
  
    
  



    
        
          The Amalfi Coast

        

        
        
          Jane Dowling Mysteries, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Jo Currington

        

        
          Published by Jo Currington, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE AMALFI COAST

    

    
      First edition. December 19, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Jo Currington.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230963127

    

    
    
      Written by Jo Currington.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


  The Amalfi Coast
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  Chapter One

London, 1894



Jane Dowling was waiting, as requested, by the Egyptian mummies in the British Museum. The gallery was nearly empty and she watched the public as they drifted along, eying the brightly painted sarcophagi, the kings, the queens, even the mummified pets. The children always stopped to stare at the mummified cats.

Jane noticed a sturdy, dark-haired woman watching her. The woman was dressed in a long dark green tweed coat and thick boots, as if on some country estate. She marched up to her and stopped in front of her.

“Are you Miss Dowling?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent.” The woman turned nimbly and started marching off. Jane hurried to catch up with her.

“Just time for a quick lunch, I think. Pub across from the museum is quite welcoming. You are not one of those women who will not go into public houses?”

“No.”

“When I am away from London, which is frequently, the thing I crave most is the pie at the Princess. Especially on a wet November afternoon and the coal fire is lit.”

“But it is April.”

“One cannot always control one’s longings. It is quite the other way round, they find us. In the desert for example...” Here she had to swerve to avoid a child and quite forgot herself.

Ten minutes later they were seated in a cubby hole of the pub in question. Caprice Bowden gave Jane a full minute of silent appraisal, her hands twisted and crossed under her chin.

“You are very young. I have a daughter, Emma, you cannot be eight years older than her.”

“I am twenty six.”

“I first travelled on my own when I was twenty four. Turkey and Palestine down to Cairo.” She sketched the route with a finger in the air. “How do you find it, being a detective?”

“Are you concerned about my experience, Mrs Bowden?”

“Miss.”

“I am now in my second full year of the profession. I have an office in Croydon, with a business partner.”

“I asked how do you find it?”

“There have been some successes and some failures, as in many walks of life. Some clients are disappointed with what we do find out, or we find out something no one wants found out. I have had some successes as well.”

“These clients are usually women checking up on their husbands?”

“Sometimes, but those cases can be quickly dealt with.”

“I have read about you in the papers. Police corruption in Croydon, the murders in Chichester.”

“I dare say I was lucky both times.”

“I won’t have false modesty, Miss Dowling. I really won’t. For a woman to achieve anything in this world she must be resolute.”

“I must also confess I have not read any of your books.”

“Let us get down to business. I wish to engage you on a private family matter. I am choosing you simply because my brother, who is a lawyer of some repute, will know all the male private detectives working in London.”

Jane took out her notebook, and nodded.

“My father and mother died in a supposed sailing accident in Cornwall, just under five years ago. My mother was very ill, so it was possibly for the best, but the shadow of the thing has hung over the family.”

“You said a supposed sailing accident?”

“Well, they were drowned while sailing in bad weather, that is not disputed. I do not personally believe it was an accident, but that was the coroner’s finding. Here is the thing which is particular, though.”

“Yes?”

“In my father’s will, he stipulated that exactly five years after his death, his family should come together for a fortnight in Italy, on a boat down the Amalfi coast. We are to be assessed by specialists chosen by his firm of lawyers, I do not know who they are.”

“With what purpose?”

“I would guess to determine if we deserved any more money. We have been on a modest allowance for five years, the bulk of his fortune is held in trust.”

“But you write books.”

“And I like good hotels, telegrams, sleepers, guides. Do not underestimate the many uses of money.”       

“It seems an odd request, one might almost say cruel.”

“No, it is not cruel. It is very like him in some ways, businesslike. Decisions made on good information. He often said I was a fool for heading off into an area I did not know was safe. For me travel is about the unknown, but not for him. Do you see?”

“Who else is in your family?”

“My father had a brother and two sisters, I dare say we are all pretty much set in our ways. One brother is a lawyer as I said, another is an investment banker, both are married and have children.”

“It does not sound like they need the money.”

“They would still be most offended if they did not get it, anyway you are missing the point.”

“Which is?”

“One of them could have killed both my parents.”

“In the sailing accident?”

“Yes, yes. My father used to rent a house on the south coast of Cornwall. All of us were gathered because my mother was so ill, it was thought to be her last summer. Just like when we were children.”

“That is when the accident happened?”

“Yes, yes. In the evening, we had all been drinking and eating supper, and sometimes in that crowd a cry goes up for a sailing race, out to a rock we all know. It was still light but the wind was getting up. That is when the accident happened, three boats were in the race, the weather came up dreadfully, and my father and mother did not come back.”

“Surely it could just have been an accident.”

“My father was a good sailor, he had taken mother because she was having a good week, but I am sure he would have been very careful. I think someone did something to the boat, so when the wind got up out at sea, it failed.”

“Why would anyone in your family want your father dead?”

“My mother was terminally sick. We suspected father had been getting a bit too close to this new secretary he had, Miss Campion. It was discussed among ourselves whether she would be the next wife, then she would have his children, and we would all be pushed aside.”

“Why would he abandon you?”

“He did not approve of me, because I travelled, and the things I said in my books. How Englishmen really behaved where there were few white women about, and so on. He did not like lawyers, so he did not like Solomon, and Jeremy had given him some bad investment advice one single time, so the story went, and he had lost money. He was used to giving his opinion and everyone accepting it, he forgot we had all grown up.”

Caprice spoke in animated bursts, fueled by some deep anger. It was the transmission of information rather than a conversation.

“Murdering him seems a bit extreme.”

Caprice tapped the table crossly with her fingers.

“Look, you are the detective. I do not know this for a fact. But, I do also think it is possible that my father set up this whole cruise thing, partly because he suspected he might be killed and he wanted his lawyers to find out who did it.”

“Why wait five years, then?

“That is a good question.” She made a disagreeable face. “The grandchildren are older, perhaps. Anyway, this is exactly the point of you coming, to help me get some answers. I have lots of questions of my own, few answers.”

“I am not a family member.”

“The arrangements are quite generous, each family can bring up to three servants. I don’t think anyone needs three servants, but there you are. Fashions have changed. I shall tell everyone that I have taken you on as a travelling companion. You do have a valid passport?”

“Yes.”

“Good. We will go tomorrow. We have to be at the dock in Genoa the day after. We will go down the coast to Rome and Naples, and take the train back from there.”

“It seems very last minute.”

“Will you come?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Not quite the full heat yet in that part of the Mediterranean, but the insects will be starting up. Terribly poor the people are, but there it is. Wonderful scenery. Do not trust the men.”

“What would you have done if I had not said yes?”

“Oh my dear. You are the adventurous sort, I saw that at once. Victoria at 1pm tomorrow. Best just to take what you can carry, I don’t believe in trunks and trunks of luggage. There will be adequate laundry arrangements on the steamer, whatever his faults, father always did things in style.”

“I charge a daily rate, Ms Bowden, plus expenses.”

“Of course you do, dear.”

 


  Chapter Two



The next morning, at Victoria station, Jane found Caprice standing with two men at the end of the train platform for Dover. Both men were taller than her, even without their top hats. They were well dressed, one with a rounder stomach and softer face.

“Miss Dowling, these are my brothers Solomon and Jeremy. They are taking the train with us. Their families are already in Marseilles. We will take the steamer together from there.”

The men nodded their heads, and went to supervise the loading of their trunks by the porters. Caprice and Jane followed.

“Their families like to travel more slowly, with proper breaks. The men have to stay in London till the last minute, at least so they say. They will no doubt want to explain to you at some length how important they are.”

They joined the brothers in a carriage. Jeremy opened his paper decisively, but Solomon seemed attentive enough.

“Tell me sister, which continents have you traversed since I saw you last?”

“I went down the spine of South America. That was most of last year.”

“In search of what?”

“Ruins, new cities, real men, terrible weather. I will send you my book when I finish it.”

“They say Argentina will control the world’s beef market soon.” Jeremy said from behind the paper. If you happened to peer across the Andes from Chile.”

“I went there as well. They have the prairie land, lots of cowboys, I don’t see why not, now ships can be refrigerated.”

“And Brazil has as many slaves as Carolina or Virginia.”

“They are not slaves now exactly, but yes, both economies have their similarities, separate populations within one country, separate areas of each town. But Brazil is not so stable. The politics are tricky.”

“I heard the politicians did not interfere, that is why business is booming there. They just quietly take a cut.”

“You should go and see for yourself, that is the only way to know a place.”

“Miss Dowling,” Solomon interrupted his brother. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?”

“Miss Dowling is my new travelling companion. She will help me with my books.”

“Is she? Does she know what you are like?”

“What am I like exactly, Solomon?”

“Prone to turn native at the drop of a hat. Restless, fond of other adventurers, and their tall tales. Capricious. Father named you well.”

“It is not a marriage. We can stop any time we want. Anyway, you are in no position to make jokes about names. I did not hear much in the papers about your wisdom, not in that recent bribery case.”

“All water under the bridge, sister, we will get him next time. What does your father do, Miss Dowling?”

“He is a vicar, in South Croydon.”

“And what does he think of your plan to travel the world with my sister?”

“He thinks everything I do is mad, to be honest, so he is not much help with decisions like this.”

“If you can manage to restrain your urge to practise cross examinations for a minute, Solomon, what do you actually know about this trip? Have you managed to get anything out of Jenkins?”

“Very little. I thought he might be on this train and we could corner him together.”

“What then? Surely if there is honour among thieves, there should be some understanding among lawyers, hardly likely to be honour of course.”

“My sister does not think I follow a decent profession, Miss Dowling”

“You take money to obscure the truth.” Candice said, “Anyway, what do you know? I am sure you will have looked into it.”

“Jenkins says the whole trip is prescribed in the papers which went with father’s will.”

“Is it?”

“He has had some discretion over the details, apparently. But there were pages and pages of instructions as well as the will.”

“Is Jenkins allowed to control things like that?”

“The money is in a trust and he is the main trustee. He can do what he wants.”

“Why are we doing it five years after father’s death?”

“Jenkins did not say.”

“What do you think, though?”

“I understand we are to be evaluated, somehow, for some qualities father admired, which does not sound good. And the spoils to be divided accordingly.”

“It is a sick joke. A final humiliation from beyond the grave,” Jeremy put in.

“You would not have been best pleased if it had all gone to the eldest son.”

“It’ll make a laughing stock of the family, if it gets out, which it will.”

“It may be more benign than that. Maybe he just wanted to make sure we all have a good time together. Kept in touch.”

“I have business to attend to. What if the telegraph is down in whatever tiny port we end up in, or the papers are late, you know what the Italians are like. Delays to news cost me money.”

“Jeremy, do try to relax. How is Emma by the way?” Caprice asked.

“She is doing very well, learning the piano, speaks good French, quite intelligent to talk to, you should try it. Well presented.”

“My daughter is not a bloody house.”

“You may as well know, Caprice, in case it comes up. I have forbidden her from reading any of your books, at least until she is older. Because of the improper views you express.”

Caprice laughed at him. He was so surprised he put down the paper and looked at her.

“Miss Dowling and I will be in the bar.” She said after a few moments. “I am sure there will be ample opportunities to dine together during this trip, and we don’t want to spoil the pleasure.”

 


  Chapter Three



By the afternoon of the next day, on the dock in Marseilles, the party had been swelled by the arrival of Jeremy and Solomon’s families, and the two lawyers, Jenkins and his assistant Anthony Pearce. A strong warm wind blew off the sea, lifting the spray into their faces, as they boarded the busy coastal steamer for Genoa with the rest of the passengers.

Jane had talked to Caprice for hours on the train through Paris, but now Caprice was reunited with her daughter Emma, who lived with Jeremy’s family, she was deep in conversation with her. This gave Jane time to sit by herself and try and piece together what she had learnt about the Bowden family.

She was also interested in the coastal resorts they were passing, Nice, Cannes, Monte Carlo. To her they were all famous names from books and papers, and there they were, right in front of her, sparkling in the astonishingly blue Mediterranean sea light. Behind each town, with its elegant shops and apartments, the dry brown hills rose, quite steeply in some places.

The passengers on the steamer varied in all manners of dress, language, and excitability. Some were very fashionably dressed and presumably well off to match, men and women of leisure. There were various commercial travellers and business men. Jane, who had been abroad only once before, to Paris with her parents, found it all endlessly fascinating, despite the heat and the noise.

It was late when they arrived in Genoa, and Jane stuck close to Caprice who seemed as fresh as ever, although she did smell of brandy or whisky, Jane was not sure which. The party assembled on the dock and a small fleet of rowing boats was procured to row them and their luggage out to their vessel, moored a few hundred feet off in the busy harbour.

Jane was still getting used to the way everything moved around at sea, and with a crewman’s assistance she hopped from the rowing boat onto the steps coming down the side of the steamer. They were led to the dining room where sandwiches and coffee were laid out, before everyone went to see their cabins. The steamer was beautiful inside, with varnished wood, brass fittings and elegant mirrors. The dining room was carpeted in a thick red carpet.

Jane’s cabin was compact and woodlined, with electric lights and a small porthole. There was a narrow bed with wooden sides to stop the occupant rolling out. She was sitting on this bed when there was a knock at the cabin door and she opened it to find no one there, but her suitcase standing in the passageway. Other passengers from nearby cabins were collecting their suitcases, and it was clear she was in a section of the boat for the governesses and maids.

 


  Chapter Four



Jane was woken early the next morning by the bustle outside her cabin. Bright sunshine streamed in, and the day was already as warm as the middle of summer in England. On deck the sea air was invigorating and the sunlight danced hard and bright on the water.

Breakfast was laid out in the dining room, and as Caprice was nowhere to be seen, Jane found herself sitting next to the young lawyer, who introduced himself as Anthony Pearce. He was staring at his empty breakfast plate.      

“Everyone wants to know what this is all about,” she said.

“Oh, Jenkins will put them straight. After breakfast.”

“You work for him?”

“Chambers is not really like that, at least I don’t think it is. We are sort of pooled labour. I am not supposed to be here, the other clerks are quite jealous. Thompson is ill, he is my senior, but he got hit by a carriage in Fleet Street a week ago, and so here I am. I do not think Jenkins is that impressed with me so far.”

“Why do you say that?”

“My father always says it is not just the professional knowledge you need to get ahead, it is how one gets on with other gentlemen. And ladies of course. What he calls social confidence. I am fairly certain from the way he said it, that his view was that I lacked it.”

“Is he a lawyer?”

“Of sorts I suppose, he writes contracts for an engineering firm. In St Albans. What about you?”

“I am Miss Bowden’s travelling companion.”

“She does a lot of travelling, her books are quite famous. I flicked through one in a bookshop the other day, when I heard she was coming. She is an adventurer. I expect she will want you to be one too.”

“I expect so.”

“Do you think it is bad form to go for seconds?”

“I am sure it isn’t.”

Anthony came back with his plate piled high.

“Jenkins doesn’t seem to eat much. I have no spoken French or Italian, how about you? Latin of course.”

“Latin?”

“I can’t speak it. I can read and write it, it is supposed to be a gateway to modern Italian. Needed it for Cambridge.”

“Of course.”

“I really wonder how the current Itallians will understand it, you know, if we don’t really know how it was spoken. Latin that is. Are you one of those suffragettes?”

“Yes, sort of. I am not a marcher, but I support their ideas, of course I do.” Jane said.

“Nothing wrong with that, if you ask me. Mother was always far more sensible than Father. Politics is really about the price of bread, not some abstract theory of civilisation. I read that somewhere.”

“You do like your food.” Jane looked down at the empty plate.

“I wonder if we will get Italian food at some point. They eat octopus, you know, possibly horse. No potatoes at all. Garlic, which is a powerful kind of onion, and makes your breath smell for days. A thing called pasta.”

Jenkins appeared at the door of the dining room, and Anthony hurried over to him. They went out.

A fourteen year old girl appeared at Jane’s table, Caprice’s daughter. She had her straight blond hair tied back in a ponytail, a young, serious face. Soft spoken.

“Are you Jane Dowling? I am Emma Bowden. Mummy wants me to take you to her cabin. There is a big meeting at 10 she is getting ready for. We can bring her some coffee and a pastry. I am to chose the pastry.”

Jane carried her and Anthony’s used plates over to the buffet table, then followed Emma with the provisions.

“Is it good to see your mother again?”

“I am supposed to go to boarding school in September. What do you think it will be like?”

“You will make lots of friends.”

“I don’t mind mother going away all the time, she is easy to remember, her voice. I hear that a lot in my head, usually telling me not to be naughty.”

“Do you listen to it?”

“She is really a bit mischievous herself, so she cannot talk. She makes Aunt Edith very cross.”

“And that is a bad thing?”

“Did she say why she chose you? She has not needed a companion before, do you think she is feeling her age? That is what Aunt Edith thinks. You will have to ride a camel, you know, and sleep under the stars with all sorts of men coughing and spitting around you.”

“I have no idea why she chose me.”

Emma knocked at the cabin door, and they went into Caprice’s cabin, which was substantially larger than Jane’s, with a better bathroom, and a table and chairs. It had proper windows.

“Sorry, Jane, if you only have a cubby hole. I have learnt to take the good with the bad when it comes to accommodation. Let them cancel one another out.”

“Emma says there is a big meeting at 10 o’clock.”

“Yes. Introductions and so on. Don’t say too much about our arrangement. I think Solomon will be checking up on you.”

“Why?”

“None of them are going to believe I would change my ways and take a companion, and if I did, they know I would have endless trouble with a fresh faced young woman like you.”

“Why endless trouble?”

“There are a lot of men loose in the world, hotels, trains. Women my age become invisible next to youth, that is till the bill arrives. That is the terrible thing with siblings, they know instinctively how each other thinks.”

“What shall I say then, if Solomon questions me?”

“Pretend you are helping me with my writing or something, doing a bit of research.”

“Will you write about this trip?”

“That is an interesting question. It would put the wind up them if they thought I was writing a history of the Bowden family with all its dark tributaries. Anyway, we should go.” Jane noticed she had wrapped the pastry in a handkerchief and put it in her leather bag.

 


  

Chapter Five



The breakfast things had been cleared and the dining room was now crowded with the family members, arranged in family groups. The older lawyer Jenkins, stepped forward, Anthony behind him. There were other men to his left.

“I would like to begin by thanking you all for coming, and for committing two weeks to this purpose. For those who don’t know me, my name is Mr Jenkins. I was Mr Bowden senior’s lawyer for many years, and I agreed to oversee the directions of his will.”

“Can we see those directions?” Solomon asked.

“I will answer questions at the end. Mr Bowden senior wanted you all to gather like this five years after his death, he was very specific about the conditions, particularly the route you were to take, as this coast meant a lot to him. He also made suggestions about the company I should arrange to bring to aid my deliberations.”

“What are you deliberating about, man?” Solomon said.

Jenkins raised a hand to stop further outbursts.

“You must let me explain. Currently Mr Bowden senior’s fortune and assets are held in trust and the relatives have each received annual payments from that trust. After five years the trust is to be dissolved and the remaining assets distributed to those deemed most worthy. By that he means, both those who would most benefit, and also to those who most deserve it.”

“You are to decide how the money is split?”

Solomon’s wife Helen touched his arm to silence him.

“I was allowed to appoint advisors, these are the men who are with me now. Dr Arnold is a respected London doctor, the Reverend Cowdry is a pastor at St Barnabas, Paddington. Dr Stride is an analyst from Austria who has studied under Dr Freud. These men will talk to you all, formally and informally, and advise me. This young man is Mr Pearce, an assistant at my practice, just so you know everybody.”

“Did my father make these arrangements just before he died because he believed it was possible there might be a threat to his life?” Caprice asked.

“I really cannot say.”

“How do you know enough about my father’s values to judge us?” Jeremy asked

“I have my instructions. This process would not be happening in this way if your father, God rest his soul, were still here. He has said in the notes, for what it is worth, that he felt he was too sentimental to do the thing justice.”

“It is cruel and perverse.” Solomon said. “There are a thousand reasons any judge could overturn any decision you make.”

“Which is why you are all to sign a document, accepting my decision as final.”

“And if we do not all sign?” Solomon asked.

“All the money goes to charity today, and you are free to depart. As you see, we have not left Genoa.”

Anthony put a pile of envelopes on the table, and the main family members pushed forward to find their own name. Mostly they signed them without reading them, but Solomon went through his copy carefully.

“What about the non-family members, servants and crew, and these other gentlemen. What do they sign?”

“My colleagues have already signed separate confidentiality agreements.” Jenkins said. “The captain and bosun have signed agreements, I understand the crew are mostly Italian and French with little English. I can draft something for your servants if that would be helpful.”

Solomon looked around the room, everyone else had signed and returned their letters to Anthony.

“Father hated lawyers, you know that.” Solomon said to Jenkins, who waited.

He signed.

“Good. You are now free to spend the afternoon in Genoa, then we will sail south this evening. This is one of the most luxurious cruise ships in these waters, I am sure they will look after us well. We plan to visit a number of interesting places and remote islands. We will go to Rome and end up in Naples. If we have time, we will see Capri and the ruins at Pompeii. From time to time some of you will get an invitation for a little private talk. Do not be alarmed, just be open and honest. I am sure the process and the conclusion will be acceptable to all.”

At this point the captain came forward.

“I am the Captain, John Verger. I am English, but most of the crew are local. They may look rough, but I have known them for a while. Just a few ground rules. We will sail when we say we will sail, you can get a train down the coast and catch us up. Secondly, Italy is a fascinating country, but it is not England. You will get bothered regularly by beggars, you will get men who try and rob you if you go down a dark alley, and you will see a few things you might not see in Knightsbridge or Kensington. The poverty is less well hidden than in London, and the dogs are not pets, they are mainly wild. Keep your children close. Respect the churches and the shrines, even the tiny ones, or you will find yourself in the middle of an angry crowd.

“Remember the docks are the worst area of any town, just like Shadwell or Limehouse, especially at night. People are waiting to trick you or to steal from you, you will not accidentally meet someone with a great bargain, or a secret tour which is only available today.

“Please take bottled water from the boat, it is clean and safe and you will get thirsty in the heat. Lastly, if you visit a ruin, be careful, there may be snakes and scorpions and the stones are unsafe to climb. Use a local guide, by all means, but agree the price beforehand and stick to it. Do not buy antiques from anywhere but shops. Any one of the stewards can advise you on how much a boat ashore will cost, how much anything costs. Any questions, just ask. This is a private charter, we will stop for bathing, stop and visit quiet islands, we can do as much or as little as you like.”

Jenkins nodded and the captain finished.

“Good,” Jenkins said, “that is all for now, thank you for your attention.” At this point the captain and the lawyer and his advisors left.

Caprice took Jane by the arm outside and a little way along the deck.

“What did you think of that little charade?” She asked.

“What was your father like? Was he normally this organised?”

“He ran a successful business, what are you getting at?”

“He took you all on holiday to Cornwall, for example. Is this whole setup something he might have done in the normal course of things. Apart from the experts.”

“I think that is Jenkin’s way of interpreting his instructions. Must be costing a pretty penny. That analyst who knows Freud for example, some mumbo jumbo about the unconscious mind. Father never countenanced any of that.”

“Five years has passed. Science of the mind has moved on.”

“What do you think we should do?”

“See the instructions if possible. Jenkins has a cabin I suppose, and Anthony.”

“Anything you do will reflect on me, Ms Dowling. I don’t want you breaking into cabins, not at this point anyway. We have time on our hands.”

“How about we go ashore and see what the others get up to.”

Caprice rummaged in her purse and produced some lira, which she handed over to Jane.

“These are worth roughly the same as the french francs. I’ll stay here and have a think. Maybe we need an alliance between the siblings, if such a thing is even possible. We could refuse to be interviewed unless we are together.”

Jane went up on deck, unsure what to do to acquire a rowing boat. There was a steward at the top of the gangway.

Solomon came up with his wife, Helen. He spoke to the steward, and in no time there was much shouting out in Italian.

“Can I come with you?” Jane asked. “I don’t really know how anything here works.”

“Of course.” Helen said. “You are Caprice’s new companion, aren’t you? I hope you know what you are letting yourself in for.”

A rowing boat arrived and they went down the steps to it. The steward negotiated a fare, and helped the three of them on board.

“Didn’t the children want to come?”

“Genoa has a poor reputation.” Helen replied, “Solomon has some business to attend to. What are you planning to do?”

“My father always said that one should visit the market to sense the true worth of a town.” Jane replied, with considerable invention.

“Do you know where the market is, Solomon? Near where the fishermen come in, I would imagine.”

“You can’t get lost,” Solomon declared, “everything slopes down towards the port. We will be about an hour, if you want to come back with us. The market is up there, behind the church, “ He pointed. “It’s certainly quite lively, an eye-opener as they say. Whiffs a bit, but then most Italian towns do.”

Jane followed the directions. There was a pale yellow building, with women streaming in and out of it, shopping bags over their arms. Inside there was noise and chaos, with narrow aisles between the crowded stalls. She had entered the meat section, and the air was heavy with the acrid, metallic smell of animal blood. All the stallholders were large men, with bloody aprons, shouting prices. She did not recognise some of the animal offal on sale.

Further on were the fish stalls, in a cooler area because of the ice piled on the stalls. There were crabs and lobsters and octopuses hanging up. Someone jostled her and she instinctively clutched her satchell to her chest.

Back outside on the street she tried to get her bearings. Her plan had been to follow Solomon and Helen, but the heat and the bustle of the town knocked her back.

She walked back slowly towards the harbour. A nervous English woman was standing at the quayside, trying to hire a boat, but she could not communicate which yacht she wanted to be taken to, and the men were laughing at her and shouting things she did not appear to understand.

“Hello, can I help you?” Jane asked the woman.

“Who are you?”

“Jane Dowling. I am on the yacht Aurora.”

“Why on earth are you there? You are not part of the Bowden family, as far as I can see.”

“I am a guest of Miss Caprice Bowden.”

“A guest?”

“I am her new travelling companion.”

“I see.” She looked confused.

“Who are you, if I may ask.”

The woman thought for a moment, as if assessing the relative status of a travelling companion, who was somewhere a bit above a servant, but still essentially a paid employee. Like a governess.

“I am Miss Campion. I was Mr Bowden’s secretary for many years. The older Mr Bowden who died.”

“You have been invited to the Aurora as well?”

“I missed my train in Paris, that is why I am late. I went to the wrong station.”

“Of course.”

“What the hell are you doing here?” Solomon bellowed as he and Helen came up to them, but he was smiling and Miss Campion smiled back, relaxing suddenly. Helen nodded more ambiguously.

“I got a letter from Jenkins, quite out of the blue.”

“Well, this is excellent. A turn up for the books. You’ve met Caprice’s new friend, another surprise.”

“Yes.”

The arrival of a gentleman transformed the bidding process, and several rowing boats scrummed beneath them calling out.

“Three lira to the Aurora.” Solomon said loudly, pointing towards their ship.

The men stopped shouting, and shook their heads. Solomon waited. Eventually one of the younger boatmen shot up his hand, and the others rowed away, muttering curses at him.

They climbed down the stone steps into the rowing boat, helping with Miss Campion luggage, and the muscular young man started rowing across the choppy waters of the busy harbour. Jane looked around at the other boats. There were large steamers further out, and many old wooden fishing and sailing yachts. The Aurora when it came into view was obviously one of the better steam cruisers, with its clean lines and brightly painted funnel, from which white clouds were emerging.

“Captains already got steam up,” Solomon commented, “a grand sight really.”

As they got out into the harbour the waves grew deeper, not that the young man rowing seemed to mind, but spray flew over them and Miss Campion held onto her hat. Then they came into the lea of the Aurora and the small boat steadied. Solomon gave the man five lira with a wink, and they climbed the ships steps, Solomon carrying Miss Campion’s bags.




  Chapter Six


Later that afternoon the Aurora sailed from Genoa, south down the Italian coast and by nightfall they were anchored outside a small village which clung to the steep sides of the rocky coast. The wind had dropped and they could hear the church bells ringing in the distance.

Jane stood by the ship rail outside the dining room, it was deliciously warm, and the scent of pine trees on the nearby hills came across the water. The children were still up and running around the deck. Both families had brought nannies, and it was they who were keeping an eye on the children while their mothers dressed for dinner.

“You bought Miss Campion back with you?” Jeremy had appeared beside her. “I didn't even know she was coming.”

“She missed her train in Paris. Went to the wrong station.”

“Really? She said that?”

“Yes.”

“What did Solomon say when he saw her?”

“He seemed pleasantly surprised.”

“I wonder what other surprises they have in store for us. Father must have stipulated her presence in his will.”

“What do you think his purpose was in bringing you all together?”

“To embarrass us into some indiscretion, I would imagine. To punish us. Has Caprice said anything about where she is going on her next adventure?”

“Not really, why don’t you ask her?”

“I am very concerned about the Americas. South America, you know. I have investments down there, and there is always talk of revolutions and so on, it would be
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