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FIVE

When they had walked half the length of the street Jane smiled sweetly at an unresponsive profile and said, ‘Thank you, darling.’

   In a distant voice Captain Jeremy Taverner enquired what she was thanking him for.

   ‘Coming down to the Catherine-Wheel as my chaperon, darling. Having always been accustomed to being wrapped up in cotton wool and sheltered, I do appreciate it. You know that, don’t you?’

   There was a fair imitation of a flash of lightning accompanied by a smart clap of thunder.

   ‘Just stop talking nonsense, Jane, and listen to me! You can’t possibly go!’

   ‘Why can’t I possibly go? I am going.’

   ‘You can’t – with that gang.’

   ‘No, darling. With you.’

   She distinctly heard Jeremy grit his teeth.

   ‘Jane, you can’t possibly want to get mixed up with that appalling crowd.’

   ‘They’re all the relations we’ve got.’

   ‘Thank the Lord for that! What a crew!’

   Jane’s tone warmed a little.

   ‘Jeremy, they’re not! You’re being a snob. I love John Higgins – he’s a lamb.’

   ‘And he isn’t going to be there – he’s got too much sense. Do you love Al Miller?’

   ‘Not frightfully.’

   ‘Or Geoffrey – or Mildred?’

   ‘Geoffrey might have possibilities. I wouldn’t mind exploring them.’

   The teeth-gritting was repeated. Jane said hastily, ‘On the chilly side though, don’t you think? But I rather like Floss-to-my-friends. And Marian – now don’t tell me you don’t think she’s beautiful because












































































EIGHT

The old Catherine-Wheel looked up on the edge of the cliff like a bank of cloud. Someone had set a lantern on the wide flagstones in front of the door. There was something dazzling about the circle of light in what was now a dusk so deep as to be more bewildering than actual darkness. There was moss between the flagstones. One of them was cracked in a black jagged line running cornerways. The crack glistened under the light as if a snail had crawled there. The house stood up, an irregular bulk.

   Now that they were out of the car, the sound of the sea came to them. They stood on the cracked flagstone. Jeremy pulled the bell. Almost at once the door was opened. The man who stood back from it appeared in silhouette against the light of an oil lamp which hung from the ceiling. Jeremy looked, frowned, and said, ‘Miller, isn’t it – Al Miller?’

   And then, as the man turned and the yellow glow struck across the right side of his face, he wasn’t so sure. There was a very strong likeness, but this man had a different manner – hardier, bolder, more assured. He was wearing a waiter’s grey linen jacket. There was the least trace of a laugh in his voice as he said, ‘No, I’m not Al. The name is White – Luke White.’

   Jeremy remembered that Luke Taverner had left assorted offspring unrecognised by the law. This was probably some irregular descendant come home to roost. The whole thing took on an added shade of fishiness as he grasped Jane by the arm and followed Luke White along an extremely narrow passage. Jeremy had the idea that it might have been convenient in the smuggling past. It was noticeable that the narrowness had, as it were, been ministered to and increased by such things as a very large stand for coats and hats and a great awkward chest. Where a flight of rather steep stairs ran up, the passage widened into a small hall with doors opening to left and right. The right-hand door was ajar, and from the room beyond there came the sound of voices. Luke pushed the door and stood aside to let them pass.

   They came into a fair-sized, fusty room with curtains drawn, oil-lamps adding their flavour to a smell compounded of old drinks, old smoke, old heavy furnishings. There was an immense stuffed fish in a glass case over the mantelshelf flanked by two very large blue china vases. There were framed oleographs of Queen Victoria and the Prince Consort. There was a long table with drinks.

   Jacob Taverner sat on the arm of a chair by the fire with a glass of whisky and water in his hand. The entire cousin-hood were assembled, and in the midst of them stood Mr Fogarty Castell, diffusing an aroma of cigars and extreme gratification at this happy reunion of his wife’s relations.

   Jane and Jeremy were barely allowed to greet Jacob before Fogarty had them each by a hand.

   ‘Captain Taverner – Miss Heron – I cannot at all express how delighted I am! My wife’s relations are my relations. Ah – not to intrude, you understand. No, no, no, no, no – a thousand times – but to welcome, to serve, to entertain, to offer the hospitality of the house. What will you drink – Miss Heron – Captain Jeremy – on this auspicious occasion? You are the guests of our friend Mr Taverner – everything is on the house. A whisky-soda – a pink gin – a cocktail? I make the very good cocktail.’ He gave a deep-throated chuckle. ‘There is one I call the Smugglair’s Dream. You will try it – yes – please? Very appropriate, do you not think, since this was a great haunt of smugglairs a hundred years ago. It is a joke – not? I will tell you something, my friends. If you have a shady past, do not cover it up – make a feature of it. Here are your Smugglair’s Dreams. As for my wife, your Cousin Annie, accept for the moment my excuses. We are very short-handed – she is in the kitchen. Oh, but what a cook! What a fortune to marry a woman who cooks like Annie Castell! Is it any wonder that I adore her?’ He spoke over his shoulder to Luke White. ‘Where is that Eily? Send her to me quick! The ladies will wish to go to their rooms. Where is she?’

   ‘Not in, guvnor.’

   ‘Not in? Why is she not in?’

   ‘Mrs Castell sent her out for somethin’ she wanted.’

   Jane and Jeremy stood back and watched. The round beaming face with its dark skin and small bright eyes had changed like a landscape overtaken by storm – darkness suffused by anger. The fat, paunchy body balancing jauntily upon small carefully shod feet had become taut. He looked as if he might do some barbaric thing – scream, spring, shout, dash down a glass and stamp his heel upon it. And then all at once the effect was gone. The large face beamed again, the voice was rich with good humour and with its own peculiar blend of accents.

   ‘Ah, my wife Annie – no one can have every virtue. She is an artist, and the artist does not think beforehand – he does not plan, he does not say, “I shall do this or that.” He waits for his inspiration and when it comes he must have what he needs for the masterpiece. Annie will without doubt have had an inspiration.’ He bounded from the room.

   Jane felt a little sorry for Annie. She hadn’t cared very much for that moment of threatened storm. She saw Jeremy go and speak to Florence Duke, and was herself caught hold of by Marian Thorpe-Ennington.

   ‘Jane – you are Jane, aren’t you? I’m so dreadfully bad at names.’

   ‘Yes – Jane Heron.’

   Lady Marian gazed at her soulfully.

   ‘And the man you came in with?’

   ‘Jeremy Taverner.’

   ‘You’re not married to him – or divorced, or anything? I mean, it’s so much better to know straight away, isn’t it, instead of suddenly saying something one shouldn’t, and always at the worst possible moment. I’m always doing it, and Freddy hates it, poor sweet. Oh, you haven’t met him yet, have you? Freddy, this is my cousin Jane Heron.’

   Freddy Thorpe-Ennington had been leaning mournfully against the mantelpiece sipping the last of a series of Smuggler’s Dreams. He had a vague impression – he had reached the stage when all his impressions were vague – that the world was full of creditors and relations, and that it might be a good plan to put his head down on somebody’s shoulder and burst into tears. He was a small fair man, and when sober, very kindly and confiding. At the moment he was so obviously beyond the reach of conversation that Jane went and sat down beside Jacob Taverner.

   ‘So you’ve come,’ he said.

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Jeremy didn’t want you to.’

   ‘No.’

   ‘What brought you?’

   Jane said, ‘That.’

   ‘And the hundred pounds?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Do anything for a hundred pounds?’

   Jane shook her head.

   ‘Not anything – reasonable things.’

   ‘As what?’

   ‘Coming down here.’

   He gave a small dry chuckle.

   ‘Thus far and no farther – is that it?’

   She looked at him. It was a look that was at once smiling and cool. He was reminded of a child bathing, a bare foot exploring cold water to see just how cold it was. He thought she would go a little farther if she were tempted. He said, ‘Well, well, let’s talk about something else.’

   ‘What shall we talk about?’

   ‘Your grandfather, Acts Taverner. How much did you really know of him?’

   Jane said soberly, ‘I lived with him.’ Something in her voice said, ‘I loved him,’ though she didn’t use the words.

   Jacob was quick in the uptake. He nodded.

   ‘Ever tell you stories about the old place?’

   ‘Yes – lots of them.’

   ‘As what? Suppose you tell me some of them.’

   He was aware that she withdrew.

   ‘Why do you want to know, Cousin Jacob?’

   He chuckled again.

   ‘Well, I’ve given up business – I must have something to do. I might have a fancy to write down all I can get hold of about the old family place. It would make quite good reading. What did Acts tell you?’

   She answered without any hesitation.

   ‘He said there was a lot of smuggling in the old days, and it went on right down to his father’s time. He used to tell me stories of how they outwitted the customs officers.’

   Jacob nodded.

   ‘Quite a lot of that sort of thing in the eighteenth century, and well on into Victoria’s reign. There was a lot of lace, and silk, and French brandy landed all along this coast.’

   ‘How did they do it?’

   All this time she was in the lap of the chair, and he on the arm looking down at her. He cocked his head sideways and said, ‘Didn’t he tell you?’

   Jane looked about her. Everyone was talking hard except Freddy Thorpe-Ennington, who propped the mantelpiece and gazed at his now empty glass after the manner of a medium consulting the crystal. Whatever he saw, it had no reassuring effect. He appeared frowned in gloom, and at intervals shook his head in a despondent manner.

   Jane dropped her voice.

   ‘He said something about a passage from the shore—’

   ‘What did he say?’

   ‘He said nobody would find it unless they were shown. He said that it had beaten the Preventive men time out of mind. That’s what they called the customs officers in the eighteenth century.’

   ‘And a good bit after. Well, this is getting interesting. Go on.’

   Jane’s eyes widened.

   ‘There isn’t any more.’

   ‘Didn’t he tell you where the passage came out?’

   ‘On the shore.’

   ‘But this end – didn’t he tell you that?’

   ‘I don’t suppose he knew. They wouldn’t tell the children.’

   Jacob cackled.

   ‘Surprising what children’ll know without being told. Sure that’s all he told you?’

   Jane smiled sweetly.

   ‘I expect he was making most of it up anyhow. He used to tell me a bit of a story every night after I was in bed. Sometimes it was dragons, and sometimes it was pirates, and sometimes it was smugglers. And of course it made it much more exciting to hang the stories on to a real place like the Catherine-Wheel—’

   The door opened and Fogarty Castell came into the room with a bounce. He had a girl by the shoulder.

   It was the girl who had been walking with John Higgins on the cliff road. Without the frieze coat and the handkerchief over her head she could be seen to have a slim figure and a lot of black hair drawn up into a knot at the back of her head. She wore a dark blue indoor dress, and her eyes were exactly the same colour. She was extremely pretty but at the moment rather pale. Behind the black lashes the eyes had a startled look.

   Fogarty Castell took her up to Lady Marian, to Florence Duke, to Mildred Taverner. He kept his hand on her shoulder.

   Jacob finished his drink and said drily, ‘Fills the room, doesn’t he? A bit of a mountebank, our Cousin Annie’s husband. But why not? It pleases him so much more than it hurts us. Half Irish, half Portuguese – and under all that nonsense quite an efficient manager. And here he comes.’

   He came up with a flourish.

   ‘This is Eily Fogarty – me grandmother Fogarty’s second cousin twice removed but she calls me uncle, and she calls your cousin Annie aunt, seeing it’s all the uncles and aunts she’s got, and all the fathers and mothers too. And if there’s anything you or the other ladies are wanting, you’ll ring your bells and Eily will see to it. Or if you’d like to go to your rooms—’

   Jane felt quite suddenly that she had had enough of Jacob Taverner. She said, ‘Yes, I would,’ and saw the look in Eily’s eyes change to relief. She thought, ‘She was afraid I was going to say I had seen her before.’ And then she was out of the chair and crossing the room.

   The door closed behind them, and they went up the stair. Eily said in a quick whisper, ‘You didn’t say you’d seen me?’

   Jane shook her head.

   ‘Aren’t you supposed to go out with John Higgins?’

   ‘No – no – I’m not.’

   ‘Why?’

   They had come out on a square landing. There was a side passage with four irregular steps going up to it – doors on either side of it, and a passage going off to the left – two steps up, and two steps down again farther along. All very bewildering.

   Eily turned into the right-hand passage. At the top of the steps she opened a door, disclosing a large gloomy bathroom with worn brown linoleum on the floor and a painted Victorian bath profusely stained with rust and furnished with a broad mahogany surround.

   ‘It’s the little room next door I’ve given you. Lady Marian and her husband are beyond, and Captain Jeremy and Mrs Duke and Miss Taverner opposite.’

   She stood aside to let Jane enter a small room almost entirely taken up with a very large double bed. It was lighted, like the bathroom, by a wall lamp which diffused a warm oily smell. It was a forbidding little room. A battered chest of drawers painted mustard yellow, a tarnished looking-glass standing on it, two chairs, and a shabby wash-stand, were all the furniture. There was a huge flowered ewer in a small plain basin. Half a dozen rickety hooks behind a yard or two of limp chintz supplied the only hanging accommodation. The window curtains of the same material swayed in an unseen draught. The pattern of the carpet had long ago been obliterated by dirt and age.

   Eily shut the door and said, ‘It’s no place for you at all. John said to tell you that.’

   Jane had so much of the same feeling herself that she found this rather undermining. She put out a quick thought in the direction of the hundred pounds, and said with spirit, ‘Well, you’re here, aren’t you? What’s the difference?’

   Eily said in her pretty mournful voice, ‘He doesn’t like my being here.’

   ‘Then why do you stay?’

   ‘I can’t be leaving Aunt Annie.’ A pause, and then after a dreadful sigh, ‘I’d not dare. He’d have me back.’

   Then, before Jane could say anything at all, she was gone, opening the door and slipping out without any sound.





ELEVEN

As Jane passed the turn of the stairs on her way down, a cold wind came blowing up to meet her. She stopped half-way, and saw the front door open and Luke White standing there with his back to her. She could see that it was Luke because of his grey waiter’s jacket. His left hand hung down and there was a handkerchief around it. His voice came back to her with the blowing wind – quite a polite, civilised voice for someone who had just been talking about cutting people’s hearts out.

   ‘I am sorry, madam, but I am afraid we have no room.’

   Beyond him, still upon the doorstep, Jane could see a woman’s figure. A voice said, ‘Dear me!’

   Jane came down the rest of the way into the hall and took a step or two along the narrow passage to the front door. There was something familiar about the voice with its very clear enunciation. She came right up to the door and saw a little woman in dowdy old-fashioned clothes, a well worn fur tippet about her neck, a shabby handbag in one hand and a small fibre suit-case in the other.

   She said, ‘Oh!’ And then, ‘But I’ve met you, haven’t I – at Mrs Moray’s? Your name—’

   There was a faint prim cough.

   ‘Miss Silver – Miss Maud Silver. And you are Miss Jane Heron?’

   ‘Yes. Do come in, won’t you?’

   ‘We haven’t any room, Miss Heron,’ said Luke White. He spoke smoothly, but with an underlying impertinence which brought Jane’s head up.

   Miss Silver stepped past him and set down her case.

   ‘Pray shut the door.’ Her tone was one of quiet authority.

   She addressed herself to Jane.

   ‘The wind is extremely chilly. I was on my way to keep an appointment, and after some difficulties with which I need not trouble you a gentleman very kindly gave me a lift in his car and recommended this hotel. He himself was going to stay with a Sir John Challoner who resides in this neighbourhood, so it has all turned out most conveniently. I really do not feel able to proceed any farther tonight – so inclement, and I have no conveyance. But I shall be quite content with an armchair if there is no bedroom available.’

   She had been walking down the passage as she spoke. They now emerged upon the small square hall. From the lounge door half open on the right there came the smell of coffee and the sound of voices. As Miss Silver turned with a pleased smile in this direction, Luke White pushed past her.

   ‘That’s a private party in there. And we’ve no room – I told you we haven’t.’

   Miss Silver coughed.

   ‘I have no wish to intrude –’ she began with dignity.

   But before she could say anything more the half open door was thrown wide. Between Jeremy, who obviously intended to come out, and Jane, who obviously intended to come in, there really was no room for Luke White. He had a look of black anger as he slid past Jeremy into the lounge and made his way to where Fogarty Castell was standing beside the coffee-tray.

   Jane had slipped her hand inside Miss Silver’s arm.

   ‘Jeremy, this is Miss Silver whom I met at Mrs Moray’s. She got held up on the road, and that horrible Luke White says there isn’t any room here. But we can manage something, can’t we?’

   ‘I expect so. Come in, Miss Silver, and have some coffee with us.’

   Miss Silver gave him the smile reserved for the polite and attentive young.

   ‘Most delightful – most refreshing,’ she said.

   As they advanced into the room they encountered Fogarty Castell, all smiles and apologies.

   ‘My excuses, madam, but we really do not have any room that we can offer you. Mr Taverner’s party has taken up all our accommodation. Captain Taverner will tell you that this is so.’

   Captain Taverner frowned. He could see just what Jane had landed him into, and he didn’t see any way of getting out of it. He would have to give up his room. The thought was sweetened by the fact that this was, for some reason, going to annoy Luke White to whom he had taken a considerable dislike. It was also, apparently, going to annoy Fogarty Castell. He made his offer pleasantly enough, received the gracious thanks of Miss Silver and the approbation of Jane, and then had to meet some suave opposition.

   In the end it was Miss Silver herself who decided the matter. Speaking with the quiet precision with which she had so often in the past quelled an unruly schoolroom, she observed that if there were any question of the intrusion of a stranger into some private family affair, she would of course withdraw.

   Fogarty threw up his hands.

   ‘But there is no private affair! There is a family reunion – you can see it. I will speak to Mr Taverner. He is the owner, you understand. The inn is his, the party is his – I am only the manager.’ He made another of those foreign gestures and was gone. They could see him waving his hands as he talked to Jacob Taverner.

   Jane spoke on a sudden impulse. ‘He didn’t like your saying that about its being a private affair, did he? Look here, come and sit down, and Jeremy will get us some coffee. How odd that the man who gave you a lift should be going to stay with Jack Challoner. He’s a friend of Jeremy’s.’

   The room was a good size. There were chairs scattered about over the floor-space in groups of twos and threes. Heavy plush curtains masked the windows, giving out a smell of must and tobacco. Even under the softening influence of lamplight both they and all the other furnishings had a drab and dingy look.

   Mildred Taverner was sitting by herself at a small table upon which she had placed her coffee-cup. She was thinking how shockingly in need of spring-cleaning the whole place was. Her head felt queer and light, but not quite so queer and light as it had done before she drank her coffee. It was very good coffee – very good indeed. All the food and drink was very good. Without meaning to, she gave a little giggling laugh. The champagne was very good. She had never had champagne before. It made you feel funny afterwards, but it was very good at the time. Might have been a bit sweeter. She would have liked a spoonful of sugar in it herself, but there wasn’t any on the table, and if there had been, she wouldn’t have liked to make herself peculiar. She would have liked another cup of coffee, but she didn’t feel too sure about getting up and going over to ask for it. She thought perhaps she would, and then she thought she wouldn’t.

   She looked about her. Geoffrey was standing with his back to her talking to Lady Marian. Funny to think they had a cousin who was an earl’s daughter. But she didn’t think much of that Mr Thorpe-Ennington. Awful to be married to a man who got drunk like that. Drunk? He might have been dead the way he was lying in that chair. She wondered how they had got him in from the dining-room. Al Miller wasn’t much better. Noisy, that’s what he was – noisy and vulgar – laughing too much, and talking too loud to the waiter and Mr Castell. The waiter – Luke White – one of the Luke Taverner lot. Not at all a nice family connection. She didn’t really care about any of them, and they didn’t care about her. Nobody came and talked to her. She didn’t want them to – she had much rather they didn’t – she liked looking on.

   Jeremy Taverner and Jane Heron were having their coffee with the governessy-looking person who had come into the room with Jane. Such an unfashionable hat, such a shabby fur tie. She remembered her own fur, bought just before the war in a January sale, kept very carefully in a drawer with a moth-ball and only worn on special occasions. She kept all her clothes in moth-balls, and had become so used to the smell that she no longer noticed it. It was diffusing itself now like the quality of mercy and contending not unsuccessfully with the odours indigenous to the room.

   She was mentally pricing the rest of Miss Silver’s attire, a process which gave her a pleasantly superior feeling, when Jacob Taverner came and sat down beside her. The superior feeling petered away and left her fluttered and wishing herself anywhere else. His eyes were so bright they made her quite giddy, and there was something about his voice – as if he was laughing at you, only of course there wasn’t anything to laugh at.

   ‘Well, my dear Mildred, Annie Castell makes good coffee, doesn’t she? You’re none the worse, I hope, for your visit to the Smuggler’s Cave?’

   She bridled a little, lifting her long neck out of its habitual poke and drawing in her chin. He was a cousin of course, but to call her ‘My dear Mildred’ like that – well, it was only the second time they had met. It wasn’t really quite nice. Too familiar, that’s what it was, and it wasn’t a thing she had ever cared about or encouraged. And then it all went out of her head, because he was saying, ‘What did you mean when you said, “But I thought—”?’

   At once she became quite dreadfully confused. Men made her feel nervous. Though he was two years younger, Geoffrey had always bullied her. She could still feel the place on her arm where he had pinched her down in the cellar. As if she had said something dreadful. He oughtn’t to have done it – she was sure she was going to have a very bad bruise. What she had said was nothing really – anyone might have said it. She hadn’t meant to.

   ‘Well? Why did you say it?’

   ‘I don’t know—’

   ‘You were surprised – was that it?’

   ‘Oh, yes.’

   ‘You didn’t think there was a passage?’

   She looked as confused and nervous as she felt. Because of course she had always known there was a passage, and Geoffrey had always told her not to talk about it.

   Jacob Taverner didn’t give her any time.

   ‘No, it wasn’t that. You knew there was a passage, didn’t you? But you didn’t know that it opened out of the cellars. Was that it? You said, “But I thought—” Did you think it opened somewhere else?’

   The questions came as quick as peas out of a pea-shooter. That’s what they reminded her of – Geoffrey shooting peas at her out of his pea-shooter when he was eight years old and calling her a cry-baby because she burst into tears. As if anyone wouldn’t cry if they thought they were going to have their eyes shot out! She had a moment’s terrified recollection of just how frightened she had been.

   Jacob fired that last question at her again.

   ‘Did you think it opened somewhere else? Where did you think it opened?’

   The champagne was still in her head. She didn’t mean to speak, but before she knew that she was going to she had said, ‘Upstairs—’

   His bright, twinkling eyes were much too near. He had his elbows on the table, leaning across it. She didn’t like anyone to be so near her.

   He said, ‘Why?’

   ‘I don’t know—’

   ‘Come along – you must know why you thought it was upstairs. What made you think so?’

   It was like being pushed into a corner. His eyes twinkled at her and made her feel giddy. It was like being pushed. She hadn’t any resistance left.

   ‘My grandfather said so.’

   ‘Matthew? What did he say?’

   ‘It was when he was very old – he liked talking. He said he woke up in the night and heard something. It was all in the dark and he was frightened – he was only a little boy. Then he saw a light coming from a hole in the wall. He was dreadfully frightened, and he ran away back to his bed and pulled the clothes over his head.’

   ‘And where did he see this hole in the wall?’

   She shook her head.

   ‘He didn’t say.’

   ‘Didn’t you ask him?’

   She shook her head again.

   ‘That’s what Geoffrey said, but I didn’t think about it. It was when I was helping to nurse him before he died. Geoffrey was angry, but I didn’t think about it at all – not like that. I thought he’d been dreaming. I didn’t think there was a passage. But when you said there was – then I thought perhaps it really happened. Only I didn’t think he could have gone all the way down to the cellars – not a little boy like that, in the dark. And that’s why I said, “But I thought—” ’

   The twinkling eyes fixed hers.

   ‘That was all?’

   She nodded.

   ‘It wasn’t anything really.’

   He took his elbows off the table and sat up. Such a relief to have him farther away.

   ‘No, it wasn’t anything,’ he said. ‘You were right about what you thought the first time. He’d been dreaming. And whether he dreamed what he told you when he was a kid or when he was in his second childhood doesn’t make a ha’p’orth of difference. The passage has always opened out of the cellar just the same as you saw it tonight. Seeing’s believing. And first to last what Matthew told you would be just something he’d dreamt.’

   He began to get up out of his chair. ‘Not that it matters anyway,’ he said, and went over to the group beside the coffee-tray with her empty cup in his hand.





FIFTEEN

Eily slipped in on the far side of the big bed and felt warmth and safety close round her. She said, ‘Thank you, Miss Heron,’ on a soft breath, and heard a laugh from the neighbouring pillow.

   ‘Oh, drop the Miss Heron! We’ll be cousins when you marry John Higgins.’

   Jane lay there thinking how odd it all was. She knew the moment when Eily fell asleep, but she herself was broad awake. If you scare your first sleep away, it doesn’t readily come back. Her mind went over all the things that had happened since they came to the Catherine-Wheel – the old house, the dark passage to the shore, Al Miller’s drunken laugh, Eily, Luke White nursing a bleeding hand, Jeremy kissing her in the little room half way down the stairs. They came back as thoughts, but the thoughts changed to pictures, and the pictures went with her over the edge of sleep. In the last of them she was out of bed standing at the door of the room. The door was open. She looked into the passage, and it was empty – empty and dark. But there was a light at the end where the stair went down. She went along as far as the landing and looked over the stair. The door of the little room half way down was open and someone was coming out. It was Jeremy. That is what she thought when she saw him. And then she wasn’t sure. His hair was much longer, and he looked so ill. He had on a big loose coat and a high dark stock. His hands were pressed hard against his side, the blood ran between his fingers. It wasn’t Jeremy – it couldn’t be Jeremy. He came out of the room and looked up at her standing there. She knew that he was going to die. She screamed, and the scream waked her.

   She was sitting up in the big bed in the dark with her hand at her throat and the scream ringing in her ears. For a moment the dream hung there – Jeremy looking up at her, and the blood running down – and the scream. It was her own scream. Or was it? The dream went back into the place from which it had come, and she wasn’t sure. She remembered Eily. If she had screamed like that, why hadn’t Eily waked?

   She stretched out a hand across the bed to feel for Eily, and she wasn’t there. From the time of her waking to that time was a matter of seconds. It takes too long to tell. To live through, it had taken no longer than to lift a hand and let it fall again. In the moment she knew Eily wasn’t there she heard the scream again. It came from somewhere in the house.

   Jane was at the door before she knew how she had got there. The passage stretched away dark to the landing – dark and empty. It was just like her dream, except that in her dream she hadn’t known whether it was hot or cold, and now she was so cold that she could hardly get her breath. Her heart thumped and her breath caught in her throat. She must have picked up her dressing-gown, because she had it clutched up against her. She must have caught it up from the foot of the bed without thinking what she did. She huddled it about her shoulders, and heard the house wake round her. A bed-spring creaked, doors opened. Miss Silver came out of her room fastening the cord of her crimson dressing-gown.

   Jane ran past her to the head of the stairs and halted. It was just as if she had gone back again into her dream, because the door of the little room halfway down was open and Jeremy was coming out. Terror went over her like a cold breath. And then it was gone, and the dream with it. This was Jeremy, very much alive and on the spot, in blue and white pyjamas, with his hair standing on end.

   Jane ran down the half-flight and caught his arm. She said, ‘Jeremy!’ – or she began saying it and then stuck. With her lips parted and half his name frozen on them, she looked down into the hall. There were three people there. One of them lay sprawling in the middle of the floor. He lay on his face as if he had tripped on the bottom step and pitched forward with his arms spread wide. There was a handkerchief twisted round his left hand. He was in his stocking feet, but he wore dark trousers and a grey linen coat. The rough horn handle of a knife stuck up under his left shoulder. The yellow light of the hanging lamp showed all the grey linen on that side horribly stained. The lamp hung on three brass chains and it had been turned low, but it showed Luke White lying there dead with a knife in his back.

   It might have been Florence Duke who had screamed. She stood just past the newel of the stair where the passage went on to the baize door. She was dressed as she had been at dinner. The scarlet dress with its flaring pink and green pattern gave her a most ghastly look. The old make-up put on hours ago stood out from the pallor of her face with shocking effect. She held her hands a little away from her and stared at them. The fingers were red.

   Eily was on the bottom step of the stair, crouched down with her face in her hands.

   In the moment that it took Jane and Jeremy to see all this Miss Silver passed them. She went straight down into the hall and touched one of those outflung wrists. As she straightened up again, Fogarty Castell came running down, dishevelled past belief, red pyjama jacket open at the neck, plaid dressing-gown flapping. At once the whole frozen scene broke up. His noisy agitation swamped it. Ejaculations, protests, asseverations set the air throbbing.

   ‘My poor Luke! What has he done that this should happen to him? Who is the assassin? And why should it happen to me, in my house – my respectable house? And Mr Taverner here – and the party – the reunion! What a reunion! We must have a doctor – why does nobody send for a doctor? Perhaps he may be restored – perhaps he may speak – if it is only one word – if it is only the name of the murderer who ruins me by arranging an assassination in my house! My poor Luke – such a waiter – such a hand with a cocktail!’ He ran his finger through his already distracted hair and produced an epitaph in a single word – ‘Unreplaceable!’

   It was at this moment that Geoffrey Taverner made his appearance, an unruffled figure, his grey dressing-gown neatly fastened, his hair immaculate. The horn-rimmed glasses had been removed and left behind in his room. They marked the place at which he had been interrupted in his reading of Three Corpses and a Coffin.

   Jacob Taverner followed a step or two behind, overcoated and muffled as if about to take the road, his face puckered up with cold. Or perhaps it wasn’t cold but something else which gave him that yellow tinge under the tan. He came round the bend of the stair on Geoffrey Taverner’s heels, and heard Miss Silver say, ‘He is quite dead, Mr Castell. The police must be rung up immediately.’





EIGHTEEN

‘Doesn’t get us much forrader, does it?’ said Frank Abbott. ‘If the Duke woman stabbed him, why didn’t she get away while the going was good? She wasn’t there when Eily came down. If she killed the man, why should she come back and allow herself to be caught, quite literally, red-handed?’

   Crisp frowned.

   ‘Say the girl Eily’s statement is correct. What she hears is the sound of the man falling. Mrs Duke hears her coming and dodges back through the baize door, keeping it open a chink. She sets Eily go into the lounge, and thinks she’ll have time to get away up the stairs.’

   Frank’s fair eyebrows rose.

   ‘And she is found bending over the body. No – you can’t make it fit.’

   Miss Silver coughed in a gentle deprecating manner.

   ‘You suggested that I should comment upon any point which I considered significant, Inspector.’

   He said, ‘Yes,’ with some appearance of reluctance.

   Miss Silver, perfectly well aware that he would have preferred to continue his argument with Frank Abbott, remarked that a point had occurred to her.

   ‘In Eily Fogarty’s statement she says that Luke White had threatened her. I gather from Miss Heron that she overheard a scene between them just before my own arrival at the hotel.’

   ‘What kind of a scene?’

   Miss Silver said very composedly, ‘You had better ask Miss Heron. The point that occurred to me is this. The threats which frightened Eily were not made until nine o’clock in the evening, yet John Higgins seems to have known about them when he came here at some time after eleven.’

   ‘The girl told him of course.’

   Miss Silver’s needles clicked.

   ‘Quite so, Inspector. But Eily says that he had already arranged with Mrs Bridling to take her in until they could be married. Mrs Bridling is, I believe, his next door neighbour. She is in the habit of coming in to assist Mrs Castell when the hotel is full. She was here last night.’

   ‘She left before nine o’clock.’

   ‘Yes, but she came back.’

   ‘What!’

   Miss Silver gave him a glance of mild reproof. Quite an intelligent officer, but inclined to be abrupt. She said, ‘I find that she left a scarf in the pantry. She must have come back for it, because when Mrs Castell told Eily to bring it through – it had been left on the drip-board – the scarf was gone. It will, of course, at once occur to you that if Mrs Bridling had returned to fetch her scarf at the time that Eily was alone with her aunt in the kitchen, she may have overheard some particulars of this scene with Luke White. If she did so, and if she repeated what she had heard to John Higgins, it would account both for his coming out here to speak to Eily, and for his decision to remove her at all costs from the danger of any repetition of such a scene. It also accounts very satisfactorily for his having arranged with Mrs Bridling to take Eily in. It seems quite plain to me that he had seen Mrs Bridling after her return from the Catherine-Wheel, and that something which she then told him made him resolve to get Eily away with no further loss of time.’

   Crisp said abruptly, ‘We’ll have to see the two of them – Higgins and Mrs Bridling. And we don’t want them cooking up a story either. Cooling had better take the car and fetch them along. We can be seeing Miss Heron.’

   He got up and went out to give his orders.

   Frank Abbott raised those fair eyebrows and looked across at Miss Silver with half a smile.

   ‘All zeal, isn’t he?’ Then, ‘Well, here you are, right in the middle of it. And the Chief said he was giving you a nice change from murder! Are you going to tell me who did it?’

   Miss Silver looked shocked.

   ‘My dear Frank!’

   He said in a bantering voice, ‘Don’t tell me you don’t know!’

   She said reprovingly, ‘It would be quite improper to advance an opinion at present. There are a good many possibilities. It is difficult to avoid the suspicion that the motive for the murder is to be found somewhere in the background which we were sent down here to investigate. Taking the family history into consideration, this man Luke White’s connection with it, and the fact that he has been employed here for the last three years, there is the possibility that he had acquired some dangerous knowledge, and was murdered either to prevent his informing or, more probably, because he was attempting to use his knowledge for the purpose of blackmail. There is also the possibility that he was murdered for purely personal reasons either by John Higgins or by Eily Fogarty. I should give more weight to this theory if the wound were such as might have been received during a struggle. But a girl like Eily would be very unlikely to stab a man in the back. From what I hear of John Higgins, it would be equally out of character in his case.’

   ‘And what do you hear of John Higgins?’

   ‘He comes of good local yeoman stock. He is head carpenter on Sir John Layburn’s estate, as were his father and his grandfather before him. His father was Mrs Castell’s brother and a grandson of old Jeremiah Taverner. He seems to bear a very high character, and has struck Captain Taverner and Jane Heron as being rather an exceptional person.’

   Frank gave a short laugh.

   ‘Some kind of a local preacher, isn’t he? There’s no saying what the most exalted character may do if somebody threatens his girl.’

   Inspector Crisp opened the door.

   ‘This way, Miss Heron. If you will take a chair – there are just a few questions we should like to ask you.’

   Jane sat down. She faced the Inspector and the window. The pale, chilly daylight had not brightened. It showed her pallor and the dark marks under her eyes. It occurred to Frank Abbott that she would have done better not to paint her lips. He did not, however, attach any importance to the fact that she had done so, an ample quota of female cousins having taught him that a girl feels quite immodestly undressed without her lipstick, the natural lip being as sedulously concealed as was the Victorian ankle.

   Inspector Crisp picked up his pencil and balanced it.

   ‘Now, Miss Heron – Eily Fogarty says in her statement that this man Luke White had threatened her. She gives this as her reason for being afraid to stay in her own room last night, and for coming along to yours.’

   Jane said nothing. Her bright lips were a little parted. Her eyes went in a quick glance from Frank Abbott to Miss Silver, from whom she received an encouraging smile, and came back again to Inspector Crisp and his pencil. ‘Nervous’, was his mental comment. He made it with satisfaction, since a nervous witness handled with just the right amount of severity could usually be relied upon to spill the beans. In his official capacity he would not, of course, have employed such a vulgarism, but thought is apt to be less formal than speech.

   ‘Well now, can you corroborate that?’

   ‘I don’t quite know what you mean by corroborate.’

   Frank Abbott had a fastidious ear. He found Jane’s voice extremely pleasing.

   Crisp said, ‘Do you know that Luke White threatened her?’

   She hesitated, and then said, ‘Yes.’

   ‘Will you tell us what you know about his threat.’

   ‘I don’t know . . .’ The words came out slowly and reluctantly.

   Miss Silver said with mild firmness, ‘Truth is always best. It harms no innocent person.’

   Jane didn’t feel so sure about that. She was remembering how Eily had looked at her nail-scissors, and how she had said, ‘Suppose they had been a knife.’ But she wouldn’t ever tell that. She was distressed and uncertain.

   Crisp said, ‘Come now, Miss Heron!’

   She said, ‘Luke White did threaten her. I heard him.’

   ‘Where did this take place?’

   ‘In my room. Eily was turning down the bed, and he followed her in. Mr Taverner had been showing us the old smugglers’ passage. When we came back Jeremy – Captain Taverner – told me I’d got a smudge on my face, so I went up to my room. The door was half open and I could hear Luke White talking to Eily. I didn’t exactly like to go in – I thought it would be embarrassing for Eily. I stood where the steps come up—’

   ‘He was threatening her?’

   Jane’s voice had steadied.

   ‘He said he would have her whatever she did, and she’d better come willingly. He said if she married anyone else, he’d come in the night and cut the man’s heart out. He talked about her being drenched with his blood. It was horrible. Then, I think, he caught hold of her. She called out, and he swore, and I made a noise on the steps as if I had stumbled. He came out then, and I went in to Eily. She was very much upset.’

   Inspector Crisp made a little stabbing pass in the air with his pencil.

   ‘The dead man had his left hand tied up in a handkerchief. There was a small wound just short of the knuckles. Do you know how he got it?’

   ‘I saw him with his hand tied up.’

   ‘When did you see that?’

   ‘When he was letting Miss Silver in.’

   ‘And that was when?’

   Miss Silver said, ‘Nine o’clock, Inspector.’

   ‘And how long after this scene in your room?’

   ‘Just after. He was letting Miss Silver in as I came down.’

   He made that stabbing pass again.

   ‘Come, come, Miss Heron, I don’t think you are being frank. Did you know where Luke White got that wound?’

   ‘I didn’t see him get it.’

   ‘No – for you were outside your bedroom, and he and Eily Fogarty were inside. You heard her cry out, and you heard him swear. And then you saw him come out of the room. Could you see his left hand?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘What was he doing with it?’

   ‘He was holding it with the other.’

   ‘Did he say anything?’

   ‘Yes, he said the window had stuck and Eily had called him in to help her. He said he had hurt his hand on the catch.’

   ‘Did you believe him?’

   After a long pause Jane said, ‘No.’

   She pushed back her chair and got up.

   ‘I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you,’ she said, and walked out of the room.
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