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Chapter One



“Daphne, hurry up! We’ll miss the boat.”

Scribbling into my notebook, I pushed back my chair to face an impatient sister. “Angela, you above any ought to understand. I had the most fabulous sentence! A sweeping statement of—”

“That’s great. Now you can sweep yourself out the door.”

Sighing, I glanced outside. “We still have five minutes. The boat won’t leave without us.”

“Oh, yes it will.”

I watched my elder sister storm out of the inn and thought I had better follow without complaint.

Running along to catch up with her brisk, angry walk, I wondered what ailed her. The food? The bad coffee at the inn? Lack of sleep, perhaps? I shook my head. Truly, a fellow writer should know better than to disturb one’s sudden inspiration. “Angela! Wait!”

But she did not wait, nor did she answer me as I hastened down to the boat ramp, admiring her poise and skillful attire.


We were going to an island to find inspiration for our art. Why did she have such a glum look about her?

She had been rather irritable of late. But I didn’t know the reasons behind her moods. Shrugging my shoulders, I boarded the swaying and weathered old ferryboat, pausing to appreciate the colors swirling in the murky sea below. The sea, so mysterious and changeable, always fascinated me.

 

“St. Mary’s Island.” I pointed excitably when we eventually navigated across the rocky waves and land came into view.

Angela snapped the window shut. “It’s raining. Can’t you see? Really, Daphne, sometimes you just—”

“Live in a world of my own? I know I do. So? What’s bothering you? Is it Francis again?”

She sniffed. “Captain Burke can go to hell for all I care.”

“Then he won’t be joining us at Somner House?”

“He’d better not.”

This was news to me, for though she did not share a great deal with me, unlike our younger sister Jeanne, Angela had confided that the dashing Captain, hero of the war, had proposed to her last month. Angela had yet to give him an answer; had her delay rattled the Captain’s pride enough for him to withdraw his proposal and move to more receptive pastures?

Letting it go, her mulish mood curtailing conversation, I contented myself with watching my fellow passengers: families, lovers, couples, friends, and lone boarders. It was a great mixture of passengers on this mid-morning ferry crossing, always a popular time according to Kate Trevalyan. Or, I should say, Lady Kate Trevalyan.

Intrigued to meet this paragon of beauty and sophistication, I had hoped to learn a little more information about her, and about any others we’d be spending the wintry days with at Somner House, but my sister had been resolutely mysterious about her friends.

I couldn’t wait for our visit. A few weeks dedicated to nothing but the search for inspiration. Though in truth, wherever I went inspiration seemed to find me. During my last vacation, a simple visit to my father’s nurse had led to the now famous Victoria Bastion case. “The dead bride on the beach,” I whispered to the wind.

“What did you say?”

“Oh, nothing.” I smiled, changing the subject. “But I would like to know more about Somner House. It’s very selfish of you to keep all the details to yourself.”

Despite my rebuke, Angela refused to comply. “I don’t know,” she’d say, and shrug as I posed question after question. It annoyed me, as I sensed our trip served a particular purpose, a purpose she kept secret. It seemed she needed family support, for why else would she have asked me, her troublesome little sister, to accompany her to visit friends at Somner House? She never wanted me to have anything to do with her friends in the past.

“They’re sending a car for us,” Angela obliged upon arrival at the island, as we waited in line to disembark the ferry. “They say we’re to wait at the Three Oaks Inn…oh, look, it’s over there.”

I turned to view the hazy shoreline village. “But what of our luggage?”

“Oh, yes. I suppose we’ll need that, won’t we?”

Her mind was clearly elsewhere. I wished she would confide in me, even just a little.


Angela’s coy smile inspired the boatmen to carry our luggage across the street, leaving us to huddle under my umbrella. At least I had the good sense to bring one.

I’d never been to such a remote island during such a season. Ordinarily our trips included destinations of the obvious choices: Paris, Europe, Italy, and cruising the Mediterranean, where sunny Greek islands differed so greatly from our British ones. Yet I preferred our island to Greece’s stark white buildings and still, turquoise sea. There was something wild and ungoverned in the depths of Cornwall, an untamed coastline filled with stories of pirates and legends stretching back to King Arthur’s time.

 

From the grit-smattered Three Oak’s window, I first spotted the car lights flashing down the street. A reckless driver sat behind the wheel, consciously ignorant of the common townsfolk attempting to cross the street.

“It’s Max Trevalyan!” Gasping, Angela squinted beside me. “Oh dear, he almost ran over that woman! But how kind. I didn’t think he’d come to collect us personally.”

Yes, how kind indeed, and this is why half the population had paused, even in the rain, to observe the dangerous sleek red sports car with honking horn pull madly to a stop outside the inn.

“We’d best hurry,” Angela said, trying to pick up her heavy port. “He looks like he doesn’t wish to be kept waiting.”

“You’d think the lord of the manor would help us if he were truly a gentleman,” I retorted, frowning with worry since we were to be guests of this madman.

We managed to haul our heavy bags a few meters before two local fellows at the bar, smitten by Angela’s damsel in distress routine, relieved us of our burden.

“Lord, dearie, what do ye ’ave in these!” moaned one.

“Books,” I replied, smiling. “Well, books for me and shoes for my sister.”

Outside, Lord Max Trevalyan dipped his head in mock salute as the two men placed our trunks in the back of the still-running motorcar. The doors were then promptly opened and we were permitted to climb into the cramped space that was left.

Leaving Angela to join Max in the front, I crawled into the back and waved to the fishermen again, seeing that Angela had forgotten her manners in her effervescent greeting to our flagrant host.

Max Trevalyan was nothing like I had pictured him. Ten years younger than his wife, he possessed boyish good looks with his crisp curling chestnut hair, heavy brow, deep-set amber eyes, and slightly Romanic nose.

“What’s your sister’s name again?” he addressed Angela, speeding down the lane and narrowly missing a young woman about to cross the street. “Blast! You’d think these locals’d know better than to step before a speeding car.”

“Are we late for something?” I dared to say, braving Angela’s frantic glare.

“Yes!” Rapidly changing gears, Max flicked his car around a sharp right-hand bend. “I’m always late for everything. Kate’ll have my neck!”

“But you weren’t late,” Angela soothed, demonstrating little fear about his driving ability or this incessant, erratic haste. “You were exactly on time.”

“Was I?” Cursing his way past a loaded cart going “a hundred miles too slow,” Max proceeded with some degree of caution down a narrower country road leading out to the bare fields. “This is the back way,” he said to me, whipping his head to have a quick look at me.

“Your sister’s pretty,” he remarked to Angela with a laugh. “You two’ll please the boys. Poor Cousin Bella is much too drab.”

“Drab and boring, too?” Angela grinned, and I frowned at her lack of decorum.

“Intolerably drab.” Max grimaced back, switching to a higher gear.

I glimpsed little of the passing scenery, crammed in the back with the trunks, the light rain blurring the glass, and our reckless driver continuing his mad dash homeward.

“It’s not far, Daph. Can I call you Daph?”

“If you wish to, Lord Trevalyan.”

“My! She speaks well. I must remember you ladies are the daughters of Gerald du Maurier. How is your father, by the way?”

“Excellent,” I answered.

“And happy to be rid of us for a few weeks,” Angela put in.

“Then I’m glad of it,” Max returned. “And do call me Max, not Lord T. Can’t stand it. They called me ‘Firefly Max’ in the war. That’s good enough for me.”

He was the strangest fellow I had encountered in some time. Too fast for my liking, and a bit unhinged, yet I could see why Lord Max Trevalyan remained a favorite with the ladies. “Is Trevalyan Castle a ruin now, Max?”

He nodded. “Ruin? It’s a wretched eyesore. I’d have it blown up but for Rod. Rod has plans to rebuild it.” Chuckling at the ridiculous notion, he slowed down to make another turn and to add, “Rod’s my older, wiser brother except I’m the elder. Funny that. In any case, he’s the sensible one. He manages the estate for me and all the tenants. Rod has his uses.”

Evidently so, as his madcap brother seemed the type to ruin the family’s fortunes with his irresponsible ways.

Judging from the way he drove his car, I didn’t know what to expect of his home, Somner House.

“We’re delightfully apart but close to everything,” Max went on, explaining that the house was on the far side of the island as he wound through two sets of forks in the road. “Watch the hills. We’re nearly there.”

We flew by a village with quaint whitewashed cottages and working farms full of grazing cows gruffly mindful of the noisy racing motorcar disrupting the quiet of the day.

“Trust you brought warm clothes, girls. Can get cold out here, you know. Did get heaters, despite Rod’s grumbling about expense, but Katie and I, we’re all for comfort. Did you ever go to our flat in London, Daph? Sorry, don’t remember if you did. Know Angela came once or twice, didn’t you, Ange?”

“Yes,” Angela was quick to confirm.

Looking up ahead, I waited for a glimpse of the gates leading to Somner House. Whether visiting or touring, exploring old homes was a favorite pastime of mine. Gates always led to interesting places, a thatched hideaway, an abandoned cottage, an old abbey, a ruin by the sea…And now, Somner House. Hearing talk of Lady Kate and her connections, I pictured the house old and grand, a colonial-style mansion like one would see in Africa or India during the Empire days. But there were no gates to Somner House, just wide, open fields and a few spare leafless trees. Concealing my disappointment, I waited for some modern monster of a house to loom out of the grim bareness.


“One more corner.”

Max Trevalyan revved the gears before making a sharp right-hand turn. Angela gasped, holding on to her hat while I clung to my seat. Thick growth blurred my vision amongst a labyrinth of island trees. To my dismay, and grinning like a schoolboy, Max delighted in weaving his car through the labyrinth of thickly grown trees surrounding the estate.

“Welcome to my paradise,” he said at last, reluctantly reducing speed to clamber up the short, smooth drive to the house.

I was surprised to see a landscape bearing lush, exotic wilderness. Parts appeared to be tended—separate gardens, a hidden pergola, and an intriguing maze of beckoning paths curving beyond a manicured French lawn and garden were skillfully married into the existing terrain—but the ruggedness of the island could not be tamed.

“Ten-minute walk to the beach down that path,” he indicated.

“And the tower ruins?” I prompted, eager to conduct my own exploration.

“You can only get there via the beach. You’ll see.”

The house enchanted, too. True, it was not old, and I infinitely preferred something with a decidedly historical feel, but it was charming with its white massive proportions and Tudorish façade lending a degree of the manor house look, further adorned by several individual curved balconies and myriads of French doors and glazed windows. I was eager to learn who designed the house, but Angela sent me a glare to curb my quest for information.

Upon arrival, a slender woman wearing a red dress hastened out of the front door. Snapping open a large umbrella, she skipped down the few stairs in her high heels to greet us.


“Quick!” she laughed. “Before the storm.”

Leaving Max to unceremoniously dump our luggage inside the darkened parlor while yelling for “Hugo,” Angela and I embraced Lady Kate.

Lady Kate Trevalyan did not look thirty-five, her youthful exuberance of manner and voice masking the tiny telltale lines around her small upturned mouth and vivid blue, almond-shaped eyes. Immediately, I understood her allure. A vivacious, flirtatious beauty rather than a classical kind, she enhanced her image by way of artistry: curling ash-blond hair, painted eyes and lips, and a voluptuous figure, lovely in red chiffon. I shivered. Surely she must get cold in winter wearing such meager clothing?

“Ange, at last! I’ve been waiting an age.”

Grinning profusely, the dimple in her right cheek mesmerizing, Lady Kate took stock of us both. “And this is your sister. Finally. How do you do, Daphne? Enjoy the ride across? I’m so pleased you’ve come for the winter. It gets so deadly dull here.”

My mouth dropped open. “The whole winter?”

Vastly amused, Kate glanced at Angela. “Naughty Ange. Didn’t you tell her?”

“Tell me what? You said only a few weeks—”

“Well, you’re captive here now,” Kate laughed again, “for there’s no more boats after tomorrow evening. They can’t cross in the bad weather, you see.”

I did not see. I was seething inside, and the anger rose in my face.

“Oh dear,” Kate laughed, “whatever is the matter?”

“I-I have to be back,” I stammered.

“Whatever for? Have you made other arrangements? Your parents expect you? Friends? Commitments?”


“Not exactly but I—”

“Ah, I know what it is. You think us incapable of keeping you entertained. But you needn’t worry, for I’ve arranged a lively bunch. They are coming tomorrow, but if you want to go back on the boat, you can. It’s your choice, Daphne.”

Tapping her long beautiful fingers across her lips, Lady Kate smiled her beguiling smile, her blue eyes radiantly persuasive. “But you’ll stay. You won’t be able to resist the island or the allure of Somner House.”

 

The allure of Somner House.

The tempting thought carried me up a curving staircase carpeted in rich burgundy. I followed a hunchback whom Kate affectionately deemed Hugo. Kate and Angela dashed on ahead, chatting and giggling like two long-lost schoolgirls. Taking each step, I savored the landing, the breezy and very dark interior, a contrast to the white-painted veneer outside. Along the corridor, the timber-encased windows were left open, all facing downward toward the sea, and the atmosphere reminded me of a tiny, isolated inn I’d stayed a night in once on the western Cornish coast.

Pity one couldn’t see the ocean from here, as one could at Jamieson’s Inn, but the fresh salty air with its pungent spirit floated into the house, the windows opened just wide enough to prevent the rain from ruining the red carpet beneath my feet.

I saluted Lady Kate’s flair for decorating the house, her wisdom in furnishing it using the old colonial theme. Wicker chairs, open terraces, potted plants, green palms, wooden artifacts, and tribal paintings were featured everywhere. In spite of its newness, the two-story mansion certainly possessed an old-world charm of its own.

“Daphne.” Kate’s crooked finger exhibited itself from one of the large double wooden doors. “We’re in here and this is your room to share with Angela. I hope you don’t mind sharing? I didn’t have time to do up the extra rooms and it’ll be a dismal dinner tonight, just Max and I. I invited Roderick but he prefers his tower ruin to Somner.”

I asked if Max’s brother Rod lived in the tower.

“Yes, he does, more fool him,” Kate chuckled, “for it’s positively damp and very cold, but he loves it.”

“Sounds like Daphne will get along very nicely with Roderick.” Angela’s sly smile widened on inspecting the room’s inventory.

“I’ll leave you to play.” Kate grinned. “You’ll have to share the bathroom with Cousin Bella but you won’t mind, will you?”

She disappeared before we could answer and I sat down on my allotted bed. “Not only have you chosen the best bed but you said nothing about staying here the whole winter!”

Immersed in her unpacking, Angela rolled an indifferent shoulder. “You can go home if you want.”

Half turning her head, I caught the haunted look behind her eyes. It vanished as soon as she smiled, offering the best bed to me, but I shook my head. The more time I spent here, even these passing minutes, confirmed the blooming premonition in the back of my mind. Angela needed me. Why, I didn’t know. But she needed me.

The bedchamber, a capacious one by any standards, boasted full-length wooden shutter doors leading out onto our own private little balcony, the shutters being an option for privacy. Two wicker chairs and a table graced the balcony outside, a small bowl of fresh island flowers flapping precariously in the breeze.

Rescuing the flowers before they flew away, I sprinkled the pink, yellow, and white concoction over our beds and unpacked for the night. Hanging two dresses, one for tonight, and one for tomorrow, I took out the essentials and proceeded to find the bathroom.

Across a narrow tiled stretch, the long room consisted of a green bath, with a lion-shaped head as the water spout flanked by two antique golden handles and a modest mirror above a prehistoric washing bowl stand. Little blue and white tiles graced the walls, adding character to the room, and I made swift business of attiring myself, knowing Angela’s hourly ritual for adorning herself.

Soon, Kate arrived to collect us for dinner.

“Don’t you two look lovely! Pity your efforts are wasted, though Rod may still come. The storm will bring him.”

“The storm, Lady Trevalyan?”

Her mouth hardening, Kate slapped me over the wrist. “Just Kate, please. We’re on an island and even in London, I abhor all that kind of snobbery. Titles mean nothing.”

“To some,” Angela reminded, leaning over for Kate to sniff her new perfume.

Back down the same stairs, we turned right to enter the main living quarters of the house. Drawing us into the large open drawing room where a lively fire spluttered and bristled, the chill of the day disappeared and we faded gratefully onto the comfortable velvet reclining divans, each arrayed in a deep purple with long, rounded, cream-colored cushions.

Sets of various African rugs warmed the cool floors beneath, the surrounding walls displaying works of art. “Are they all yours?” I asked Kate.

“Yes,” she beamed. “Which is your favorite painting? Choose carefully now. It’s my first test for any newcomer to Somner.”

Given the pleasant task, I meandered about the room to appreciate each painting while Angela and Kate giggled and whispered together on the far lounge.

“Damnable impudence!”

Sauntering to the fire, Max stoked it. Three aggressive jabs and three unmentionable curses. I recoiled in shock.

“Darling, please.” Kate blushed. “Don’t swear. What has happened now?”

Glaring toward the door, Max’s brood intensified. “Ask him. You won’t like it.”

We all glanced at the tall, dark-haired, caped man paused on the landing.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Kate sighed, “do come in, Roderick. Whatever this kafuffle is, you are staying for dinner. There’s no point going back to the tower now with a storm raging, and besides,” she teased, gliding across to him to plant a sisterly kiss on his cheek, “you must meet Daphne and Angela, the writer sisters I was telling you about. Here, let me take your cape.”

Angela and I rose for the introductions.

Inclining his head to both of us, Roderick Trevalyan looked nothing like his brother. Though a year or two younger, he appeared twenty years older because of his dour expression. His dark eyes revealed little, a mild passing interest and a weariness, perhaps in regard to his brother. It was a very bleak face, not entirely unhandsome.

“What’s the bad news?” Kate prompted, reverting to her usual infectious affability.

“He says we’re to sublet the London flat,” Max snarled. “For a year. Sorry, Katie. Looks like we’re stuck here.”

“Oh.” A slight frown marred Kate’s creamy forehead. “How horrid. But if we must, we must.”

“Blast it! I don’t want to be trapped here!”

“Let’s go to dinner, dear.” Kate skipped to the door. “We’ll talk about it later. We don’t want to ruin the first evening for Daph and Ange do we, my Maxie boy?”

Under her placating look, the aggressiveness slowly dissipated and Max resumed his former attentiveness, leading us into the dining room.

Glaring at his brother across the table, Max whipped out his napkin. “’Spose it’s the money again. A year, you say? Why can’t we sell off one of the farms?”

“You know very well we cannot sell any of the land,” Roderick replied, his voice low and deceptively patient.

“Damned hereditary clauses!” Raising his glass, Max grinned his apology at us ladies. “Ah, well, we’ll just have to keep you all here, won’t we, Katie?”

He fluttered his eyelashes at Kate, who looked on him with weariness and extended her hand across the table. “Of course, my love. In time, we’ll let out the rooms properly and invite fascinating people who pay—”

“Oh, do let us be the first,” Angela insisted, looking to me for support. “Our parents will love it.”

“Er, yes,” I echoed. “You must accept, Mr. Trevalyan?”


After a pithy silence, Roderick said: “I think it’s an appalling suggestion to impose upon one’s invited friends, Miss du Maurier.”

“Humph!” Max rolled his eyes. “But Rod, this time I suppose you’re right. It’s rude, Katie. No, not our friends. The next lot. You do up the rooms and I’ll collect the cash. Six months and we’ll be back in London.”

“Provided you don’t spend the funds you collect,” Roderick dared to caution.

“Let Rod handle the money, darling,” Kate implored with an edge to her voice. “He’s saved us many times before, remember?”

Forced to do so, Max swiftly relented to the wisdom of his younger brother with a perturbed lower lip.

“Dearest Rod, we’d be lost without him.” Healing the breach between the brothers, Kate went on to relate how skillfully Roderick handled all of their affairs, farm, estate, and in town.

Listening to her, I thought it remarkable how Kate handled her husband. But I felt sure some hidden tension lurked behind their display of affection.








Chapter Two



A queer sound woke me.

Turning to the window, I opened a bleary eye to see a tiny bird pecking at the glass. The noise hadn’t roused Angela yet, and amused by its friendly curiosity, I watched it, afraid to move lest it fly away. Having never before seen a bird of its kind, I mentioned the incident to Kate over breakfast.

She, Angela, and I breakfasted alone in the morning room downstairs. Further along the passage adjacent to the dining room, the enclosed terrace overlooked the open terrace outside where the rain and wind still howled.

“It’ll pass,” an optimistic Kate said, looking more than a little pale this morning and I wondered whether it was due to the notable absence of her husband. She said nothing of Max and we did not ask.

“There’re many exotic birds here,” she said, sipping her coffee and tugging the satin-and-fur morning wrap closer about her shoulders. “You’ll have to ask Roderick. He knows everything about the island and its species.”

“Roderick,” Angela mused, the only one of us this morning who’d taken the time to dress properly for breakfast, even applying color to her cheeks and lips. “Where is he?”

“Oh, he left early. But,” Kate teased, “I daresay he’ll be back. He’s positively enchanted by you two ladies.”

“I wasn’t asking for that reason,” asserted Angela.

“And how is your Captain Burke, darling?” the perceptive Kate inquired, and sensing the two friends needed time alone to share their confidences, I took my coffee cup and moved to a quiet corner of my own.

The cane chair nestled off to the side was surprisingly comfortable and, curling my legs up under me, I observed the weather outside. Another hour or so and I could begin my excursion and decide whether or not to stay on the island.

Part of me wanted to stay in order to discover the reason behind Angela’s incongruity. Something plagued her and hearing the two whisper together, I felt a little hurt that she chose to confide in Kate and not in me, her sister, the one she’d dragged to this forsaken place.

“Rod gone back?”

The unexpected appearance of a shabbily robed Max sent the remains of my coffee spilling down my shirt.

“Yes.” Rushing to her feet, Lady Kate gently corrected his askew hair as I mopped up my coffee spill. “Why don’t you get dressed, darling, and offer Daphne a tour of the estate?”

His glum roll of two very shady eyes, remnants of last night’s private revelries, led me to rise and insist upon going on my own. I explained this gave me the greatest inspiration and Max swiftly agreed, checking the status of the weather outside. “Best take a raincoat. Got one?”

I assured him I did and, leaving him to the devices of his wife and Angela, whom, I suspected, did not relish his sudden interruption into their private tête-à-tête, I escaped through the sliding terrace door.

The day and its possibilities beckoned. Heading straight for the sea, I smiled at Hugo the hunchback. A person standing with him, the gardener I presumed, a man in his early forties, neatly dressed with a roughened face, clipped whitish beard, and alert eyes, tipped his hat as I passed. I felt intensely sorry for Hugo, having to do a great deal of the work about the place. He served our breakfast, carried our luggage, cooked our meals; did he clean, too? Despite the financial restraint, it seemed there must exist a maid somewhere, even if she worked only a few hours.

Eager to catch sight of the tower where the mysterious Roderick lived, I followed the track down to the beach. The wet sand stuck to the underside of my boots and, shaking them free, I abandoned them for the barefooted approach.

Nothing quite compares to walking along the beach with one’s feet bare, the radiance of the morning casting its glow over a sparkling sea.

I located the tower easily, perched high on the cliff. It was a short stretch from Somner House, then a rocky upward climb of a somewhat perilous nature. Obviously, Roderick Trevalyan didn’t entertain many visitors at his home.

Evidence of life existed beyond the crows circling above the crumbling jagged proportions. A ginger-haired cat lolling there under the ledge lazily observed my intrusion with its watchful green-yellow eyes. Lifting the wrought-iron handle to the old arched church door, I waited for a response to my call.

There was no response.

I tapped louder.


Suddenly, he came bounding down what sounded like rickety stairs to answer the door. Swift annoyance passed his face before a polite, tepid smile emerged.

“Sorry for startling you, Mr. Trevalyan,” I apologized. “Lady Trevalyan, oh, I mean, Kate, said you’d left early so I thought you wouldn’t mind if I…”

I had already stepped inside, forcing him to let me through the door. Roderick Trevalyan guarded his privacy in a fierce fashion and I refused to allow him any chance to think of an excuse to send me away.

“What a fascinating place! I love ruins.”

And a ruin it was. Open to the sky, the last vestiges of stone staggered about the place in splendid disarray. The tunnel over the door preceded two meters and extended up the installed wooden stairs where part of the old stone had disintegrated. The shell of the tower, up the rickety stairs, seemed to enclose one livable space.

I must have looked like a puppy hankering to go upstairs with large, hopeful eyes. “Can I have a quick look, Mr. Trevalyan? Ever since Max mentioned the old castle, I knew I had to see it and I might not have another opportunity.”

A mild brow rose.

“I may be returning to the mainland this evening.”

I waited for him to ask why and during the flagging quietness, I began to move toward the stairs. Roderick’s lumbering feet reluctantly followed. He presented a bizarre image in his casual overalls and rolled-up shirt. He was the worker of the family, the diligent one. I smiled to think of him managing Max’s estate and visiting his tenants and farmers in his overalls.

The tower room was as I imagined: small, circular, quaint, and compact; stone walls and floors, a lone square rug of tribal print, reminiscent of Kate’s decorating at Somner, one slim-line monkish bed, a tall wardrobe, dressing stand and bedside drawers with lamp, and a chair and bookcase by one of the four windows. Going to a window, the one near the bookcase, I inspected how the glass panes sat inside the iron casing of the old turret windows.

Next, running a gaze across the line of book titles gracing his shelf, I noted the usuals: Shakespeare, Walter Scott, Dickens, no women authors amongst random fiction titles, fishing and books on Cornwall, and…“Boatbuilding?” It certainly went with the overalls.

“Yes,” confirmed the stark presence looming at the door, preluding my exit.

“Fishing boats? My family has a home in Fowey. Heard of it?”

“No, I rarely leave the island.”

Rarely leave the island? Inherently curious, I returned the boatbuilding book back to its place. “Thank you for letting me see your tower, Mr. Trevalyan.”

He stared at me as I darted down the stairs and out the door.

 

“You think he’s a boatbuilder?” Angela laughed later in our room, throwing a pillow at me. “Admit it, his austerity has intrigued you. You’ll stay.”

I didn’t like her drawing conclusions about me. “Maybe not. Why am I here, Ange? What’s troubling you? I’m your sister. You can trust me.”

“I know.” Nodding, she quickly turned away to view her face in her hand mirror. Frowning at certain parts, her right eye sent me a furtive glance. “You’re prettier than Jeanne and I now. I saw how Max looked at you.”

“Ha!” I nearly choked though a fiery red stained my cheeks. “He who rolled his eyes at the suggestion of doing me a guestly duty? Are you mad?”

“Poor Kate…” Sitting on the edge of her bed, Angela continued raiding her little makeup bag. “She suffers so much with his affairs and his drinking, among other things.”

I had guessed as much. Max lived life to the extreme. Did those habits and lifestyle grate on Roderick, wishing he were the elder brother, resenting the fact Max held the title and estate when he least deserved it?

“Did you find the tower?”

“Yes. Is it possible Roderick and Max have different mothers, do you think?”

Angela lifted a weary brow. “Oh, please, we’re not writing books here!”

“Isn’t that why we came?”

“Well, not at this moment, and not using our hosts as character studies. Though,” she paused on reflection, “I think an austere boatbuilder would feature nicely in your Cornish family saga.”

I thought so, too, and skipping luncheon, as everyone seemed to arrange their own midday meals at Somner, I took out pen and paper and stopped by the kitchen to fetch an apple.

A singing maid mopped the floor nearby. Admiring her graceful hips dancing to some tune, I was loath to interrupt her.

“Ayeee!” A few more expletives flew out of her mouth as the mop flew out of her hands. Twirling wildly, she gaped at me in horror. “Oh, sorry, miss! Didn’t know it were you.”


She had a very strong Cornish accent, her upturned beauty enhanced by straight, short chestnut hair and impish green eyes. “Have you worked here long, er…?”

“Fayella. Just once in a while, miss. When they need me.” Her lips curled at some private joke.

Retrieving an apple, I snuggled up in a chair on the outdoor terrace to write. One or two pages later, wishing I’d brought my typewriter, I recalled Fayella and her wanton smile. Arrogance existed on that stout upper lip. Was she a plaything of Max’s on the side? When they need me, she’d said.

“Ah, so you’re a writer!”

Plonking himself down opposite me, Max snatched the notebook from my hands and flicked through the pages, his lips twitching in amusement. “This one’s been on the boil for a while? Do I feature in it now?”

Chuckling to himself like an amused child, he scanned the lines before tossing the book back to me. I hoped he failed to notice my slight fluster, and wondered how he’d react if he knew my suspicions.

Smirking, he asked, “Mind if I smoke?”

I shook my head, looking out for Angela and Kate. Something about Max disturbed me. It was more than a wildness, I decided, and continued writing. Using my senses to guide me, to conceal the rapid flutter of my heart, I tried to ignore his presence.

“See the old castle?”

“Yes. Yes, I did.”

“And my brother, Rod? What d’you make of him?”

I hesitated. At length, I said, “Odd.”

Max laughed, moving his chair closer to mine. “I like you, Daphne. I like you very much. Do you have a boyfriend?”


I tensed. Is this how he intended to conduct himself with his wife’s guests?

“Ah, your face went red! That means there is someone.”

“There is someone,” I conceded. “But I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Why not? I need a diversion.” Glaring at dried mud on his boots, he kicked the ground to get rid of it. “Not everyone loves me. Kate…she treats me like a child.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“And Rod’s just waiting to get his hands on the estate. He says he should have been the elder. Gosh, he even looks older!”

I nodded my agreement and blushed when I felt his keen gaze upon me.

“Pity you have a boyfriend…and pity he’s not here to protect you.” Chuckling, he left and I breathed an acute sigh of relief. He acted master of the house too well for my liking, taking liberties with everybody, from servants to guests.

His wife, however, failed to show true unease at her husband’s imprudence, and despite Angela’s manifestation of her continual sufferings, I doubted any real love existed between the couple.

Love replaced by convenience, I jotted down, with a question mark.

 

I decided to stay.

I couldn’t resist a mystery, especially one so beguilingly set on an island.

“So you’re swapping the city for the Secrets of Somner House,” Angela joked, seeing I’d fully unpacked and my clothes hanging neatly in the closet.


I ignored her caustic, mocking tone and continued to sort out my books.

“But are you prepared to uncover all the secrets, whatever they may be?”

Leaning by the wall, her arms crossed, I registered the same smirk I’d seen on Max’s face earlier this afternoon.

“Well, I’m glad you’re staying,” she said finally when I remained silent.

Watching her leave the room confirmed my resolve.

Angela was in possession of a secret…and I had to uncover it.








Chapter Three



We dressed in silence that evening.

Angela’s thoughts were far away, introspective. She often behaved so before dressing for an important social function.

“Daphne, pass me the violet lipstick, would you?”

Awed by the theatrical aspects of her appearance, and the process involved in which to achieve such a spectacle, I had paid scant attention to mine.

“You’re not really going to wear that, are you? You look positively a hundred years old!”

Thus chastised, I shrugged, swapping my dismal skirt and blouse for a cream-colored lace gown, one I’d worn to my cousin’s wedding last summer.

Using Angela’s hand mirror to brush and curl my hair into shape and apply more than the usual scant makeup, I waited for her return from the bathroom.

“They’ll be here any moment and we have to make an impression,” she said, twittering about the room, searching for her handbag.

I dumped the hunted item into her hands.


“You seem on edge, Daph; are you regretting you stayed? Wished you were on your way to the boat and boring old Fowey?”

“No, you have it wrong.”

A vague smile of vacuity passed her lips. “Of course. I always have it wrong.”

On our way down to the parlor to await the celebrity guests, I sensed her flurry of nervousness, her excitability, and I hurried on to press her hand. She glanced at me then, a faint smile on her lips, and pressed mine back. No words were needed but she knew I was here, and that I had decided to stay for her.

I was glad I stayed, too, if I was honest. This place intrigued me as much as any old church or mansion, and staying here presented more possibilities than dreary London or Fowey.

“Beautiful!”

Angela’s mood considerably brightened for Kate’s benefit, who embraced us both, robed in her own sequin ensemble, shining emerald green and silver.

Max stood beside her, suitably sober and dressed in a black evening suit of impeccable quality. Roderick was there, too, seated in the far corner, his face characteristically inscrutable. Acknowledging our presence with a brief incline of the head, he gazed ahead at a painting on the far wall that had somehow escaped my notice.

A large, long canvas hung above the fireplace, shocking in its gruesome intensity. It was a war time painting of a village under siege, a French village judging from the labyrinth of cobbled streets and quaint rust-colored roofing. Openmouthed mothers screaming for their children, blood-splattered aprons, anguished terrified faces dotting the scene, like unwanted ants on a picnic blanket, and in the far corner, the German tanks steaming onward with their brutal and deadly approach.

“See the children hiding in the wine vats?” Max’s hot breath scathed my ear, “half dead with disease, fright, and starvation? I saw them.”

I blinked at him. “What did you do in the great war?”

“Pi lot,” he saluted. “Firefly Max. We crashed in the forest. I was wounded. These villages brought us food. Kept us alive. Hid us from the Germans.”

Now I understood his penchant for wild, reckless behavior. Anything to escape the dormant terrors of his mind. “Do the fires still burn, Max?” I whispered softly.

Losing his haunted expression, an open vulnerability suddenly usurped the boyishly handsome face. “Yes…they still burn. They burn every day, curse it.”

“Oh, darling.” Lady Kate glided toward us and I stepped a little apart, a trifle intimidated by her luminous, magnetic presence. I didn’t know what it was about her. At various times I suppose we all meet with someone who has the power to startle a room. Even if she were mute, I believed she would possess the quality to silence any room at her entry and commandeer a second look.

The others had arrived, three entering the room. The first, Cousin Arabella Woodford of Devonshire, a girl of my age with upswept dark brown hair and a pale, thin face hiding behind spectacles, wearing a sensible gray woolen suit, stockings, and unfashionable boots.

“May I present Sir Marcus Oxley.” Dismissing Bella, Kate betrayed her weakness for nobility. “Sir Marcus has a lovely house just north of London, don’t you, Marky?”

A short, stocky man of thirty or so, Sir Marcus Oxley had a fresh face if not a handsome one, and an adaptability to exude wit, charm, and intelligence all at once. I liked him immensely.

“And Josh.”

I noted the way Kate’s voice softened at the name. Was he a special friend of hers, a relative, perhaps? Whoever he was, I was placed next to him at dinner.

“Josh Lissot,” he obliged as he took his seat and my hand. “Of a modest yard in Ireland.”

He was not only young and bright, but quick-witted, too.

“Don’t listen to a word he says,” Max said rather too loudly from his end of the table. “Josh lies for a living.”

“Oh?” Angela lifted an amused brow. I’d seen her acknowledge Bella and Sir Marcus, but she didn’t seem to know Josh.

“I’m a poor struggling artist, actually,” Josh relayed merrily, quite attractive with his unruly, curling black hair and short, slim stature and kind eyes.

“On the hunt for a new commission,” Max further supplied, tipping his wineglass in mock salute. “Katie’s always plugging her contacts for Josh’s benefit. How’s the sculpting business, old chap?”

“Miserably slow.” Josh smiled. “But I’m working on something entirely new…and hope to finish it while I’m here.”

“Are you staying the whole winter, Mr. Lissot?” Angela asked.

“That depends,” he said, smiling at us all, “on the inspiration factor, and, I suppose, on the tides! We may all be stranded here at your mercy, my lord.” He tipped his glass in polite gesture to Max. “Thank you for having us in your home.”

Typical of his mood, Max ignored this gesture. I had seen his brow glower, and also noticed Kate’s sudden edginess, a glassy fear sprinkling her eyes.


As it happened, Sir Marcus carried most of the conversation, helped by Kate, Josh, and occasionally, myself. Bella stared at her plate or bowl or whatever came next throughout dinner, and Roderick, in usual fashion, sat there like a boulder.

I was very interested in Josh’s sculpture creation and in Kate’s new painting, which she insisted upon keeping to herself. “If one talks too much of it, one won’t do it,” said she, and I heeded the wisdom, extremely reluctant to discuss my current work.

Angela operated differently.

“I can’t wait to write,” she murmured to me as we labored up the stairs, full with Hugo’s delightful, if plain, feast. “What a wealth of secrets lay here.”

I squinted at my watch chain while she saw to the lights. One o’clock! I thought it was late but I hadn’t anticipated such lateness, especially considering our guests had endured a long, tiresome journey.

“Did you see Arabella Woodford’s face? Dull as a dead horse!”

I checked the door, reminding Angela that Bella’s room was directly opposite our own and that she may hear us.

“I doubt it. Sound asleep if I know her type.”

I had to ask for an explanation.

“Hmmm, frustrated female, no marriage offers, getting older, looking after her sickly mother, desperately in love with Rod.”

“Rod?”

“Yes, him. Didn’t you see her face light up when he spoke to her or the one smile of the whole evening during their short conversation? What ails these silent types, do you think?”

I didn’t know. Intimidation when in the presence of certain boisterous people or crowds? Afraid to utter a reply should it fail to impress or sound foolish?

Yawning, I began the routine of undressing, locating nightgown and slippers and carting my toiletries to the bathroom.

“Oh, sorry,” I said on bursting through the door.

Bella stood there, brushing her teeth.

Her dark eyes flashed at me.

I promptly shut the door to wait, thinking how strange she looked without her glasses. A very odd girl. And perhaps not entirely devoid of secrets of her own.

 

Morning light burst through the shutters.

Leaving Angela to sleep in, I fetched my umbrella and coat and headed outside.

I should have changed out of my nightgown, but since it was dawn and the house was silent I shrugged off the notion to change. What did it matter if I explored the house in my nightgown? Who would see me?

The weather looked promising. An icy winter’s day, gray skies, but clear of rain and wind.

A still quiet reigned downstairs and I wandered through the rooms, absorbing everything from Lady Kate’s displayed paintings to how the house appeared after last night’s party. The dining table had been cleared, but the drawing room had not been attended to yet. Cushions and chairs remained all over the place, and the odd wineglass graced the mantelpiece by the fire.

Sneaking out through the whiny terrace door, I glimpsed another hallway to the left, the entrance screened off by a carved wooden dividing screen of exquisite fretwork. The darkness of the wood barred the light from entering, hence concealing the hallway from view. Placing my umbrella on a chair, I reentered the house and slid behind the screen. Heart racing, I prayed Hugo would not catch me in the act.

The floorboards creaked. I paused. Holding my breath but drawn to the light, I tiptoed in my great big walking boots. A door emerged at the end of the corridor, left slightly ajar. Passing two other doors that were locked to my profound disappointment, I proceeded to the far door.

Then I heard a noise.

Crying, footsteps, and two voices whispering, a male and a female.

I had come thus far, I would not recant. Going as close to the door as possible, I lingered in the dim light of the passageway.

“He left no note?”

It was Josh Lissot’s voice.

“No. Nothing.” Kate…and Josh Lissot.

“He’s often done this sort of thing. You mustn’t concern yourself.”

Bare feet and a white satin peignoir crossed toward the waiting arms of her lover, and I started to inch my way back.

The door was soon kicked shut and laughter followed.

Sneaking out from behind the screen, startled by the liaison I’d just witnessed, I hunted for my umbrella.

“Looking for this?”

Planted there like a stalwart rock, Hugo’s great eyes bored into mine. There was no accusation in his eyes, but certainly an awareness that I had trespassed where I oughtn’t. “Oh, y-yes, thank you,” I stammered to the hunchback, extracting my umbrella from his hand as I hastened outside.


Fairly certain Kate and Josh hadn’t heard me and that Hugo wouldn’t report it to his mistress, I kept to the gardens. I didn’t want to stray too far from the house lest I miss something important like Max catching his wife and her lover together.

Unfortunately, to my profound disappointment, their very notable absence during breakfast was the only occasion of the morning.

“Where’s Kate?”

Glancing several times at the door, Angela asked the others if they knew her location.

Sir Marcus lifted his shoulders and Bella Woodford said nothing, simply stirred her tea in silence.

Suddenly Roderick Trevalyan emerged. Glaring at us under his heavy, solemn brow, he surveyed each of us, a grim line forewarning an impending announcement. “Where’s Kate?” he asked.

“We don’t know.” Angela tried to be helpful. “We haven’t seen her or Mr. Lissot this morning, have we?”

Bella rose out of her chair, concern marking her features. “And I haven’t seen Max, either, Rod. We were supposed to go fishing early this morning but he never showed.”

“No, I’m afraid I’ve bad news. Hugo! Lady Kate must be found, immediately.”

“Aye, milord,” the hunchback nodded.

“I think I know where she is,” I blurted out after he’d gone, slowly rising out of my chair. “I’ll go and fetch her.”

Slipping behind the screen before anybody could question me, I went to knock on the door where I had eavesdropped. Silence, a noise, then a terrified, bedraggled Kate appeared at the door. Seeing me, and Hugo not far behind, she froze. Had she expected her husband? “You must come quick,” I breathed. “Rod’s here. He needs to see you.”

Nodding, new worry sharpening her eyes, Kate accepted the large coat hastily thrown to her by Josh.

“Thanks for covering for me,” Kate whispered as we sped up to meet the others.

“Kate.” Roderick went straight to her, holding both of her shoulders with his steady hands. “Have you seen Max this morning?”

“No…he’s disappeared again.”

“Then prepare yourself. The boatmen found a body on the grounds and it looks like Max.”
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