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Chapter 1

 


“Enjoying the ride, Miss--?”

“What?” She had been leaning forward,
watching the passing countryside, and the question caught her by
surprise. “Oh--yes, thank you,” she said, even though it was not
entirely true.

Annie McCormack settled back into the plushly
upholstered rear seat of the limousine and tried to forget for a
moment the ominous presence of the driver in front. It would take
no small amount of effort, even with the man’s back to her. His
name was Spencer, he had told her, and Annie wondered if it was his
first or last name. She even entertained the notion that it might
not be his real name. For Spencer looked uncomfortably like
the stereotyped image of a thug...the perfect type to play a heavy
in some British movie about crime and the underworld. But she
dismissed the thought almost as quickly as it came. A man of
breeding and society, such as Curt Devereaux was, would never hire
anyone with a criminal record.

At the thought of Curt Devereaux she smiled
faintly to herself. Had it been only two days since she last saw
him? It seemed longer. A silly feeling, perhaps, since she had only
just met him the week before when he first entered Thornton James’
Antiques where she was employed. She pictured him in her mind’s eye
as he looked that first day--tall, blond, impeccably dressed. She
knew somehow even before he spoke that he was French.

The youngish Devereaux--Annie guessed him to
be twenty-nine or thirty, roughly five years older than
herself--came into the shop seeking a particular item and Annie
enjoyed handling the transaction. He returned to the shop a second
time, to finalize the deal and to discuss delivery of the relic.
Then just two days ago he met her for lunch, where he suggested
that she bring the relic out herself and see the old house the
Devereaux family had acquired with the intention of converting it
into a small museum of New England History.

“I’d love to,” she told him, then caught
herself. “But I don’t think I could get the time off.”

“I am sure I could persuade your employer,
Annie,” he said. “There must be a great many suggestions you could
make, to assist in the selection of other artifacts.”

She was secretly flattered that he should
value her opinion, and more than a little interested in seeing the
man again, if only out of curiosity. Devereaux, with his European
charm and quiet manners, was something of an enigma...his sudden
presence in her life a refreshing change from her everyday work in
New Haven, Connecticut.

It had taken little effort to convince her
employer to let her have a few days off. A certain glow had lit up
in Thornton James’ eyes at the mention of more prospective sales,
and he had even gone so far as to remark that it would be
“beneficial” to recommend other artifacts and historical pieces
available through the shop. For all his cultured New England ways,
Thornton James was at heart a money-minded businessman. Not
unpleasant to work with, really, as long as his basic rules were
followed. And Annie had always been a diligent employee.

The sudden, sharp wail of a passing ambulance
cut through her thoughts, and Annie noticed that the sleek gray
limousine was now well out of the New Haven area and continuing
along the Connecticut coast. It would not be much longer before
they reached their destination.

The Devereaux house was situated on a resort
island only a few square miles in size, and less than a quarter
mile off shore. The causeway that reached it should be coming into
view soon.

Jarritt’s Island had once been an exclusive
residential area owned by a mere handful of families. Before that,
it had served for nearly a century as the base for a small fishing
village whose humble craft had plied Long Island Sound and the
ocean beyond. Annie had learned that much about the place, at
least. Enough to conjure up picturesque images of a quaint little
retreat far from the city life she had known...far in more ways
than just distance.

Annie looked down at the relic case she held
in her lap, and on impulse decided to open it. Working the catches
silently and with great care, lest she attract the attention of
Spencer, she raised the top half of the case.

Inside the velvet-lined compartment was a
richly engraved cross of gold with the dull gleam of ages past. Its
center bore an oval medallion with an enameled image of St. Anne
and gemstones dotted its arms. It had no doubt touched many lives
since being completed by the skilled artisan who had formed it. And
now it belonged to Curt Devereaux, entrusted to Annie for safe
delivery.

Perhaps the relic should have been sent out
to the island by armored car--it was valuable enough to warrant it.
But Devereaux had insisted that the safest way was the most
obvious, and besides, there had been no announcement of the
purchase or its intended destination.

Annie sighed. A week ago she was safe and
secure in the routine of her job, and now here she was leaving New
Haven to deliver a valued artifact to a handsome, unmarried
Frenchman she really knew little about; her first
honest-to-goodness ride in a limousine, and driven by a man who
might easily inspire nightmares. There was something of the essence
of spy movies and foreign intrigue about the situation in which she
now found herself, and to that extent at least there was a
delicious excitement to the trip.

She became aware of the fact that Spencer
seemed to be observing her in the rear-view mirror. Annie closed
the case abruptly and latched it. She felt embarrassed, but what
did it matter if she had been caught taking a peek at the relic.
With a kind of uneasy defiance, she quickly said, “How long have
you been working for the Devereaux family?”

There was a brief silence, then in a voice
that matched his gruff exterior, Spencer replied, “Four years.”

Annie had asked the question more as a
nervous reaction than for information, and now she did not know how
to follow it. Still, she was determined not to be intimidated by
the man’s presence.

“Have we very far to go?” she continued.

“No, Miss.” Spencer pointed a stubby finger
toward the right. “We’re practically there already, we are.”

Annie was surprised to see the causeway
looming before them, with the hulking shape of Jarritt’s Island not
far in the distance. In another moment the limousine had turned
onto the roadway that jutted out over Long Island Sound, rapidly
closing the gap between it and the island.

So, in another few moments she would be
there. Annie twisted in her seat leaning forward a bit to see more
of the view ahead. Perhaps, she thought, she was expecting more
than she should of the next few days. Despite what she might like
to imagine in her own private daydreams, it really was to be
nothing more than the conclusion of a business deal, and maybe a
little research work to advise further acquisitions for the museum.
That was all.

Even if she should find herself interested in
Curt Devereaux, and she refused to consider that possibility
seriously at this point, the odds were slim that he would find her
equally interesting. At least, she imagined he would not be
captivated by her looks alone. She was attractive enough, in a sort
of average, wholesome way, but she had long ago admitted to
herself, somewhat grudgingly, that she was not beauty contest
material. Not that she thought that was important.

Annie took a moment to readjust her scarf, an
Italian print in green and gold that went perfectly with the
sprightly emerald green suit skirt and jacket she wore. She did
know how to dress well, which was a point in her favor, and had
managed a small but effective wardrobe on her salary from Thornton
James’ Antiques.

Still, she realized that she simply did not
move in the same circles as the Devereaux family. She became
determined that she would carry out her business quickly and
efficiently, and not make a fool of herself because of some
day-dreamy notion.

The car passed the end of the causeway and
turned right again, onto the island’s main road. They were at the
northern end of the long, irregularly shaped island, and the
fishing docks with their rows of tied up boats were visible. At
some, the boats had already been stacked and covered with
tarpaulins, to wait out the winter until the next season. The crisp
chill of late October had apparently sent the last of the tourists
and vacationers home, for the limousine was the only car on the
road.

Annie watched as rows of quaint old houses,
worn and battered by past storms, moved by her window. There was a
tiny church with a fenced-in cemetery that looked to be at least a
hundred years old.

Numerous small resorts and shopping arcades
dotted the island, but all seemed deserted now, and in the glaring
noonday sun the area had the odd look of a ghost town. In a sense
it was, Annie thought. A seasonal ghost town.

The road took a slight bend and as the car
rounded it the old house that had been hidden before by a stand of
trees and brush came into view. The estate then was fairly large,
Annie saw, as the boundaries of the property became visible. The
house and grounds occupied perhaps one fifth of the island, at the
southern tip.

A low stone wall across the front of the
property followed the uneven rise and fall of terrain, and
announced the line past which no uninvited guests should pass. That
and more. Annie felt the stone barrier, overgrown in places with
vines and tall grass, locked out not only the rest of the island,
but time as well.

The last section of the wall before the break
for the driveway bore letters chiseled in the stone. They spelled
out ‘White Oak Manor.’ That was what the former owner had called
it, Curt Devereaux had told her, after the wood from which the old
mansion had been built.

As the car entered the grounds and turned
onto the circular drive that fronted the building, Annie could
easily understand why Curt Devereaux had said the family would
never be able to fill all the rooms, and why there would be no
problem finding quarters for her brief stay. The mansion must have
at least twenty or thirty rooms, she observed. Perhaps more, for
another wing extended to the left that might be part of the house
proper.

She caught a glimpse of a smaller wing to the
right that almost certainly had once been servants’ quarters. It
was flanked by a long garage with three doors, and much of it was
hidden from view of the house by tall shrubbery and ornamental
trees.

And then the limousine pulled to a smooth
stop in front of the old house. The engine stilled, bringing an odd
silence that seemed to add to the feeling created by the deserted
resort area.

A light breeze was blowing in off Long Island
Sound as Annie stepped from the car, a breeze with the faint tang
of salt, and cooler than she had expected. She headed for the back
of the car, and the trunk which held her overnight bag.

“I’ll get your bag, Miss--” Spencer intruded
upon the silence, and quickly moved to unlatch the curving metal
lid of the trunk.

Annie stood close to the side of the car, the
chill breeze moaning softly in the stark light of noon, and looked
up at the heights of the building which towered so forebodingly
over all. She decided that the original owner must have been very
much like the building itself--cold, reserved and impassionate. For
the mansion was totally lacking in decorative charm, to an extent
that suggested all architectural frivolities had been deliberately
avoided.

She wondered why the Devereaux family had
picked such a forlorn looking estate for their home and museum.
Annie knew nothing about the others, but Curt Devereaux seemed to
have a warmth and interest in life that would be out of place in
this dreary surrounding.

But perhaps it had not been entirely his
choice. And there might have been factors to consider other than
mere esthetics. One thing was certain--the place was surely large
enough to house a museum.

Whatever Annie may have felt or imagined
about White Oak Manor, she knew she would have to stick it out for
a day or two, anyway. Perhaps it would be better once she came to
know it.

As the chauffeur came around the car with her
bag, Annie tightened her grip on the relic case and started for the
steps leading up to the house, expecting nothing more sinister than
a few days respite from city life...

 


 



Chapter 2

 


“Hi! You must be the girl from the antique
shop.”

Annie looked up, startled by the feminine
voice that had called out to her. Coming down the steps from the
house was a young woman, not more than a year or two older than
herself, dressed in canary yellow slacks and sweater top that made
a brilliant splash of color against the drab background of the
mansion. Her short brown hair flared out from her face as if in a
state of perpetual motion.

“Yes...I’m Annie McCormick, from Thornton
James.” She clasped the hand extended her and studied the smiling,
oval face.

“I’m Karen Wyler,” the other replied. They
were about the same height, but Karen’s form was lankier, more
athletic in appearance. “I guess I’m not really the one to be
welcoming you to White Oak Manor,” she apologized, “but Curt and
the others are somewhat occupied right now, so I hope you don’t
mind.”

“No, of course not.”

So, Annie thought, it’s ‘Curt’ and not ‘Mr.
Devereaux.’

She found it oddly irritating, but tried not
to think about it. Karen Wyler seemed like an open, friendly person
that would be hard to dislike, whatever the reason.

“We’d better get on inside,” Karen continued.
“The breeze out here is getting to be a bit much!” She put a
sisterly arm around Annie and escorted her up to the house. “So
you’re from New Haven--Curt mentioned the antique shop was in New
Haven, so I’m assuming you live there and don’t just commute in.
Have you lived there long?”

“Yes. Most of my life, in fact.”

“I was born in New Haven myself, but I never
lived there very much of the time,” Karen said somewhat wistfully
as she pushed open the thick wooden door to the house. “I’ve spent
the last three years here at Jarritt’s Island. That’s not long
compared to some of the residents, I guess, but I’m beginning to
feel like a native...”

The interior of the old house was not much of
an improvement over the outside. The rich wood paneling of the
large foyer was now dull with age, and what once must have been a
fine royal blue carpet was only a faded relic. The high ceiling and
large scale of things made Annie feel almost like a child again.
And there was a slightly musty atmosphere within that was not of a
house recently lived in or open to air.

Spencer entered behind them and placed the
single overnight bag on the floor next to the wall, alongside a
tall, straight and unornamented chair that looked as if it would be
pure torture for sitting. He then left the foyer by the front door,
closing it behind him.

Annie set the relic case down beside the
overnight bag and straightened. “Have you known Mr. Devereaux
long...?”

“No, less than a month, actually.” Karen
rolled her eyes to one side, as if reflecting on the exact date.
“He and the others came over from New York about then--they had
only been in the United States for about a year--and they needed a
place to stay while the arrangements were completed for the house.
That was how I met them...I own that rustic little hotel right
across the road from here--” She pointed, despite the fact that the
closed door shut off all view of the outside world.

“Oh? I guess you don’t have much business
now.”

“No, the season’s over. Won’t pick up again
‘til spring.” Karen stuffed her hands Into the pockets of her
slacks. “But I have more time now to come over here and.
‘supervise’ work on the museum. I’m sort of the unofficial
historian of Jarritt’s Island and I’ve been keeping a close eye on
the progress.”

Annie could readily believe it. Karen seemed
the take-charge type that would have no compunction about sticking
her nose in other people’s business. But was the museum the only
thing she was keeping a close eye on...?

“Is most of the work done?”

“Hardly! There’s still an awful lot to do
yet. They’ll probably be able to open the museum in time for the
next season, but not much before that.” She paused, then said
enthusiastically, “Would you like to see more of the place? Or
would you rather wait for Curt to come down and show you
around?”

Annie shrugged. “Might as well take a look.”
She smiled broadly, and knew she was going to like Karen Wyler.
“I’m tired of sitting anyway. A little walking will do me
good.”

She followed Karen out of the large entrance
hall and into the next room on the right, a spacious room easily
four times the size of the first. There was no furniture of any
kind in the room. The floor, Annie observed, was of beautiful
inlaid wood, in geometric designs--the first thing approaching
decoration she had seen in the house. Or had it too been covered by
a plain carpet at one time?

A number of display cases were scattered
around the room, most of them empty and some still in a state of
construction, with scraps of wood, nails and wrapped sheets of
glass still sitting haphazardly about, apparently where they had
been left by the workmen who had been building them. To one side
were several crates which had been opened, their contents partially
unpacked, and several more crates that had not yet been
touched.

“This will be the main exhibit hall,” Karen
was explaining.

“Most of the items of New England heritage
will be displayed here, as well as some of the things the Devereaux
family brought over from France. There are quite a few things here
at White Oak Manor that will become part of the permanent display,
too. Curt said he wanted to represent some of the local
history.”

Annie was still speculating about the young
woman’s casual use of Devereaux’s first name. “I guess you’ve been
very helpful to him.”

“Well, as much as I can,” Karen shrugged it
off. “But I wouldn’t begin to know how to locate or secure
things...the way you must have to in the antique business. That’s
why they asked you out here, isn’t it? To recommend how to complete
the exhibit?”

“Yes,” she said quickly, thinking that she
didn’t need to be reminded that her purpose here was strictly
business.

The rest of the rooms on the first floor of
the oppressive looking old mansion were well in keeping with the
first two. Everything was built on the same large scale, including
several storage closets scattered around in strategic locations.
The halls were well lit enough by day, but Annie shuddered to think
what they would be by night! There was a general scarcity of
electric lights, and the fixtures that were present were almost
literally antiques themselves. Only in what was to become the main
exhibit hall was there any modern lighting, and that had obviously
been installed within the last few weeks. The electrical conduit
and switches, although camouflaged, had simply been added on top of
the wall surfaces and ceiling braces. Perhaps to avoid tearing up
the existing structure, Annie thought.

There was a moderate sized library with
bookcases lining two walls, filled with dusty books that apparently
had not been disturbed for decades. There was a large, white-tiled
kitchen with a wooden table in the center that must have weighed a
ton, and hanging from a tall rack on that table were ancient
looking kettles and pans, along with smaller implements. It
appeared that this area was one of the few in the house that had
been thoroughly cleaned, no doubt because its use required it. The
dining room was what Annie had expected: chillingly formal with its
plain oak table that would easily seat a dozen people, at
acceptable distances apart.

But a surprise was in store for her when
Karen ushered her down another hall and opened a darkly paneled
door with a golden knob. A blaze of light and color struck Annie in
the face, dazzling her so that for a moment she could hardly
understand what it was she saw. Then her vision cleared and her
mind sorted out the multitude of brilliant images before her.

A chapel!

A small, old-fashioned chapel built into the
house, complete with elaborate stained-glass windows, two long
wooden seats, and deep purple carpeting that had faded a good deal
less than the blue in the foyer. Religious paintings were arranged
on the walls, in the gaps between the windows at the one end, and
on both sides of the door at the rear.

At the end of the chapel, several steps led
up to a raised section, and on this was a wide marble altar.
Nothing was left on the altar except two golden candlesticks.

“You know,” Karen said suddenly, “I never
even knew this was here until I came over here with the Devereaux
family and the real estate agent, when he first showed them the
place. I don’t think anybody knew it was here...anybody still
living, anyway. This is right at the back of the house, and you
can’t see it from the front. Besides, stained glass windows don’t
look like much from the outside.”

Annie was still having difficulty in relating
the dazzling beauty before her with the grim and austere look of
the rest of the house. There seemed no easy way to justify the two
extremes.

“It’s very nice...” she said absently. “But
why was it built here?”

“It’s not that rare, really. You sometimes
find little chapels built into old houses like this...expensive
ones like this.” Karen reached in and closed the door, shutting off
the brilliance that had briefly warmed the hall. “Of course, this
particular one is a little more lavish than most, but from what
I’ve learned, Simon Jarritt was something of a religious
fanatic.”

Annie looked round at the other girl as they
continued down the hall. “Simon Jarritt--is that the same Jarritt
the island was named after?”

“No...same family, but the island was named
after one of the earlier ancestors--one of the leaders of the
fishing village that was here over a hundred years ago. Matthew
Jarritt--I believe that was the name--anyway, he was quite a
progressive force among the other fishermen. He got them organized,
so that they did better than as lone operators, and was responsible
for setting up a village-owned processing plant and cannery, over
on the coast. He invested his own earnings and eventually came into
control of quite a few businesses.”

“Then I take it a safe assumption is that
Simon Jarritt inherited most of his wealth.”

“Mmmm...safe indeed.” Karen gave her brown
hair a toss. “He was given a few ‘executive’ positions with the
family firms, but I don’t imagine he had to do much work. If you
study the old newspaper records you find he had quite a reputation
as a rich and spoiled ne’er-do-well. At least, in his younger
days.”

Annie frowned. “But I thought you said--”

“About the chapel? Well, somewhere along the
line he ‘got religion.’ Must have become quite a sincere convert,
if this house is any indication. Talk about moderation!”

Karen escorted her through the remaining
rooms on the first floor, working her way back towards the main
entrance. A drawing room was the last stop, and it boasted a wide,
curving staircase that arced gracefully up to the second floor
level. The room was filled with a variety of stately old furniture
and a rather severe painting of Simon Jarritt on the wall. It was
all very picturesque, but its effect was lost on Annie. At the
moment she was thinking about Curt Devereaux, and wondering why he
and the others had not put in an appearance. Surely they had known
when to expect her arrival. So, what pressing matter was keeping
them from greeting an invited guest?

Or was that assuming too much? Since Annie
was acting as a representative of Thornton James she was not truly
a social guest. But did that void the necessity of ordinary
hospitality? The Devereaux family was apparently on a high social
plane, but Curt Devereaux at least had not seemed the type to keep
someone waiting out of class consciousness. But then, neither had
he seemed the type to choose a dreadful house like this in which to
live.

“...and the carpenters should be back to work
sometime next week,” Karen Wyler was saying, bringing Annie’s
attention quickly back to the conversation. “Curt had said the
family needed a few days respite from all the noise. I guess it
could get on your nerves after awhile. But there’s so much work
that still needs to be done, they can’t afford too many breaks in
the activity.”

Annie decided to voice a question that had
been vaguely disturbing her since she first set foot in White Oak
Manor. “Why has the house been closed up for so long? Hasn’t anyone
lived in it recently?”

“Not since 1907, when it became the property
of one of Simon Jarritt’s heirs...a cousin by the name of Grace
Talbot.”

“And she did nothing with it?”

“Nope. Of course, she was only seventeen at
the time, and the property had to be held in trust for a few years.
But even after she came of age, she still refused to sell the
place, or to live in it. She just died last year, and the
disposition of the property was held up in court for awhile, but
once it was resolved, the new heir immediately put it up for
sale.”

“It’s strange,” Annie commented. “Why would
anyone want to let a big house like this sit here unused for all
those years? Even though it’s a drab place, surely it could have
been fixed up and made to look more attractive.”

“You would think so. But the only maintenance
work she allowed was an occasional cleaning and periodic grounds
keeping. And not much of that in the last ten years.”

“Why, I wonder?”

Karen shrugged. “Hard to say. We’ll never
know for sure now, but maybe the old girl was a little off her
rocker. There’s not much doubt she was superstitious.”

“Superstitious...about this house?”

“Yes. She would never even come out here to
see it. I don’t know if she really believed those silly rumors
about it being haunted--that’s strictly stuff to entertain the
tourists--but she definitely didn’t want any physical contact with
the place.” Karen shrugged again, a serious look clouding her
features. “Of course, old Simon Jarritt didn’t help matters any, I
suppose. After what he did, it’s a wonder they didn’t change the
name of the island!”

“What...what did he do?”

The conversation halted abruptly with the
sound of footsteps on the great, curved staircase. Annie turned and
saw Curt Devereaux coming down the stairs toward them.

Devereaux was more casually dressed than
usual, but then Annie realized that he would not likely be wearing
a tie and jacket in his own home. His eyes fastened on Annie’s and
she could not help but smile. After the nearly silent ride with
Spencer and her introduction to the dismal estate known as White
Oak Manor, it was reassuring to see him again.

He descended the last few steps and walked
over to them, stopping a few feet away. In that brief moment, Annie
had a fleeting impression, picturing him on a polo field, or
perhaps a tennis court. There was something about the surety of his
movements that suggested a sports background. But there was
something different about him. Was it only Annie’s imagination that
he looked tired and withdrawn?

“Welcome to White Oak Manor.” He shook her
hand, held it a moment. “I must apologize for not coming down
sooner.”

“That’s all right,” Annie told him,
forgetting her earlier thoughts about the delay. “Karen has been
showing me around some of the rooms.”

“Good. Then I hope your wait has not been too
great an inconvenience. He smiled disarmingly for a moment, then
his features regained some of the concern that had been there
before. “I had expected to be down here when you arrived, but
unfortunately, Genette--my mother--is not feeling well.”

“Nothing serious, I hope,” Annie found
herself saying reflexively,

“No, not at all. She is resting now, but will
probably be up and around in an hour or less. We have tended to her
immediate needs and decided to come down.”

At the word ‘we,’ Annie suddenly saw for the
first time the person who had apparently followed Curt Devereaux
down the stairs. After fully seeing the young woman, Annie wondered
how she could have missed noticing her in the first place.

She had stopped on the next to the last step,
placing herself more than a foot above the others. She looked to be
the same age as Karen Wyler, but the resemblance ended there. While
Karen’s hair was short and brown, the newcomer’s hair was long and
light blonde, streaked with a darker tint that Annie suspected
might actually be natural and not cosmetic. Where Karen’s form was
lanky, the other’s was fuller and more feline.

The young woman’s features were strikingly
attractive, and it was easy to imagine her as a model for some
European fashion magazine. She was wearing a deep rust colored knit
dress with long sleeves and a turtleneck collar, and around that
graceful neck a slender chain ran, supporting an ornamental pendant
formed of some dark metal. Cradled in her arms was a cat...a
jet-black cat with eyes the color of butter.

Annie found herself hoping the young woman
was Curt Devereaux’s sister. There was no strong resemblance,
but...

Devereaux had become aware of Annie’s gaze.
He turned to include the presence of the young woman in their
conversation, making a slight, bowing gesture.

“Forgive me...I have not introduced you. This
is Monique de la Roque, an old family friend and a partial investor
in our museum effort. Monique--this is Miss McCormick. I’ve told
you about her, and the relic I’ve purchased from Thornton James in
New Haven.”

Monique smiled, but the smile lacked warmth
and sincerity. “Yes, of course. How nice to meet you at last. I
hope your trip out here was pleasant.”

“Yes...thank you,” Annie lied, and suppressed
a shudder at the recollection of Spencer’s sinister image. She
could not quite believe Monique de la Roque was terribly concerned
about her ride to White Oak Manor. There was a kind of photo smile
on Monique’s lips, but her eyes held a different emotion. Exactly
what, Annie could not be sure, but those eyes seemed to burn into
her with unusual intensity. Did she only imagine that the cat’s
eyes studied her in the same way?

A slight movement above them drew Annie’s
attention to the top of the stairs. For a moment, she thought the
girl who stood there so still and quiet was a child. The grand
scale of the staircase did not help. The girl might be in her early
teens. But before Annie could quite decide which age was a
reasonable guess, the raven-haired youth had turned and fled back
out of sight.

Curt Devereaux was again looking apologetic.
“Please excuse her. Renee is my niece, and she is...rather shy with
strangers. Later, you will have to meet her. But now there are
other things to attend to--we shall have to see you are settled in
a room here, and I am anxious to see the cross again. I would like
to go ahead and place it in one of the exhibit cases.”

“Oh, yes...right away,” Annie replied,
feeling somewhat embarrassed that she had not brought up the object
of her visit herself. “It will just take a moment to get it...”

She followed Karen into the foyer and headed
for the tortuous-looking chair beside which sat her overnight bag
and the relic case. Curt Devereaux and Monique followed.

“I’m glad your employer was able to acquire
the cross,” Devereaux was saying as he walked. “It’s going to be an
important part of the exhibit dealing with the various European
influences which affected the early colonies, and the eventual
development of the New England area. Its particular history will
fit right in with our display.”

“Well, I’m glad we were able to help you.”
Annie smiled as she picked up the relic case and set it on the flat
seat of the chair. Business first, she remembered. Now was as good
a time as any to get in a small sales pitch. “Thornton James is one
of New Haven’s better dealers in antiques, if not the best. Even if
you should want a particular item he doesn’t already have--and he
does maintain an enormous selection--he can still very often
locate...”

Her voice trailed off into silence. She had
snapped open the latches on the case and raised the lid. Annie now
gazed disbelievingly into the velvet-lined compartment...the
empty velvet-lined compartment.

For the St. Anne’s Cross was gone...

 


 



Chapter 3

 


“But it was there before...just a while ago,”
Annie heard herself say, her voice weak and confused. “It
was there,” she repeated, more stridently.

Her gaze was still fastened on the interior
of the relic case, as if her mind could not yet accept the
fact--the responsibility?--that the cross was gone. She backed away
from the case, silently cursing herself for her casual assumption
that the relic would be safe here in the foyer of White Oak Manor.
But then, why should she have assumed other wise? The old house was
in a fairly remote area. It was not like a crowded mid-town
location, with people constantly coming and going. There was no
reason to suspect the cross might be stolen there--no reason for a
potential thief to even know of its presence. Still, that did not
ease her mind.

Curt Devereaux was beside her, also looking
at the empty relic case. He would have every right, she thought, to
be angry--no, furious with her. But however strong his
feelings may have been, he was containing them.

“I don’t think there is any doubt that the
cross has been stolen,” he said slowly. “But we must be sure of the
facts before we call the police. Annie--was there any time before
you arrived here when the case might have been out of your
sight?”

Annie struggled in vain to think of some
other time a thief could have had access to the cross. She hoped
against hope that there might be some factor other than her own
negligence responsible, but the answer was clear...irrefutable.

“No...there was no time when it was out of my
possession, not even for a second, until I arrived here.” Annie
shook her head sadly, bitterly. “I picked up the case at eleven,
and then your chauffeur brought me from the antique shop directly
here. There were no stops. I had the case in the car with me, not
even in the trunk, but with me. There’s no way anyone could have
taken the cross until. . .until I arrived here, and left it in this
room.”

Devereaux frowned slightly. “Then we have to
assume that someone actually came into the house and took the cross
while Karen was showing you around. Unfortunately, the front door
does not lock adequately, so it would be no great effort for
someone to enter the foyer from the outside. By now, whoever did
take the cross may well be off the island. I don’t know. The police
will know how best to handle it.” He turned to Karen Wyler, placing
a hand on her shoulder. “Would you be so kind as to call them--you
know where the phone is--”

Karen left the room through the doorway
leading to the drawing room. Annie had not noticed a phone in that
great chamber with the curving staircase, but there was presumably
one nearby.

Curt Devereaux strode over to the front door
and threw it open. He stood there for a moment, his eyes scanning
that part of the island visible from the front of the house. “I had
intended to have a locksmith out before this, to repair the door.
But I have been tied up with a number of other things lately, and
put it off. I see now that was a mistake.”

It seemed to Annie from the tone of
Devereaux’s statement that he was trying to accept the blame for
the theft. She could not allow that, as much as she longed to be
free of the feelings of guilt that raged within her.

“The lock is surely secondary, Mr. Devereaux.
I am the one who had the responsibility for delivering the cross
here. I should never have let it out of my sight until I had made
sure you received it.” Annie fought back the tears that threatened
to burst forth. “As much as I hate to admit it... it’s my
fault the cross is gone.”

Devereaux’s eyes were downcast, hiding his
thoughts. But there was no doubting the feelings of Monique de la
Roque. She said nothing, but fixed Annie with a cold, disparaging
gaze that conveyed more than any words could...

* * *

It took nearly an hour for the police to
arrive. Jarritt’s Island was not within the jurisdictional
boundaries of any city on the coast, so county police had to answer
the call. Three of them had come, in an unmarked car and a police
van, and they had a quiet, methodical air about them. Annie had
half expected a dozen or more cars to come roaring up with sirens
wailing, even though she knew better. As a result, the somewhat
tedious and under played procedures that were taking place seemed
only to add to the oppressive atmosphere of White Oak Manor.

Everyone had been gathered in the drawing
room while the police went through the initial stage of the
investigation, including a middle-aged woman employed as cook and
housekeeper. Annie had not seen her before during her tour of the
first floor, and assumed the woman must have been upstairs in some
part of the house. The woman, who had been addressed as Claire,
apparently spoke only French, for Curt Devereaux had explained to
her in that language what had happened, and the nature of the
police visit.

Renee Devereaux had been brought down to the
drawing room shortly before the police arrived, had immediately
sought the seclusion of a high wing-back chair in the corner, and
remained there, looking sullen and disinterested in the activities.
At closer range, she seemed to Annie to be around the age of
sixteen.

The only one missing from the assembled group
was Genette Devereaux, who was still up in her room resting from
whatever spell of illness had befallen her. Annie began to wonder
if had the change she had noticed in Curt Devereaux was a result of
his being here, in the midst of a household that seemed far from
perfect. Of couse, Annie was still an outsider, only recently
acquainted with the Devereaux family. Yet Curt Devereaux had
seemed different when she had spoken to him in New Haven. Was it
Genette’s ill health that weighed on him?

Renee might be another factor. Annie was not
well acquainted with the finer points of psychology, but even a
casual observer could detect the signs of a possible emotional
problem in Curt Devereaux’s niece.

Were these things what had changed him...what
had drained him of the vitality he had shown before? Or was it only
the house, the gloomy spell of White Oak Manor that spread over
him...

Annie’s thoughts were interrupted as the door
to the foyer was opened suddenly. The police lieutenant who had
driven out in the unmarked car leaned into the drawing room and
called for Curt Devereaux. Each person in the house was to make a
statement for the lieutenant’s report, and Annie was not looking
forward to making hers.

Karen Wyler had been sitting on the sofa with
Monique and the housekeeper, and she now came over to occupy a
chair next to Annie’s. She scooted it even closer and leaned toward
her.

“Don’t look so nervous,” Karen said, softly
enough so that her voice would not carry more than a few feet. “The
police might think you did it!”

Annie looked up into the other girl’s wry
smile, but could not respond in kind. “That’s not really funny, you
know.”

Karen’s smile faded, became sympathetic.
“Sorry...I didn’t mean to upset you. Just the opposite, in fact.
You’ve been sitting over here looking so glum, I thought I ought to
say something. Guess I just picked the wrong choice of words.”

“Forget it. I appreciate the thought.”

Karen hesitated a moment. “You’re pretty
upset about the cross being stolen, aren’t you.”

“Of course! It was my responsibility...and my
mistake in leaving it unguarded. I should have known better. I’ve
been around valuable antiques long enough to know better.”

“Did the cross cost a great deal?”

Annie sighed, rolling her eyes upwards.
“Roughly a year’s salary, if I were to pay for it out of what I
make--and that’s a possibility I may have to consider.”

Karen shook her head slowly. “I don’t really
think Curt will hold you responsible. And anyway, for the Devereaux
family the loss will be more of an aggravation than a financial
hardship. I wouldn’t worry about that part of it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Annie glanced over at the sofa and realized
that Monique was watching her. The young woman’s penetrating gaze
did not shift or retreat when Annie returned the look, but instead
remained fully on her. Dark eyes that quietly and unobtrusively
bored through Annie and seemed to touch her very soul. Almost with
a shudder, Annie again noticed that the cat was also staring at
her. It was as if the small creature was merely an extension of the
woman that held it in her lap. Monique methodically stroked the
cat, then smiled faintly, in a way that disturbed Annie even more
than the probing gaze.

Karen spoke again, diverting Annie’s
attention from further thoughts about Monique de la Roque. Her
subject was again the cross.

“I wish I’d seen it,” she said softly. “My
curiosity is up now. What is it that makes it so valuable,
anyway?”

Annie tried to put the matter of the theft
out of her mind long enough to recall the details of the relic’s
background. “Actually, its value isn’t as great as it could be...”
she began finally. “The cross is only gilded, and not solid gold.
Its actual material worth is really only a few hundred dollars. The
workmanship and age are its real value.”

She paused a moment. “It’s believed to be of
the Limoges school, central France...probably sixteenth century.
It’s one of the better examples of enameling, even though it is
fairly small. In the year 1631 the cross was brought over from
England by a colonist that settled in Connecticut. It was handed
down through several generations of the same family, and later sold
to a collector. Part of that collection, including the cross, was
just acquired about a year ago by Thornton James.”

“It must be interesting to work with things
like
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