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   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the
  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing
  means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.
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  Note to Readers


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


  JAN. 7TH (EVENING). COLIN REIVER LEAVES DORN.


  
    FEB. 5TH. SQUANDERMANIA TOUCHES AT MADEIRA.

  


  FEB. 11TH (SATURDAY). COLINS LETTER ARRIVES.


  
    FEB. 12TH (SUNDAY). DONALD REIVER DANGEROUSLY ILL.

  


  FEB. 13TH (EARLY MORNING). MACWILLIAM REPORTS DISCOVERY OF THE
  BODY.


  
    FEB. 15TH (WEDNESDAY : EARLY MORNING). BODY FOUND BY
    ROADSIDE.

  


  FEB. 20TH (MONDAY). BREDON ARRIVES AT DORN.



  


  Chapter One


  THE REIVERS OF DORN


  AS THE IDEAL STATE slowly greets the eye of a bewildered public, and we realize with ever-deepening assurance that all is
  for the best in the best of all possible worlds, the draughts of modern progress (it will be admitted) are inclined to make us creep closer together for warmth. We like to live in smaller houses, in
  which patent kitchenettes replace those long, chilly passages, as if we would draw our homes close about our ears against the wind. The clerk who once was content to be semi-detached and pay rent
  now owns, on the instalment system, a small bungalow out in a field where the buses pass; the gaunt mansions of the more fashionable suburbs advertise their emptiness with rotting boards that
  appeal for an imaginary purchaser, and their occupants live in dumpy maisonettes, a quarter of the size, compensating themselves for the loss with an undeniable garage and a few yards of crazy
  pavement. Meanwhile, those greater householders whose, once, were the dreaming parks and Georgian piles we have all coveted, have abandoned the expense of their upkeep and crowded into London
  flats, with a fine mews outlook and a postal address which looks respectable enough if you omit the 95B. All the more gratefully, once and again, you come across old
  families in the country who still keep up, by hook or by crook, the external appearance of splendour; keep the palings sound and the paths weeded and the roof tiled by prodigies, sometimes, of
  self-denial, and make it possible for the local guide-book, even in these days, to talk of stately homes. In a few more decades of land-taxation and death-duties these, too, will
  have abandoned the struggle; and the fields will go out of cultivation altogether for lack of a squirearchy, until we ride down the hedges with tanks and cultivate it all, Soviet-fashion, by slave
  labour. Or will a few of the old landowners be left, financed by public subscription, to impress the American visitora delicate return for the reserves in which he keeps his surviving Red
  Indians?


  In Scotland, especially, you will meet with these inhabitants of the past. Perhaps the Scot has a larger share of feudal pride; perhaps Edinburgh has not the same metropolitan lure as London;
  perhaps it is merely that even in these days you may hope to let shootings. Of such were the Reivers of Dorn, the family which concerns us in this history. They lived where they had lived before
  Bannockburn, and gave themselves no airs about it. A family curse, perhaps exaggerated by local rumour, condemned the property, so it was said, to pass always by indirect descent. There was a
  story, too, that the death of the heir was always made known, by presentiment, to his family. Certainly an impressive majority of Reivers had died childless, or outlived their heirs. This very fact
  contributed, it may be supposed, to perpetuate their attachment to the soil; the property was entailed, and the head of the family was naturally disinclined to break or commute the entail for the
  sake of cousins with whom, as a rule, he was not on speaking terms. Donald Reiver, who piloted the estate through the perplexities of the Great War and the difficulties of the times which followed,
  had quarrelled thoroughly with his cousin Henry, so long since that the very causes of the dispute were almost forgotten. And the quarrel was kept alive by the fact of neighbourhood; the Henry
  Reivers were settled near by, in the same county, and frequent meetings on public occasions fostered the disharmony.


  The estate of Dorn was no sinecure to its owner. It was inextricably associated with surrounding farms, so that he must have some tincture of husbandry; it had been thickly planted with woods,
  so that he must needs turn forester; there was a tangle of sporting rights, and it was undermined at one point by a sorrowful inheritance of coal. Besides this, laird after laird had introduced on
  to the estate whatever at his own date was latest in modern improvements; the little territory could have faced a siege, so resolutely had it aimed at self-sufficiency. The milk of its dairies
  overflowed into neighbouring towns, its hens laid their eggs for distant markets; no meat was carved in the house, no cheese was cut, but what its native vigour had supplied; it boasted not only
  a house carpenter but an estate blacksmith. Strange outhouses met the eye at every corner of the policies : here a water-tower, here an electric light power-station, here a miniature sewage-farm, here an ice-house, replenished cumbrously, each winter, with cartloads of ice, which every summer saw melted away or put to use. To own such a property is to be owned by it; you have scarcely the
  residuum of time you can devote to public service or to self-cultivation. You labour like a highly paid works-manager, turning endlessly the wheels of industry in a vicious circle of production and
  consumption.


  For such activities, while his wife lived, Donald Reiver was sufficient, and took pleasure in the exercise. Yet those who knew him best realized that he worked with the mechanical dexterity of
  the accomplished juggler, and was consoled only by the tacit self-congratulation which accompanies success; his heart was not in it. To play the squire with conviction, you must have the prospect
  of handing over the inheritance to a son who will value it not less than yourself. At Dorn, it was no secret that the young laird was ill fitted to step into his fathers shoes. Colin Reiver,
  Donald Colin by baptism, was intermittently an invalid; weakness of the lungs made him a bad life, and Cousin Henry might reasonably have hoped to stand at his grave-side, even had
  there been no family curse to fortify him in the opinion. But, even if Colin lived to inherit, it was impossible to imagine his inheriting with gusto. All the energies of the father seemed to have
  gone into his daughter, Mary; she was already married to a prosperous man of business, and the conditions of the entail ruled her out of the succession. Her brother was an insignificant creature,
  of whom you could only complain that he was exasperatingly undervitalized. A school-master who observed That boy, Reiver, has no passions was held to have written his epitaph. He
  was placid without being good-tempered, silent without being meditative, stolid without being reliable. He looked at you with eyes that hardly seemed to register human interest, assented to your
  observations with an indifference ruder than contradiction. He smiled rarely, and when he did so it was with the air of one amused by a private joke of his own. He was not ill-formed, not
  ill-looking; he had learned, at a good public school, the kind of superficial manners a good public school can teach. But it was impossible to like him; and, though the life of Dorn was outwardly
  peaceable enough, you could not spend three days there without perceiving that the heir was a constant source of irritation to his own father. The fondness of parental love may be blind to every
  fault of temperament, may excuse every lapse of morals; it finds no pasture to feed on in the stony soil of indifference.


  The offence was aggravated because Colin did not pretend to the least interest in his family or its estates. He could shoot, and did shoot intermittently; but the pheasants might have been
  starlings for all he cared about their history or prospects. He fished sometimes, but he could scarcely have told you where the rights of Dorn marched with those of its neighbours. And as for the
  business side of the estate, the farms, the stock, the timber, they meant no more to him than the intricacies of Tacitus Germania, which he was supposed to be studying at Oxford, and
  that was little. Appeals to family pride and to self-interest were alike unavailing; he parried them with a few cheap Socialist sentiments, picked up at a college debating society, or a defeatist
  conviction that in ten years time life would be impossible for the landowner. Did you storm at him, he looked back at you with the injured eyes of a cat refusing to be dislodged from its
  retreat under a sofa; You may kill me, they seemed to say, but nothing will ever make me understand.


  Donald Reiver, a good-natured but quite unimaginative father, came at last to give up his son as hopeless, but without pardoning the inefficiency. Nor was it only that he feared what might
  follow when Colin succeeded him; if Colin never lived to succeed him, as many hoped he would not, the property would survive, but it would survive in the hands of strangers, and Donalds
  widow would be left portionless. The management of the estate left no margin for saving; he had no other source of revenue from which to provide for her. It tortured him to think of her living in
  some cottage on the grounds, the despised pensioner of Cousin Henry. Somehow, he must back himself against the event, otherwise desirable, of his sons predeceasing him; and he did not need
  the advice of his lawyer, Mr. Gilchrist, to tell him what that necessity pointed to. Colins life must be insured heavily, and the future was safe. Let the family curse take its effect; it
  would be felt by the family as a blessing, hardly in disguise.


  If I seem too persistent in calling the attention of my readers to the existence of the Indescribable Insurance Company, it is only because the activities of that Company are so ubiquitous, so
  far-reaching, as to make it crop up everywhere in the history of modern crime. Nor let me be accused of advertising it; you might as well set out to advertise the Bank of England. All insurance
  is, in a sense, gambling; the Indescribable plunges, and makes plunging pay. The most incalculable eventswhether a seaside resort will have a good season next year, whether a fashion in
  hats will survive the spring, whether a given film will be banned by the censorshiphave all been reduced by its experts into terms of actuarial arithmetic. The most gigantic
  risksthose of a parachutist out to make records, or those of a police-spy in Chicagocan be underwritten, at a price. If the Company has a fault, it is that of insisting rather too
  rigorously on the letter of its bond; premiums have to be paid on the nail, claims lodged within a specified time, loss suffered under certain prescribed conditions, or it is no use. But an
  element of red-tape is inseparable, as we see, from big business; you do not expect a multiple store to let you pay next time you are passing.


  Cousin Henrys recorded comment, What, insured him with the Indescribable? No idea the little beast was as groggy as all that, expressed a legitimate surprise. The
  ordinary reason for insuring with the Indescribable was because nobody else would take you on. Colin, though his was a bad life, was no desperate case; but the estate had already had dealings with
  the Company, and it was thought politic to keep up the connexion. After a bewildering cross-examination on his history, habits, and tendencies, and the probable causes of mortality among his
  great-aunts, his life was insured for a royal sum, which added several hundreds a year to the existing charges on the estate. For the first time since his extreme youth, Colin was regarded as an
  asset.


  The arrangement had hardly been in force for a year when the reason for it was suddenly removed. Mrs. Reiver died, and with her death the whole situation changed for the worse. It is the first
  art of motherhood to be a buffer-state between the husband and the children, and Colins mother had done her best. Now, except for occasional visits from Mary Hemerton, the married daughter
  of the house, father and son lived together, at uncomfortably close quarters. Colin went into the City for a time, but a very few months sufficed to betray his want of aptitude;
  then he lived at home, with an almost insolent air of waiting for his unwelcome inheritance. He had nothing in common with the neighbours, who would have tolerated any other eccentricity than the
  absence of an enthusiasm for shooting. The result was that he began, insensibly, to unclass himself in their eyes by a cynical fondness for low company; in Cousin Henrys unsympathetic phrase he went native. In England, the fireside of the village public-house has a place,
  always, for the Tony Lumpkin; ale is a good leveller, and the intrusion of the quality into the public bar is not suspected as a condescension. But the Scot, when he drinks in
  public, drinks with more embarrassment; he has no abandon in his conviviality; and, though politically he is by nature a democrat, he expects more of the lairds family than the
  Englishman expects of the squires. Colin, soaking whisky among the tenants and workmen of his fathers estate, won no good marks for affability; his glass, from the necessity of
  keeping up appearances, wanted ever more frequent replenishing, and he sank before the year was out into the unlovely habits of the dram-drinker. The family curse, it seemed, would have an easy
  prey, and the Indescribable was due to lose its money.


  But if Cousin Henry was unmoved when he heard that Colin had taken to drink, it was otherwise when news reached him that the laird, on his side, had taken to religion. Feller just on
  sixty, when he gets religion like that, gets it bad; full-time job, thats where the trouble comes in. You mark my words, the estate will start going back from now on. Likely as not,
  hell get to think the worlds coming to an end, and then whos going to look after the coverts? For a moment, indeed, it did look as if Donald Reiver was going to take
  an unhealthy interest in the measurements of the Pyramids. That lure he avoided, but did not fall back on a safe creed. Modern Presbyterianism, however satisfactory in meeting the
  needs of sensible men, is lean diet for the devotee. And the old laird, though he had ever been on good terms with the Kirk, had laid no foundations for a fanaticism; if he was to deflect his
  energies to the promotion of a cult, it must be something unmistakably dynamic. He ran into it quite accidentally, when visiting a spa for his health; a chance interview, a handful of
  introductions, and he was swept off his feet into the newest of all revivals. He came home with a new vocabulary, a new orientation, with all the fervours of a convert.


  There is a story that an elderly Catholic, after enquiring minutely into the religious observances of a pious sodality, and finding them, evidently, more exacting than he had thought, summed up
  his impressions in the formula, It sounds to me just the thing for my boy Tom. Probably old Mr. Reiver had some idea that the movement he had embraced, cradled as it was among the
  youth of the universities and designed, evidently, to appeal to youth, might reach Colin and infect, for the first time, that sluggish nature with an enthusiasm. But this was not primarily intended; nor did the bored indifference with which his ideas were actually greeted in the home circle daunt his ardour. He surrounded himself with fellow-devotees; and Dorn, while the universities were
  in recess, took rank among the recognized meeting-places of the movement.


  There had been some doubt, after his wifes death, whether Mr. Reiver would continue to pay the premiums on the insurance policyI am sorry to harp so much on this subject, but it
  nearly concerns our story. Mary was provided for, and he had nobody else to think of, once Colin was gone; those annual payments, now, seemed like throwing good money after bad. But his interest
  in the Circles decided him at once to continue them; he could look forward, if he lived long enough, to being a religious benefactor; and nobody dislikes that
  rle, however much we affect to despise the loaves and fishes. The estate, which he had no power to will away, was neglected meanwhile, as Cousin Henry had predicted that it would be;
  but the results of such neglect did not immediately become apparent, while departmental officials looked after woods and coverts, farm and garden, as before. The coverts were still shot, dinner
  parties were still given, and the neighbours looked leniently on Mr. Reivers enthusiasm; after all, it was not as if he had gone over to Rome, like young Ogilvie at Malloch.


  You must picture him as a fine old gentleman, not yet beginning to feel the weight of years; a little behind the times in continuing to wear side-whiskers that emphasized a slight touch of
  foolish benevolence in the look of him. To see him at his most characteristic, you should watch him reading a chapter to the assembled household at family prayers, in the manner of last century;
  or going round the house to lock up, the last thing at night, with hardly less of ceremonial in the performance. A man not born to do great things, but kindly and blameless; not deserving
  certainly, were the apportioning of merit and reward our business, to be involved in mystery and tragedy on the threshold of his old age.



  


  Chapter Two


  COLIN GOES ON HIS TRAVELS


  THE FIRST ACT in the story I will take leave to tell in the words of old Mr. Reiver himself; he described it in a letter
  to his daughter Mary, whom he was expecting (with her husband) for a Christmas visit.


  
    
      MY DEAREST MARY,


      This is to know whether there is any chance that you and Vincent could make it convenient to come here before the time we fixed on; indeed, as soon as possible. We
      are in great trouble here through Colins reckless driving in that new sports car of his, which I always said (if you remember) was unsuited to these narrow roads. He went out driving
      yesterday with an Oxford friend of his, young Denis Strutt, who is staying here; and on the way back he was responsible for a fatal accident, one very tragic in itself and very difficult for
      me. I dont know if you will remember Robert Wishaw, Hughs young son, a bonny boy whom you must often have seen playing round the lodge; a great favourite and, I fear, an only
      child. He must have been coming back from school by himself when Colins car ran straight into him, dragging him along the road and killing him on the spot. What makes it worse is that
      Colin had been drinking, there is no doubt, at an hotel; though young Strutt says not more than enough to keep out the cold; not enough to do anybody any harm. Poor boy, he was
      sobered enough when he came in, but I doubt what his state was at the time of the accident, and Strutt, I am sorry to say it, is not a reliable young fellowgood-natured indeed, but
      without any tincture of religion.


      Colin lies open to the charge of homicide, and there have been so many accidents round here lately that it is difficult to take lenient views. If he is acquitted,
      there is some ground for hope that all will be for the best as far as he is concerned. You will understand what I mean when I say that the shock of this wretched business seems to have woken
      him up; he has come out of that lethargy of his we all have such good reason to know, and is full of horror at what he has done; I sometimes hope, of repentance. He talks very regretfully
      of his past, and of the misuse made of his opportunities; he faces the prospect of evil times with a resignation surprising in one who has had so little serious background to his life. And, to
      tell the truth, his manner towards myself has grown almost affectionate. I could wish that the great difference in my own life had come sooner, so that I might have been able to help him
      against the repressions of his youth.


      Wishaw has taken it hardly, and cannot be blamed if he does so. His manner is perfectly respectful, but he has given notice of resignation, and I fear that I shall not
      be able to induce him to reconsider it. He talks of going out to join his niece in America. What I dread is the ill-feeling which all this will create among the men on the estate; not for my
      own sake, but for Colins when he comes to succeedit may be, before long. That is where we so need your help; all the people on the estate cherish a great respect for you, perhaps
      more than you know; and your influence, radiating from here, will do all the good in the world just now. Pray ask Vincent if he cannot make it convenient to antedate his visit; or, if he is
      kept down in the South, let you come on ahead. There is much more to talk of besides; but this cruel news has driven everything out of my head. If one did not know that everything is
      meant, it would be hard to take these things in the right spirit.

    

  


  Hugh Wishaw, it should be explained, was the head gardener at Dorn; a grim, morose widower, peerless at his craft and a pillar of the local kirk, but with little human contact save for the
  paternal love now wrenched from him. It was typical, you felt, of Colins genius for doing the wrong thing that the victim of his recklessness should have been the son of a tenant on the
  estate, and such a tenant. The evidence looked black against him; no other vehicle had been on the road, the turning was an easy one, and the car remained undamaged, except for a mudguard bent
  against a telegraph post when he ran up, too late, on to the bank. His record gave colour to the suspicion that he was the worse for drink when he took the road home. Besides, as the letter shows,
  the public was expecting an example to be made, before long, of some careless driver.


  But those who are expecting severe sentences on motorists expect, commonly, in vain. Colin had indeed drunk largely at an hotel, but it was out of hours, and no landlord could be produced to
  give evidence of the fact. As for Denis Strutt, his education at school and University had taught him to hate lying as a mean Continental practice, but to perjure himself cheerfully when a
  friends convenience was at stake. The very wantonness of the accident lent credit to his assertion that the child had lost his head, starting to run first this way and then that, till the
  car was actually upon him. Perhapswho knows?some allowances were made for a family that dated back to the other side of Bannockburn. In any case, Colin was exculpated from all blame,
  and so thoroughly that he did not even lose his driving licence. Those who were expecting an example to be made of somebody settled down to their expectations once more.


  Our ancestors, like the superstitious fools we know them to have been, long observed the silly custom of deodands, known to their more enlightened descendants only through the
  crossword. These were fines, destined for charitable purposes, imposed on the owner of any dumb beast that (without his fault) had been responsible for a homicide. Your bull had gored a man; no
  blame attached to you, if the beast was properly under control, or lacked the reputation of ferocity. But, here was a man dead, and it was not a wild beast that had made an end of him. Some amends,
  therefore, were due, in recognition of the artificial state of society which made such things possible. Believe it or not, in the early days of the railway a Company had to pay deodands for a loose
  truck which had run over a passenger. And there was this at least to be said for the systemit did involve a kind of restitution, a readjustment of values which snipped off, though it were
  only by a legal fiction, the loose threads of tragedy. The regrets of the inculpable owner had been externalized somehow. Today, we have no substitute except the brutal farce of compensation. Hugh Wishaw was not the kind of man who accepts compensation. He touched his hat and kept his counsel for a time; then, the very day after Colin (as we shall see) had left
  Dorn House, he suddenly went berserk in the village during an evening of heavy drinking, and committed various disturbances of the peace which lodged him, for three months, in one of His
  Majestys prisons.


  And if the sufferer in this tragedy found no suitable relief for his feelings, neither did the author of it. Colin had been acquitted at law, his offence had been formally condoned, according to
  the polite usages of society, by the injured father. But his conscience, a more exacting creditor, gave him no discharge; he wanted to pay deodands. He had not been brought up to any religion
  which suggested a way of making ones peace with an external Order of Justice. His fathers newly found creed, well as it might deal with hidden wounds that rankled inwardly, had no
  plaster for an open sore. There lies an instinct deeply rooted in our nature, pagan before it was Christian, which demands expiation for the wrong done. Commonly we smother it with commonplaces;
  perhaps to our own injury. But running down a child, regarded by most people as a normal incident of adolescence, awoke a greater horror in Colin because it came on the top of so much elseof
  a life starved of human affection through his own fault, of degenerate habits in which he had already seen danger. A clean sweep, turning over a new page of life, was what he called it to himself;
  what he meant was expiation. Soon after his acquittal, he announced his intention of joining the French Foreign Legion.


  The ambitions of the young are sometimes generous, but not often unselfish. Colin, after many days of self-castigation, felt that he had been visited with a kind of inspiration when this
  solution occurred to him. (We owe it, presumably, to the works of Mr. Wren, and the shadows which they have thrown on the screen, that this form of earthly Purgatory suggests itself, now and again,
  to the undergraduate imagination). What did not occur to him was that he had duties towards others which he was proposing to shirk in a glow of self-congratulation over his own heroism. It really
  came to him as something of a surprise, so fully had he warmed up to the prospect, when the family council went into the idea of the Foreign Legions, and pronounced it utterly preposterous.


  His father said the idea did him credit, but after all there was the property to think of. He himself was getting to be an old man; there was no saying how long he would be spared. Surely it
  was not wise for the heir to commit himself to a career on which it was so easy to enter, from which it was so difficult to draw back. His sister said it might be an easy career for some people to
  enter; but had Colin considered his health? Presumably there was some kind of medical inspection, even for the Foreign Legion. Why not go and see Dr. Purvis, and ask what chances he was likely to
  stand before a medical board? His brother-in-law said he had always said the Army was the best possible thing for a young fellow, but why go and live among foreigners? It was still possible to
  get into the British Army by applying to be attached to a regiment. He had a friend, a Colonel in the Rutlandshires, who would be willing enough to smooth the path towards a commission. His father
  said if it came to that, why not the Coldforths? The Scottish regiments were always complaining that they got too many officers from the South. Colin sighed, and began all his explanations over
  again.


  When at last he made them see something of what was in his mind, they fell back on the practical objections, health especially. Colin allowed himself to weaken, and finally proposed as an
  alternative that he should go to sea before the mast. He did not know much about going to sea, or which mast in a ship came where, but his reading assured him that it was necessary to be in front
  of the mast if one was to be properly uncomfortable. Once more the floodgates of unacceptable suggestion were let loose. His father said there was no denying it, after all, sea-air was the best
  possible thing for you when you were run down. Why not visit South Africa? He had seen one or two of these fellows belonging to the Circles who had gone out there on a
  missiona wonderful mission it was, tooand they said there was scenery in South Africa to which you wouldnt dream of comparing anything in the home country. His sister said a
  great friend of theirs had been out on one of these Hellenic tours, and had found it extraordinarily restful; only she wasnt sure whether there were any in the winter; she could easily
  find out. His brother-in-law said, if the idea was to get right down to it and look at the sea through the eyes of the common sailorand there was a lot to be said for that, mark you; it was
  all experiencemuch the best thing was to sign on as a sort of honorary purser on one of these cargo-boats, and mess with the officers. He had a friend in the City who could, he was sure,
  arrange for Colin to go out to Mexico on an oil-tanker. His father said you had to be careful, though, about tinned meat.


  In the end it was not the family council, but a long private conversation with his sister, which turned the scale. Womanlike, Mary realized that their father was a much better asset in argument
  when you removed him from the scene; you could then appeal to his difficulties, his hopes, his grey hairs, the likelihood of his death. She talked to Colin with a frankness bordering on severity,
  such as elder sisters use; told him that he had never been a comfort to his father as he ought to have been, especially since their mothers death; that if he wanted to make goodand
  she admitted it was quite time he didhe ought to think first of those who had the first claim on him. It looked more heroic to go off fighting sheikhs or stoking engines, but the real path of
  self-abnegation lay in facing up to the facts; let him console the old gentlemans declining years by taking a decent interest, at last, in the family estates, and live down the evil
  reputation he had acquired among the tenantry by showing himself capable of better things. If women saw the faults of their children as they see the faults of their brothers, there would be less
  spoiling in the nursery.


  In the end, all that remained of Colins grandiose schemes was the agreement that he should go off on a sea-trip. His health was plausibly alleged as an excuse; the reason, barely
  concealed, was that the memory of his recent exploit might have time to grow fainter in the country-side. Nor was his journey to be made on an oil-tanker; with the cowed resignation of the man who
  has allowed himself to be beaten in an argument, he consented to be an ordinary first-class passenger on one of the well-known Squandermania cruises. This boat, built originally to cross the
  Atlantic in record time, ceased to be a commercial proposition when fewer people wanted to travel, and less expensively, between England and the United States. Thenceforth, with an appearance of
  majesty in exile, she was destined to cruise slowly around the shores where warmth is to be sought in winterthe Balearic Isles, Tangier, Madeira, sometimes as far as the West Indies; but
  always with a complement of valetudinarians, always with the express object of taking a maximum of time between ports, since it paid the Company better if passengers spent their money on board. It
  was now well on in January, and the trip would mean an absence of nearly two months, unless indeed Colin tired of the leisurely occupation before that, when it would be possible for him to return
  from Madeira, the mid-way point of the journey. An Oxford friend had arranged to go with him; but at the last moment (it appeared) he was prevented by illness, and it was too late to find another
  travelling companion. Colin professed himself indifferent; no doubt he would come across some passable people on the voyage.


  Its a pity young Hawkins couldnt go with you, said his father. They were sitting, the four of them, at dinner on the evening of the departure. Conversation was
  difficult; the family council eager to disguise its triumph, the laird showing a tendency to indulge in Polonius-maxims, which his daughter did her best to check.


  I dont know, said Colin. He tells me hes a rotten bad sailor, and it isnt much fun going abroad with a man who is going to stick in his cabin
  half the time.


  Mistake to be in a party on board ship, observed Vincent Hemerton, who had theories about the right way to do everything. Prevents you getting to know the rest of the
  passengers; and of course the really restful thing about a cruise is chumming up with a whole lot of strangers youll never meet again in your life. Thats what Ive always
  found.


  I shall go with you next time, Vincent, protested his wife. And I dont like to think of poor Colin as the prey of the ships vamp, which seems to be your idea
  of a jolly cruise. Dad, what would you say if Colin came back engaged to an adventuress? Its always happening, you know, on these long cruises.


  The laird permitted himself a scandalized teehee. Eh, Molly, you shouldnt put these ideas into the boys head. Well have him getting wrecked on a desert island next,
  and taking up with one of these beach beauties they show you on the films. You must look after the company you keep, Colin. Find some good, respectable heiress to rescue from drowning, and I
  wont forbid her the door when you come back.


  There arent many desert islands on the route the Squandermania is taking, objected Hemerton. If Colin does get cast away, hell be picked up by one of
  these South American boats and come home to us with the frozen meat.


  Let him come home, said his father, and alls well. Some more port, Colin?


  Ill just buzz the bottle if I may, Dad. No, no more; I ought to be starting. Its a grand wine, this; I wish I were going to find it on board ship. Makes you feel as if
  you were prepared to meet your worst enemy and fall round his neck. Well, I must be off; the cars all ready at the door.


  What car are you going in, lad?


  Im driving the garden-car in; Im to leave it at the station garage, and one of the men will retrieve it tomorrow.


  Well, send us a post card when you get to Southampton. Have you a pencil on you? No? Here then, take mine; it wont matter your losing it, for its got my name written on
  it. Ill just see you to the door.


  No, dont come out, Dad, or youll catch cold; its a perishing night. You must sit here and keep the hearth warm for me.



  


  Chapter Three


  DONALD REIVER MAKES HIS WILL


  IT WAS NOT often Colin had given his father good advice; but the warning just recorded might well have been taken to
  heart. Donald Reiver was a healthy man, but his chest was his point of weakest defence; and soon after his son left he developed a chill, somehow, which seemed more than ever difficult to shake
  offFebruary, like January, proved to be a month of frost. Mary was so worried about his condition that she gave some hint of her alarms in writing to Colin at Madeira, one of the few ports
  of call at which you could be certain of reaching the Squandermania by letter. She did not actually suggest his returning, since it would be selfish to cut short his holiday for what might
  prove to be a false alarm. But she tried to write the kind of letter which would make it impossible for Colin to complain, if things went wrong, You never told me. The desire to save
  our own faces accounts for more of our actions than we generally admit.


  For the best part of a fortnight Donald Reiver was confined to his bed. He recovered, only to go down with a still more dangerous set of symptoms. On the 12th, a Sunday, Dr. Purvis used the word
  pneumonia, and hinted to the other members of the family that it might be a good thing if the laird were encouraged to put his affairs in order. He was already sinking, now and again, into
  delirium, and there was no saying what the end might be. His lawyer, Mr. Gilchrist, was notified by telephone, and agreed to come out from Edinburgh and sleep the night. Dr. Purvis himself would
  drive him out from the station, when he came for his evening visit. By the special request of the sick man, Henry Reiver was persuaded to come over at the same time; it was not clear whether this
  arrangement pointed to a merely business transaction, or to a personal reconciliation such as the solemnity of the occasion might justify. Anyhow, Henry was prevailed upon, though he would not
  accept a lodging for the night; he would come over after dinner, and would drive himself back.


  It was a night of uneasy comings and goings. Mr. Gilchrist pottered to and fro between the sick mans bed-side and the business room downstairs; Dr. Purvis was giving severe directions to
  the night-nurse, or foraging for sick-room comforts in the servants quarters; Mary and her husband drifted into the drawing-room and out of it, took up books and put them down again, began
  conversations which were interrupted by long pauses and ended with staring helplessly into the fire. They chafed at their own uselessness, contrasted with all this legal and medical energy. At
  half-past nine a fresh car was heard on the drive, and they addressed themselves to the embarrassing task of entertaining Cousin Henry. This was a little, spare man, military in his bearing and his
  antecedents, brusque in his manner, and finishing off every sentence he uttered with a little interrogatory grunt, very disarming to his audience. He had married, some years back, a lady whose
  respectability did not come up to the standards of his Cousin Donald, and criticisms had been made which Henry found himself unable to forgive. In return, he treated himself as heir-presumptive to
  the estate with an assurance galling to the pride of Colins father, little though that pride was fed by illusion.


  Not at all; course I came over, he protested gruffly, as if to vindicate himself against a charge of sentimentality. Hope its all a false alarm, though;
  Donalds always lived carefully, thats one thing. Eh? Yes, course I know Gilchrist; in the business room, is he? Ill go and see him now; and youll send in word
  if Donald would like to see me, huh? Mind, hes not to worry about it if it will tire him; no use doing that. Youll tell me, huh? Mary, accustomed from her youth to profane
  farmyard imitations of Cousin Henrys manner, found the little man unbearably tragic in this unexpectedly melting mood of his. They found Gilchrist busily grubbing in the piles of the
  lairds unopened correspondence. Oh, Mrs. Hemertonhow do you do, Major Reiver, how do you do?its about that notice from the Indescribable Company, about the
  premium, you know. Your father says it always has to be paid in at the beginning of the year, and now, you see, not being able to look at his letters, hes done nothing about it. I thought
  perhaps you might be able to lay your hand upon it. . . . Ah, thats more like it! Yes, their names on the flap of the envelope. Ill just draw out a cheque for him and take it
  up for him to sign, that will put his mind at rest; dear, dear, how folks will leave things to the last moment! Then Ill come back and see you, Major; or bring you word if the laird would
  like to see you first. There! Well soon have the Indescribable people settled.


  Donald Reiver did see his cousin, and there was evidently some kind of reconciliation, though neither was communicative about it afterwards. Henry had his interview with the lawyer, and then
  took the road, refusing renewed offers of hospitality. He consented to take with him, and entrust to the late post at Pensteven on his way home, the precious envelope which was going to ettle the Indescribable people; Donalds mind kept recurring to it and worrying over it, as a mans mind will when he is on the verge of delirium, and it was something for his
  daughter to be able to say that it was actually on its way to the post. There remained the signing and witnessing of his will, for which the doctors signature and that of the butler were
  called into requisition. As those who knew the laird best had foreseen, the bulk of his personal propertyand that meant little more than his expectations from Colins life
  insurancewas to go to the sect he had so recently embraced. Dr. Purvis, who had his own views on the subject, frowned, fidgeted, shrugged his shoulders in resignation, and traced the
  familiar hieroglyph. His business was to tide the patient over the crisis if possible; and it was certain that any attempt to cross his wishes would be a kind of murder.


  But when he proposed to follow the example of Henry Reiver and go home for the night, he was confronted with a clamour of dissuasion. A bed was there all ready for him; if he was wanted for any
  other emergency, the night-nurse would get the telephone call, and it was quite as easy for him to start out from Dorn as from his own house in Blairwhinnie. Thats quite true, Mrs.
  Hemerton, he explained; but you see, I must get back. Ive told the night-nurse that your father is to have an ice-pack; we must get that temperature down somehow. So I
  thought Id knock them up and tell them to send some ice over from the fishmongers. But, doctor, theres really no difficulty about that. Ill give you the
  key of the ice-house here, and you can get some in your car. You cant miss it; its among those trees on the left, half-way down the Blairwhinnie drive. Eh
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