evening, and the boating—accident—occurred on Saturday afternoon.”

The door opened and a young woman stepped in.

“You asked to speak with me—” She broke off as she saw the man standing beside her host.

And at the same time, Rutledge felt the room shake around him, thrusting him into a past he had put behind him and did not want to revisit ever again.
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Kate Gordon found her voice first, by an effort of will so great that  she was suddenly pale.

“—sir?”

Grenville looked from one to the other.

“Do you know each other?” he asked, as if it were impossible for this woman to be acquainted with a policeman.

Rutledge answered for her. “I knew the Gordon family. Before the war.”

He thought to himself that knew was hardly an adequate word to explain his connection to Kate Gordon. She was Jean Gordon’s cousin, and he had been engaged to marry Jean in the summer of 1914. And in the spring of 1919, he had released her from that promise when he’d seen the shock and horror in her eyes as she looked at the shell of a man who had returned from France and been in hospital for months with some undisclosed affliction. The last time he had seen Jean was quite by accident, after he’d returned to the Yard. She was coming out of the church where she was to be married to someone else the following week. Later, in Canada, where the war was a distant memory, she had died in childbirth.

The doctors had thought that seeing a familiar face would help him find his way back to the world he’d shut himself away from. Instead, it had sent him into a downward black spiral that had almost cost him his life. It had been his sister, Frances, not Jean, who had insisted that he be removed from the hospital and put in the care of Dr. Fleming, in a clinic that specialized in cases such as his.

He could hear Hamish thundering in the back of his mind, and he forced himself to shut out the voice.

“I should like to speak to her alone, if you please.”

“I refuse—”

“You are not a relative, sir, and I believe she is of an age to speak for herself.”

Grenville’s mouth tightened into a thin line, and for a moment Rutledge thought he was about to argue. And then with a curt nod, he strode to the door.

They waited until they were certain he was out of earshot.

Kate lifted her hand, holding it out in a gesture of distress, then let it fall to her side.

“How are you, Ian?” she asked, her voice husky.

He was still battling the darkness but somehow he managed to say, “I’m well.”

She didn’t seem to believe him. But she said, “I wanted to come and see you, but Frances told me it wouldn’t be advisable.”

In a panic of uncertainty, he said, “When?” Surely not the hospital—please God, not the hospital!

“A week or so after you returned to the Yard. She said it was too soon after—after Jean had broken her engagement to you.”

“I broke it,” he said. “I set her free.”

“Did you? It was very kind of you. She wanted to leave England, to go away and not think about the war any longer. I think it was best for her. She had taken the war very hard. But you know that. She wrote often, she said.”

But in the last two years of the war her letters had been brief and infrequent, and often laced with her own fears and uncertainties. She hadn’t been prepared for such a long war. For so many friends dead or wounded. It had taken a toll on her. And yet she had been laughing, happy, when he had seen her coming out of St. Margaret’s with her friends.

He frowned, remembering. Kate had not been among them. He hadn’t noticed at the time, had eyes only for the young woman he had hoped to marry and lost. It had taken all his courage to turn away before she could see him standing there. But she hadn’t seen him . . .

“Yes,” he answered. “And you, Kate, how have you been?”

“Like everyone else, I’ve coped,” she said with an attempt at lightness. “There wasn’t much choice in the matter, was there?”

“No.”

She took a deep breath. “Are you here officially? How did you know I was in Padstow?”

“Officially. And I didn’t know—I had only been given the surnames of the women involved. God knows, Gordon isn’t an unusual name. It never occurred to me that you could be in Cornwall. Inspector Barrington died. I’ve been sent to take his place.” It was disjointed, but the best he could do.

“I’d heard. I was so sorry, he seemed to be very considerate.”

A silence fell. He thought he could hear the ticking of the clock, then realized it wasn’t the clock, there wasn’t one in the library. It was his own heart.

“Kate,” he began, and cleared his throat. “We will have to talk about what happened.”

“Yes.”

“Why did you go out in the boat? At this time of year?”

She told him. “And so we rowed up the river, as far as Elaine’s house, and it wasn’t until we were coming back toward the landing that we saw the boat in trouble. And a man waving. I didn’t know then who he was. But the boat sank around him, and I don’t think he could swim well. We rowed down as quickly as we could, and when we spotted him in the water, we tried to bring him aboard. But he was too heavy for us, you see. His wet clothes combined with his weight. Sara and I tried to pull him up out of the water, but he was panicked, he was flailing and struggling, and it was impossible, really. I was about to tell Victoria that she had to row us in somewhere, beach us if necessary, as soon as she could, while we clung to him, and then this other man appeared—out of nowhere, it seemed. I didn’t realize until later that he’d been on the riverbank and seen us. But as soon as Harry—that was the only name I knew him by just then—was breathing and safe, this man turned on us and accused us of trying to murder him. Ian, it was horrible, we were near to exhaustion ourselves, I was shivering with the cold, as was Sara, we were almost as wet as that man and Harry. And I didn’t know what to say, I simply stared at him. That was when he took the oars and began to row us toward the village. Sara and I clung to each other for warmth, our teeth chattering. Elaine was crying, her face in her hands, and Victoria sat there in the bow like a woman turned to stone.”

She broke off with a shudder at the memory. “It was awful, Ian. I can’t tell you. And then we were at the village landing, being helped out of the boat. There must have been twenty or so people watching us. I couldn’t remember afterward whether we’d tied up the boat properly or not. A silly worry, but I had no idea of what was to come. A constable appeared, Harry was taken first to a pub, and then to the doctor’s surgery in Padstow. The farmer disappeared, and the four of us were hurried off to the police station. I thought they were going to take care of us until Victoria’s father could come and fetch us. But Sara and I were given these rather smelly blankets, and the four of us were ordered back to a cell. I was speechless with the shock, and then I asked the constable as he locked the door why he was doing this, but he wouldn’t answer. In a while I heard the farmer’s voice, or at least I supposed it was his, talking to the constable, and later other voices before Mr. Grenville arrived. It was then that I learned we were actually being accused of attempted murder. That the farmer had meant what he said.”

She had been standing all this while, and now she sat down in one of the leather chairs as if her legs couldn’t support her any longer.

It had been clear, concise, as objective as Kate could make it as she relived the events.

He looked at her. Really seeing her now. She had changed very little. And she had always been one of the most sensible women he’d ever met. Levelheaded, kind, trying to tell him how to manage Jean when she was in one of her moods. Almost six years older, now, in her twenties, and still very attractive.

He was a policeman, he had to keep his head and listen to her account with the objectivity of a stranger interviewing a witness. And yet he knew he believed her. That if Kate said it was not what it had appeared to be to Trevose, then it was true.

But she was only one of the four.

He said, “What about the oar?”

“The oar?”

“I was told that one of you struck the victim with the rowboat’s oar?”

“I don’t remember anything about an oar.” And then, her eyes wide, she said, “But yes, I do. Victoria tried to put it out for him to cling to. She could see we were not going to be able to hold him much longer.”

“It hit him in the head.”

“Did it?” She stared at him. “Is that where the blood came from? On his face? I thought it was where he’d been hauled inside. He landed with some force, on the thwarts. Well, we were heaving him in, trying to lift him above the side, and it had taken a great deal of effort. We hadn’t intended to hurt him. But you’re saying we didn’t.” She paused, looking back into her memory. After a moment she nodded. “You’re right. Of course you are. There was blood on his face while he was still in the water.”

She was quick, intelligent. “Is this why we’re accused of attempted murder? Because of the oar? Inspector Barrington questioned us individually and asked us not to talk about what happened, not to anyone. And so I don’t think any of us did. I didn’t. He wouldn’t tell us what he knew. Why the charges had been brought. He said in due course we would be told. But then he died, and we were rather in limbo. At least, Mr. Grenville had arranged for us to be taken out of that godforsaken cell, that smelled of drink and other things I didn’t care to think about. Inspector Barrington let Mr. Grenville keep us here. And true to his word, Mr. Grenville asked us to remain in our rooms. We were allowed down for meals with the family, of course. But Mr. Grenville told us that there would be no discussion of events. That’s how he put it.”

“Do you think he’s spoken privately to his daughter?”

“I don’t know. He hasn’t questioned me, that’s all I can tell you. He thinks this is all Trevose’s fault, I heard him tell his wife that, when he brought us here, but he’s done his duty. My father came down, but I wasn’t allowed to do more than greet him. Mr. Grenville asked us not to talk privately. He and my father had a very long conversation and then went to the village. I do know that. But I wasn’t a party to it.”

“Why should Grenville think Trevose was behind it?”

“On our way back to the Place, Mr. Grenville was quite angry. But not with us, nor even Constable Pendennis, who hadn’t wanted to keep us in that cell any longer than necessary. It was the farmer who kept insisting he’d witnessed us trying to kill the poor man and that we ought to remain in gaol until it was sorted out. As if he were the magistrate, and not Mr. Grenville.”

“And what has Harry Saunders had to say about the matter?” He said nothing about the coma.

“I don’t know. No one has told us what he thinks.”

“Indeed.” He finally made himself sit down in the chair opposite her. “Kate, did you know Harry Saunders before you went down to the river that Saturday?”

“I hadn’t met him, if that’s what you mean. I did hear Victoria say to Sara that he was simply flirting with us. That was when he was waving, before we realized his boat was sinking. But I’m not sure she knew who the man was until Elaine recognized him. Her back was to the dinghy.”

“Was there any reason to think that she did not like him?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t want to go down to rescue him—this was before the boat sank, you understand. She said we were very tired, and it would be too long a pull back upriver. Which was very true. I’d already thought about that but decided that with the current, we could at least make it to the village landing. Someone could bring the boat back to the Padstow Place landing later. I’d have been willing to pay them myself.”

“Have you told anyone else about the fact that Victoria seemed to know the person in trouble and was reluctant to aid him?”

She frowned and shook her head. “Ian, I wouldn’t have called it that, not at all. I don’t think Victoria realized he was in dire straits, and besides, we’d bicycled down, and it was some distance back to the bicycles, much less the house. The back gardens face the river, of course, but the landing is down one of the estate lanes to the water.”

He said nothing for a moment, and then stood up. “Thank you, Kate. Will you ask one of the others to come down?”

She rose and walked with him to the door. “Ian. Be kind to Elaine St. Ives, will you? We’ve all been quite distressed by what happened, Elaine in particular. The only part she played in what happened was to sit across from Sara and me to balance the weight on the boat while we were trying to bring Harry in. And to try to find the oars, after he’d been saved. I don’t know how she can be blamed for what happened—”

He cut her short. “No, don’t tell me. I need to hear it from her.”

She was about to answer him, but thought better of it. With a nod she left him standing by the door.

A few minutes later, Elaine St. Ives knocked timidly at the half-opened door, and then stepped into the room.

She was a trim young woman with fair hair, china-blue eyes, and a rosy complexion, the epitome of an Englishwoman, he thought, except that she had been crying and her eyes were red and swollen.

“My name is Rutledge,” he told her gently. “I’ve been sent down from Scotland Yard to take Mr. Barrington’s place.”

“He’s dead,” she said in a voice husky with tears. “They told me his heart gave out.”

“I’m afraid so. Come, sit down, and tell me if you will, what happened last Saturday, when you and your friends set out for the boat landing.”

“We were on our bicycles—well, they belong to the Grenvilles, of course, but we’d used them that morning to go and see the deer, and while I’m not very good with a bicycle, Victoria told me the road down to the landing was even enough. And it was.”

“So you had no trouble getting to the boat?”

“And Victoria knows it backward and forward, she said, so we all clambered in while she shoved us off and got in without wetting her boots. In a flurry of skirts, of course, but no one was watching.”

“Where did you go?”

“Upstream at first. We could see someone on the terrace of my house, and we thought it must be my brother. But when we waved, whoever it was didn’t notice us. Or didn’t know it was us. It’s quite a distance down to the water, you see.”

“After that?”

“We turned around, and then headed downstream. We all took turns at the oars, but I’m not very good at it. My brother says it’s all a matter of coordination, but I’m not very good at tennis either.”

“When did you see the man?”

“We were almost opposite our landing, I think. At any rate, we were talking about going in. That’s when Kate—or was it Sara?—saw someone waving.” Her hands clenched in her lap. “Victoria said he was only flirting, and to ignore him. But Kate thought he was in trouble. And he was, because the boat he was in sank right under him.”

“Go on.”

“He tried to swim to us, and Kate maneuvered the boat close enough that she and Sara could pull him out of the water. But he was struggling, and I started to help, but Kate ordered me to stay where I was, so we wouldn’t capsize. But I could feel the boat rocking hard from one side to the other, and then dip dangerously on their side, and I knew we were going to be swamped. It was horrible. The water is quite cold now, and I’m not a strong swimmer. And then this man suddenly appeared and helped us pull Harry in.”

“How did you know that it was Harry?”

“I recognized his dinghy as we got closer, and of course I know who he is. His father owns the bank in the village. Well, it’s a branch of the bank in Padstow. Victoria says he doesn’t know his place. But I’m not sure about that. He’d never spoken to me in anything but the politest way.”

She wrung her hands. “And then Mr. Trevose—I recognized him finally, even though his hair was wet and dripping into his eyes—accused us of trying to murder Harry. What’s more, he told the constable, and we were taken into custody.” She spoke the last word as if it were nothing short of a corner of hell. And Rutledge thought it must have seemed so to her.

“You’ve told me that Kate and Sara—Miss Gordon and Miss Langley—had tried to help the man. Where was Victoria all this time?”

“She was in the bow. I don’t think there was much she could do. Not without tipping the boat. If it hadn’t been for Mr. Trevose, I expect we’d have all been in a great deal of trouble. But why he should think we were murdering Harry, I don’t know. It was rather awful.”

She began to cry, finding a handkerchief and burying her face in it. “I don’t want to think about it any longer. Please?”

He could see she was genuinely upset, not trying to evade being interviewed. “One last question. Tell me about the oar.”

“The oar?” She raised her head and blinked. “What oar? Oh. One was nearly half out of the boat. I was afraid it was going to fall out and be lost to us. I pulled it in, but I couldn’t get the other one out from under Harry—he was in the bottom of the boat with Kate and Sara and Trevose on top of him. But Mr. Trevose decided to row after all, and I just sat there, feeling rather numb. I still couldn’t believe what had happened. It had all been so sudden.”

“Before that. When Miss Grenville took up one of the oars. What was she intending to do with it?”

“I expect she was trying to hold it out for Harry to grasp. He was clutching Sara’s and Kate’s hands, you see, and they couldn’t let go to reach for his coat. He was about to pull them into the water with him. But the boat was rocking badly, and the oar’s heavy, she couldn’t quite manage it.”

“Anything else you can think of that might help us see the situation more clearly?” he asked.

“That’s everything, to the best of my recollection. Will we be put in gaol? Are they going to hang us?”

“You needn’t fear hanging,” he assured her.

She held his gaze with her own. “Are you telling me the truth?”

“Of course I am. Why should I not?”

“People do lie
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