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THE SECOND SHOT


This is a fictional work and all characters are drawn from the author’s imagination. Any resemblances or similarities to people either living or dead are entirely coincidental.


to a. d. peters

My dear Peters:

What is the future of the detective story? That is a question which should interest you as much as me. To quote the only reviewer of detective fiction whom we who write it can take seriously (because the only one who takes us seriously): ‘As to technique, it appears that there are two directions in which the intelligent novelist is at present trying to develop…: he may make experiments with the telling of his plot, tell it backwards, or sideways, or in bits; or he may try to develop character and atmosphere.’ This, I think, is exactly the case; and having, as a convinced experimentalist, already tried the former alternative,1 I am here making my attempt at the latter.

In my own opinion it is towards this latter that the best of the new detective-writing energies are being directed. I personally am convinced that the days of the old crime puzzle pure and simple, relying entirely upon plot and without any added attractions of character, style, or even humour, are, if not numbered, at any rate in the hands of the auditors; and that the detective story is already in process of developing into the novel with a detective or a crime interest, holding its reader less by mathematical than by psychological ties. The puzzle element will no doubt remain, but it will become a puzzle of character rather than a puzzle of time, place, motive, and opportunity. The question will be, not, ‘Who killed the old man in the bathroom?’ but, ‘What on earth induced X, of all people, to kill the old man in the bathroom?’ I do not mean that the reader need know until after a considerable part of the story has been told that it was X at all (the interest of pure detection will always hold its own); but books will no longer end with the usual bald exposition of the detective in the last chapter. The detective’s solution will only be the prelude to a change of interest; we shall want to know exactly what remarkable combination of circumstances did bring X, of all people, to the decision that nothing short of murder would meet the case. In a word, the detective story must become more sophisticated. There is a complication of emotion, drama, psychology, and adventure behind the most ordinary murder in real life, the possibilities of which for fictional purposes the conventional detective story misses completely.

That by clever technique the reader’s interest can be retained after the murderer’s identity has been disclosed is proved by The Singing Bone collection of stories by Dr Austin Freeman, in which we see first of all the criminal actually at work and follow the detective’s subsequent activities with that knowledge before us; and by Mr A E W Mason’s At the Villa Rose, in which Celia’s inside story of the murder, after its solution by Hanaud and the arrest of Wethermill, occupies no less than a third of the book and yet holds us just as firmly as did the actual process of detection.

Strictly speaking perhaps the book now before you is not a detective story at all. That is, it is the story of a murder rather than the story of the detection of a murder. But so long as the murderer’s identity is not disclosed (at least, not purposely), this only means that the reader-detective has to use his own wits a little more and does not get all his thinking done for him.

Anyhow, detective story or not, I offer the book to you by way of some small acknowledgement of all you have done for me.

AB


1 Circularly, in The Poisoned Chocolates Case.
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prologue

From the Daily Courier, Thursday June 9th, 1930.

FATAL ACCIDENT AT HOUSE PARTY

Well Known London Clubman Killed

TRAGIC END TO JOKE

Detective Drama

FROM OUR OWN REPRESENTATIVE

Minton Vale,
Wednesday.

A shocking accident occurred today at Minton Deeps Farm, the residence of Mr John Hillyard, the well known detective-story writer. Mr Hillyard, who is better known in this district as a scientific and up-to-date farmer than as the writer of the series of detective stories centring round Inspector Goodge which enjoys such a wide popularity, was, with Mrs Hillyard, entertaining a small house party at his farm, which included Mr Eric Scott-Davies, a popular and well known man-about-town. I understand that, following a good-natured ‘chipping’ of their host regarding the powers of detective-story writers if put to the stern test of reality, the younger members of the party, including Mr Scott-Davies, had arranged to enact a little drama in which one of their number should pretend to have been murdered by another, and Mr Hillyard was then to follow up the clues that had been laid and discover the pseudo-criminal.

The drama was actually played this afternoon, and Mr Scott-Davies, who was to represent the victim, pretended in realistic manner to have been shot by another of the guests, a Mr Cyril Pinkerton. Several fellow authors had been invited by Mr Hillyard to co-operate with him in unmasking the villain, including Mr Morton Harrogate Bradley, ‘A W Henry’ (Professor Henry Johnson), and the well known novelist, Miss Helen Asche, and these had duly investigated the circumstances of the supposed ‘murder’, during which there was considerable amusement at the antics of the ‘corpse’. After the investigation was over, the whole party returned to the farm, where Mrs Hillyard was awaiting them, for tea. On their way, it is alleged, two shots were heard, at an interval of about five minutes.

As Mr Scott-Davies did not arrive, two of the party went down to the woods to look for him. They found him lying on his face a short distance away from the glade which had been the scene of the pretended ‘murder’. A doctor was summoned as rapidly as possible, but Minton Deeps Farm is a considerable distance from the nearest town, which is Budeford, and some time necessarily elapsed before Dr Samson could arrive. When he did so, he pronounced at once that life had been extinct for about three quarters of an hour. This corresponds roughly with the time that had elapsed since the two shots were heard.

The police had already been notified by Mr Hillyard, and arrived as Dr Samson was concluding his preliminary examination. A careful survey was made of the circumstances, and Dr Samson, proceeding to a more detailed examination, was able to state his opinion that a single bullet had entered Mr Scott-Davies’ back and penetrated directly to his heart. Death must have been practically instantaneous. A .22 rifle was lying on the ground just behind Mr Scott-Davies and slightly to his left, and it is assumed that he must have been dragging it along the ground behind him by the muzzle when the trigger caught in a twig or some similar obstruction, with tragic results. The fact that two shots were heard in the wood instead of only the fatal one lends support to the idea that Mr Scott-Davies was carrying a loaded rifle. He has a great reputation as a sportsman, and I understand that he would nearly always carry a gun of some sort when strolling in the country, on the off-chance of seeing a rabbit or some other suitable target.

The tragedy has, it is needless to say, cast a deep cloud of sorrow not only over the party at Minton Deeps Farm, but over London society in general, where the late Mr Scott-Davies was a well known and popular figure.

I had a short conversation with Mr Cyril Pinkerton, who had enacted the part of ‘murderer’ in the little comedy that preceded the tragedy. ‘It is naturally a great shock to all of us,’ Mr Pinkerton said to me. ‘What we cannot understand is how Mr Scott-Davies can have been guilty of such terrible carelessness. I am no “sportsman” myself (unfortunately the slight astigmatism from which I suffer renders it impossible), but even I know that the first rule when handling loaded firearms is not to drag them along the ground by the muzzle. One can only suppose that in Mr Scott-Davies’ case familiarity bred contempt.

‘For one dreadful moment after I heard of Mr Scott-Davies’ death the thought flashed through my mind that the rifle (a .22 too, by the way) with which I had been supposed to shoot him in our little play must by some unthinkable carelessness have become loaded with ball instead of blank ammunition. It was a positive relief to me to remember how Mr Scott-Davies had amused us all during the subsequent part of the play by his humorous imitation of a ‘dead’ man. His death will leave a gap which will not be easily filled.’

I understand that the police are still proceeding with their investigations at Minton Deeps Farm.

From a report by Superintendent Hancock, of the Devonshire County Police, dated June 10th, 1930:

…so that the theory of accident, though still possible, seems to me almost disposed of.

With reference to the two shots. I questioned Mr John Hillyard further regarding the shot which, as I stated the day before yesterday, he admits to firing himself in order to complicate the play-acting. He is still unable to state whether he fired before or after the other shot, as he did not hear the latter. I have not been able to get any information on this point from anyone else. I have still not been able to trace who fired the other shot, if it was not due to the deceased’s carelessness (see above). I am satisfied that it came from the gun that was lying near the deceased.

With reference to relations between inmates of Minton Deeps Farm and the deceased. I am satisfied that the play-acting was not all playacting. Mr John Hillyard still states that the story they were to act (see my report dated 9.6.1930) was quite imaginary, but I have some reason to believe that a good deal of it is not far from the real truth. I shall be glad to receive the report from London in answer to my request for news of any gossip connecting the deceased with Mrs Sylvia de Ravel, as soon as it comes to hand. I should like to state here that I have not found the inmates of Minton Deeps Farm (with the exception of the servants and outside staff) very helpful. I do not wish to imply that they have hindered or obstructed me in any way, but it is my impression that they are concealing something, either in league or separately.

With reference to Cyril Pinkerton. I have questioned him again today more closely as to his movements in the wood after the first shot was heard, and I do not consider his answers satisfactory. He is unable to account, in my opinion, for spending so much time there. His answers when pressed as to the direction from which the sound of the second shot seemed to come (while he was alone in the wood; see my report of the 8th) were today confused and uncertain. I have obtained more information regarding the quarrel between himself and the deceased, which I am embodying in a separate memorandum attached to this report. Having regard to Mr Pinkerton’s character and the high opinion he appears to have of his own importance, it is my belief that such an incident as the throwing of Mr Pinkerton into the swimming pool (see my report under yesterday’s date) would alone provide ample motive for Mr Pinkerton’s going to extreme measures; added to which there is the rivalry between them concerning Miss Elsa Verity. I should be glad to hear from you whether you agree with my conclusions on this point and whether you have any suggestions to make. In my opinion there is not yet sufficient evidence to justify detaining Mr Pinkerton for inquiries, but I am hopeful of obtaining more shortly.

In the meantime I have a peculiar circumstance to report. Detective Sergeant Berry, whom I had detailed to keep Mr Pinkerton under observation, followed him last evening shortly after 11 p.m., when it had just become dark, to a piece of land on a steep part of the hillside known as ‘the moorland field’, about a quarter of a mile southeast of the house buildings. This field is about two acres in extent and is covered with bracken, gorse, and brambles, and is consequently useless for grazing purposes and is little used. Detective Sergeant Berry, unobserved by Mr Pinkerton, saw the latter bury something in circumstances of secrecy among the roots of a gorse bush. Detective Sergeant Berry waited until Mr Pinkerton had returned to the house and then retrieved the object. It was a flat metal waterproof box containing several sheets of closely written paper. Detective Sergeant Berry reported the discovery to me, and I sent a staff constable with a knowledge of shorthand at 4.30a.m. this morning to take a shorthand transcript of the manuscript. I have had two copies typewritten and attach one to this report. The manuscript is in the nature of an account of the matters preceding the death of the deceased, and I have already found it of great assistance to me in clearing up of several points which had been obscure. I shall of course be careful to check all statements of fact and have already done so with many and found them hitherto quite correct. It will be seen that Mr Pinkerton states his intention of proceeding with this writing, and I shall therefore continue to have transcripts taken of any additions he may make from day to day and attach them to my reports. I have reprimanded Detective Sergeant Berry for carelessness in allowing Mr Pinkerton to observe that his effects had been searched.

I have refused permission for any of the persons at present staying at Minton Deeps Farm to leave the neighbourhood for the time being, and trust you will find this in order.

I have only one other circumstance to report. Mr Pinkerton was observed to be at the telephone for some time this morning, and Detective Sergeant Berry was able to hear that he was endeavouring to ascertain the address of R Sheringham, Esq. This was obtained for him by the post office in Budeford from a copy of the London Telephone Directory, and Mr Pinkerton at once telephoned the following telegram:


Sheringham, Albany, London. Please come if possible Minton Deeps Farm, Minton, Budeford, Devon, in connection with Scott-Davies affair. Am in most awkward position. Was at Fernhurst with you.

CYRIL PINKERTON.



It is therefore clear that Mr Pinkerton has an idea of my suspicions, but this cannot be helped; and if he is the guilty party it is only natural.

A telegram was subsequently telephoned from Budeford to Mr Pinkerton signed ‘Sheringham’ that the sender was arriving this evening. There can be no doubt that this is Mr Roger Sheringham, who has been attached for duty once or twice to Scotland Yard. I shall see him tomorrow and ask if that is the case now, and if not I should be glad to have your instructions as to how you wish me to treat Mr Sheringham and whether I am to regard him as likely to assist our inquiries or the reverse.

I am still confident that it will not be necessary for us to ask help from Scotland Yard in this matter, and hope to have it cleared up within a few days.

I have the honour to be,

Your obedient servant,

JAMES HANCOCK.

Superintendent.

Enclosure: 1 memorandum.

                  1 transcript of manuscript by Cyril Pinkerton, Esq.












MR PINKERTON’S
MANUSCRIPT


chapter one

I have often thought of writing a detective story.

The authors of these works all seem to me to make the same mistake: their stories are invariably told from the angle of the detached onlooker. This may make for a good puzzle, but it certainly does not make for human interest. And in the art of fiction, even in so low a form of it as the detective story, human interest should to my mind be a sine qua non. It is here, I think, that the writers of detective stories overlook a great opportunity: for however absorbing the detached onlooker’s interest may be (whether in fiction or in real life) in the detection of a crime, there is one person to whom that interest must be far more absorbing, not to say vital, and that person is the criminal himself.

Another error I have noticed on the part of the detective-story authors is that they begin their narratives in almost all cases with the discovery of the crime itself. This is palpably absurd. It is the preceding circumstances which make the crime. Why not, instead of allowing these circumstances to be laboriously brought out in the body of the story, show the puppets in action before the criminal offence instead of merely after it? That, I submit, is not only more fair to the reader (which I understand is one of the main points by which these authors are judged), but is surely more likely to make a better novel.

I had privately determined, then, that one day I would write such a model detective story from the point of view of the criminal himself, showing his hopes and terrors as the process of detection progresses, the painful anxiety with which he would watch to see whether this or that fact, known only to himself, would be laid bare by the trackers on his trail, and his desperate attempts to extricate himself from the closing trap by laying new, false, and exonerating evidence. In the right hands such a book might be made a really outstanding piece of work; and I saw no reason why the hands should not be mine.

Such was the academic theory I had formed at leisure. And now I have an opportunity of carrying it out in grim practice. For at the very moment while I am penning these words I am actually (it would be affectation to disguise the fact, even from myself) suspected of having murdered a fellow creature. I!

Somebody (probably Voltaire, who seems to have said most of these things) once said that the last thing a man should lose is his head. I am determined to keep mine.

In view of what I have just written this may strike the reader (assuming that this manuscript is ever given to the world) as a somewhat grim jest. That, however, is the mood in which I feel myself. For strangely enough I do not seem particularly frightened, although – again it would be affectation to deny it – I am perhaps actually facing death, and that in its most ignominious form. I am evidently braver than I imagined. (The reader will see that even still I am capable of perfectly detached self-analysis.)

One way in which I am determined to indulge this grim humour of mine is in this very manuscript.

I explained above that I had long intended to write just such an imaginary story as I am now living in deadly reality. Well, why should I boggle at it because I am the victim of the narrative instead of its master? The story is here, and I shall write it. In cynical detachment I mean to set down, calmly and impartially, the exact circumstances which have led to my present predicament, omitting (with one single exception, which would bring pain to another) nothing at all, exaggerating nothing, minimizing nothing. In short, I shall endeavour not merely to rise superior to my unfortunate situation but actually to employ it, in the attempt to compile a document which, should it ever be given to the world, might be regarded of real value to literature alike as to life.

I shall not offer to show my manuscript to the police. It is possible that the careful recapitulation of events and reconstruction of the last few days might prove of real value to them in their attempts to discover how Eric Scott-Davies met his death; but I can quite well guess what their attitude would be if I did so. They would look on the action, in their unimaginative way, as an attempt on my part to remove their suspicion from myself; they would realize nothing of the feeling of artistic fitness which almost compels me to pen and paper. No, I shall on the other hand take effective steps to conceal it from them altogether. Not in my bedroom, among my personal belongings. These, I know, have already been ransacked by some clumsy-fingered officer in absurd search for ‘evidence’, and doubtless they will be again. I have a better plan than that.

One last word. I am not a professional writer. I have never before attempted to tell a story on paper. I am not practised in the arts of subtle hint and delicate shades of meaning. But it is one of my maxims that, except in matters depending on mere physique, what man has done man can do; and I see no reason why I should not be able to perform this particular task as well as any other. Without self-flattery, I do not think the intelligence will be lacking: at least, such small degree of intelligence as is required.

With these few words of introduction, then, so that the reader may understand the particularly piquant circumstances in which this ‘story’ is written, I will, as the professional writers put it, set out the facts.

Candidly, I had been a little surprised when I got Mrs Hillyard’s letter asking me for a fortnight down to Minton Deeps. Ethel Hillyard is an old friend of mine – that is to say, I have known her since childhood – but I had always had an idea that her husband did not care for me much. Certainly I did not care much for him. He is an uncouth sort of fellow, and I have always considered Ethel wasted on him. Still, Minton Deeps is Minton Deeps, John Hillyard or no, the most charming farm in the whole of Devonshire; and Minton Deeps in June, for those who have eyes to see, is incomparable. I accepted by return.

If I was surprised at having been asked, it was nothing to my astonishment on learning, at my arrival ten days later, who else had been asked too. Minton Deeps Farm is in a remote part of Devonshire, in the heart of the country, ten miles from the nearest market town, and the Hillyards do not entertain much. But on this occasion they had collected something approaching a regular house party. I had expected to be the only guest; there were actually five others.

They were at tea in the little low-ceilinged sitting room when I arrived, and for some reason saw fit to greet my appearance with a series of long, shrill howls. I smiled, of course, as one does at the ill-mannered jest of a spoilt child in the presence of its mother, but I was annoyed. In a flash my visions disappeared of long, lazy days in the sun on the steep slopes of Minton Valley among the bracken and gorse, with a rug and a book and a case full of cigarettes, and Ethel occasionally perhaps to listen to me if I felt in the mood for talking. These people would be wanting all the time to do things, and they would expect me to do them too.

My heart sank as I accepted a cup of tea from my hostess and dropped into a chair, though still with the same smile of civilized politeness on my lips; for I take pride in being able to conceal my feelings at all times from the oafs and the herd. And here were the oafs and the herd. Eric Scott-Davies was there, a man I particularly disliked, a large, loud-voiced, cocksure fellow, a waster and a chaser after other men’s wives, with all the insufferable superiority of Eton and the self-confident assertiveness of Cambridge (my own school was Fernhurst, and my university Oxford). Beside him John Hillyard, with his pale sandy hair and his large, red, rather vacant face, the typical gentleman farmer, redolent of the manure heap, showed up to positive advantage.

Then there were Paul de Ravel and his wife, a couple for whom I had never much cared, though she at any rate was a joy to look on, a tall, slender wand of a woman with flaming auburn hair and slumberous green eyes which she normally kept half closed but which could flash sparks of passionate green fire when anything roused her. She was English and had at one time been a professional actress; now she was a natural one, and her immediate surroundings were her invariable stage. Her husband, little Paul de Ravel, had married her four years ago while she was still on the stage, and was said to be still as madly in love with her as he had been then. It had always been curious to me that he had never seen through her poses and her affectations. Paul de Ravel is French by birth and English by upbringing and education, and though his English had no sign of an accent the French in him decidedly predominated, both in appearance and characteristics. Personally I have never cared for the French. He was half-a-head shorter than his wife, and followed her about like a pet poodle. Sexual attraction is a very odd thing. Whenever I think of Paul de Ravel I thank Heaven that I have escaped it.

The leader of the howls had been Armorel Scott-Davies, Eric’s cousin and almost sister and a most offensive young woman. It had always seemed to me that she comprised in her person every single thing that the newspapers have to say about the modern girl.

Out of the whole roomful in fact there was, besides Ethel, only one person whom I was really glad to see. This was a young girl whose name, I remembered, was Elsa Verity, a charmingly pretty little thing with soft fair hair and shy blue eyes. I had met her for a short time in London the previous winter, also under Ethel’s auspices. She was, indeed, I had gathered, rather a protégée of Ethel’s, and I seemed to recall vaguely some story of her being exceedingly rich and an orphan, and something about Ethel’s fears of her falling prey to some fortune hunter. I adjusted my pince-nez and smiled at her, and she smiled back with delicious confusion. A more pleasing contrast to the unpleasant Armorel, with her cropped black hair and her foolish aping of the masculine in her clothes, it would have been hard to find.

John Hillyard was talking to Sylvia de Ravel about his turkeys, or some equally uninteresting birds, and I am sure the conversation was boring her as much as it would have me in her place. John has always puzzled me a little; he is, in fact, one of the very few people who do, for I must confess that I have not found it necessary to make a study of my fellow creatures in order to see through most of them as plainly as if they had been made of plate glass; the average human being is wearisomely transparent. John, however, must be slightly more opaque. He looks the typical farmer; his heart is in farming, and farming only; he seldom talks anything but farming, or the scientific slaughter of wild creatures; one would imagine he never thought of anything else. Yet, unable like any other typical farmer to make farming pay, he has turned what should have been his profession into a hobby and makes his living – and a very comfortable living, I understand, too – by writing, of all things, detective stories. And Ethel tells me that he enjoys very large sales, particularly in America. Perhaps I had John in mind when I hinted above that my own intelligence would hardly be inadequate for a similar task; for certainly if John Hillyard can write them successfully, then one would say that anybody can.

Such, then, was the company gathered in Ethel Hillyards’s Devonshire sitting room that afternoon; and it was not until I was halfway through my second cup of tea that I realized, with quite a start, what a very strangely assorted company it was. Scandal has never held the faintest interest for me, I am glad to say, so that the secret history of my companions of the moment is always the last thing to enter my mind.

In the case of Eric Scott-Davies, however, scandal is far too inflated to remain secret; and though one hears, in the circles in which he moves, a new and disgraceful story about him almost every day, one such story had been so persistent a little time ago as to force itself into permanent lodgment even in my mind. For the last year Eric’s name had been coupled unceasingly with that of Sylvia de Ravel, until it was openly said that the whole world knew of the affair except only De Ravel himself. Nor did it need anybody else’s knowledge of De Ravel to inform me that when at last that deluded man did hear of it, something violent would happen. And here Ethel, with sublime tactlessness, had asked the trio to share the same roof for the next fortnight!

No wonder I was unable to repress a slight start. The little panelled sitting room had suddenly taken on for me the aspect of a powder mine, with De Ravel himself as the torch only waiting to be kindled into firing it!

Not a pleasant prospect. And that poor child Elsa there, to have her innocent eyes opened to the sordidness of the world. It really was most reprehensible of Ethel, and I determined to tell her so on the first opportunity. Meantime I endeavoured to extract what consolation I could from the situation by hoping that the explosion, when it occurred, would blow Armorel away as well as her cousin. How pleasant if it did, and left myself and Elsa as the only remnant of the party.

My opportunity with Ethel came sooner than I expected, and it was she who made it. Immediately after tea she remarked casually to me that she believed there were still a few bluebells left in the woods down by the stream, and if I liked she would come with me and show me where they were. Naturally bluebells meant less than nothing to any of the others (except perhaps Elsa, whose eyes lighted at the mention of them but who was fortunately too shy to suggest accompanying us), so that no one offered to spoil our tête-à-tête. It was typical of Ethel’s admirable methods to have separated us from the others so simply and yet so effectively.

I did not mention the subject in my mind as we strolled down through the fields, whose turf had been cropped into springiness by John’s sheep. There is a time and a place for everything, and I did not wish to sadden Ethel with my reproaches until we had exchanged the usual greetings of two old and intimate friends. I was really glad to see Ethel again, and told her so frankly (I always believe in giving pleasure when I conscientiously can), and she was good enough to say that she was pleased to see me too, as indeed I have no doubt that she was; for a woman, Ethel is quite intelligent, and it must be a treat for her, buried away as she is, to come into contact with a sympathetic intellect such as my own, after an uninterrupted course of John, his manure-heap and his detective stories. And yet she seems really genuinely fond of the fellow.

We sat down on a fallen trunk in the bluebell wood and feasted our eyes on the spread of colour in silence. There are few women who can remain silent in the face of the beauties of nature; Ethel is exceptional in that, as in other ways. If I had ever contemplated linking my life with that of a member of the opposite sex, I might have married Ethel although she is a year or two older than myself.

‘I want to talk to you, Cyril,’ she said abruptly, breaking into our silence at last.

‘Exactly,’  I agreed. ‘And I think I know what you wish to say, Ethel. You realize what a blunder you made in inviting — ’

‘Nothing of the kind,’  Ethel interrupted, perhaps with unnecessary tartness. ‘You haven’t heard what I want to say yet. It’s about Eric Scott-Davies.’

‘As I surmised,’  I murmured, with a little smile.

I let her tell her story in her own way. And I may say at once (for above all things I pride myself on intellectual honesty) that it was a very different one from what I expected to hear. According to what Ethel had to say, the inclusion of Elsa Verity in a party which already contained Eric Scott-Davies and the De Ravels was not a blunder at all but a piece of very carefully thought-out diplomacy. Indeed it appeared that Ethel was becoming positively Machiavellian in her manoeuvres, and though the situation was serious enough in all conscience I could not altogether repress a smile at the notion of dear Ethel in such an unaccustomed rôle.

Divested of its feminine embroidery and circumlocution, the state of affairs seemed to be briefly this: Eric Scott-Davies, whom both Ethel and myself had long ago agreed to be a cad of the first water, was making a serious onslaught on Elsa Verity – not with design upon her virtue but with the, to me, much more sinister intention of marriage. The poor child, innocent in the ways of the world and dazzled by his superficial good looks and the tremendous self-confidence of the man, already imagined herself half in love with him; without desperate measures the tragedy of marriage would eventuate. Eric Scott-Davies’ own object was obvious: he did not care a rap for Elsa herself, her childlike innocence was not to his taste in women by any means; what he wanted was her money. Having squandered the very respectable fortune into which he had come on the death of his father half a dozen years ago, and with rumours already about that he was contemplating that last resource of all men of family and sensibility, the selling of his family portraits, the fellow was plainly in a desperate position; and when the position was desperate Eric Scott-Davies was not the man to shrink from desperate measures to retrieve it.

So much I gathered from Ethel, and the tears came into her eyes as she spoke of the possibility of Elsa being swept off her feet by such a man, and the inevitable tragic disillusionment afterwards. ‘He really has such a terribly compelling way with him, Cyril,’ she told me earnestly. ‘An inexperienced girl would stand no chance at all with him if he was concentrating on her seriously.’

‘Do you mean that he is actually – h’m! – physically attractive to your sex?’ I asked delicately, for I very much dislike referring to the sexual relations between man and woman in the presence of one of the latter. I am glad to say that the modern habit of discussing in mixed company matters more related to the garbage heap than to the drawing room has never infected me, at any rate.

‘I should think he is,’ Ethel replied. ‘It isn’t flattering my own sex to tell you, but a man of that type, with the veneer covering the brute considerably thinner than usual, appeals directly to every primitive instinct we women have; and we’ ve a good deal more, my dear Cyril, than men of your type ever realize.’

‘I see,’ I said rather uncomfortably.

‘That’s exactly the trouble. It’s men of Eric’s type who do sweep us off our feet, not the more civilized kind like you. For instance you, Cyril, could never sweep a woman off her feet if you tried for a thousand years.’

‘I trust I should never try for a single minute,’ I said, somewhat stiffly. If dear Ethel has a fault (and being a woman she can hardly escape that), it is a tendency at times to unnecessary outspokenness.

‘Eric, you see,’ she went on, ‘appeals to instincts in Elsa that the poor child doesn’t know she’s got and would be horrified no doubt to learn that she had; but they respond all right to his sort of treatment. And of course he’s an absolute master in love-making, of the forceful, caveman, won’t-take-modesty-for-an-answer kind, which we unfortunate women find so devastatingly irresistible. A master.’

‘You speak as if you had actual experience,’ I retorted, perhaps unkindly, but I was still feeling a little ruffled.

‘Oh, he’s tried it on me, of course,’ Ethel said with a short laugh. ‘You needn’t look so surprised, Cyril. I’m not positively ugly, and I’m still a year or two on the right side of forty. If it will relieve you, I’ll say I gave him no encouragement at all – in fact I was really very rude to him indeed; but it was an effort. Even while I was saying the nastiest things I could think of, I should just have loved to droop gracefully into his arms.’

What a confession! I passed over it in silence. ‘But do you mean that even after an incident of such unpleasantness he would still accept an invitation to stay under your roof?’

‘Oh, Eric’s got a hide like a rhinoceros. A little thing like that wouldn’t worry him. Besides, no doubt he thinks there’s still hope. After he’s successfully married Elsa’s money, he’ll probably try again.’ I had never heard Ethel so bitter. Usually she is the kindest of creatures.

I took the conversation back to matter of more immediate importance. ‘Of course you’ve warned Miss Verity of the kind of man he is?’

‘Of course I’ve done nothing of the kind,’ Ethel retorted. ‘I’m not a complete and utter fool, Cyril. Even you should know enough to realize that that would be the surest way of pushing her straight into his arms.’

‘But surely she’s old enough to use her reason?’ I protested.

‘She’s twenty-one. And a girl of twenty-one is a bigger idiot in matters of that kind, my dear Cyril, than a girl of seventeen; and I can’t say more than that. Besides, no woman’s ever old enough to use her reason when it’s a question of love.’ One of the many things that Ethel and I have in common is the profound scorn in which she holds her own sex. Indeed, I have noticed that nearly all nice women despise their sex as a whole. Perhaps that is what makes them nice. ‘No,’ she went on, ‘I’ve done the only possible thing: I’ve pretended gently to encourage it. Elsa is quite under the impression that this party has been arranged solely for the benefit of herself and Eric.’

‘Whereas in reality – ’

‘Exactly. As I said just now, there’s only one possible hope and that is to shock her out of this infatuation before it get too deep a hold. And hence, my dear Cyril, the De Ravels.’

I swung my pince-nez meditatively on their cord. The bluebells were quite forgotten by now. In front of us the little stream was tumbling over its rocky bed in a way in which I, straight from London, would normally have found most refreshing; as things were, I scarcely heard it.

‘Rather playing with fire, isn’t it, Ethel?’

‘Deliberately. I’m banking entirely on the fire bursting out and consuming Eric with it.’

‘And if it doesn’t?’

‘Then we must take still sterner measures,’ Ethel replied with positive grimness. ‘I tell you, Cyril, I’d stick at nothing to save Elsa from that man, although I’ve no direct responsibility for her, only a moral one. She’s the daughter of the greatest friend I ever had (you never knew her, she was at school with me); both her parents are dead, and she has no near relatives; legally, the child’s now her own mistress; I’ve simply installed myself in loco parentis. I may have usurped the position, but even if I wasn’t so fond of Elsa herself I should feel it my duty to her mother to hang onto it like death. And I don’t mind telling you in confidence, Cyril, that I’d rather strangle Eric with my own hands if I could than see him trap Elsa into a sordid marriage.’ Prophetic words, which afterwards I had only too good cause to remember.

‘Exactly; precisely,’ I soothed, for Ethel had been getting uncomfortably dramatic, and I detest the introduction of drama into any situation with which I am concerned. ‘So Mrs de Ravel, smitten with jealousy of Eric’s attentions to Miss Verity, is to draw back the sheep into her own fold again so effectually that Miss Verity’s eyes will be opened and she will be able to throw off these beginnings of infatuation?’

‘Something like that,’ Ethel agreed, more calmly. ‘As you can imagine if you know anything about her at all, Sylvia de Ravel isn’t the sort of woman ever to let anything go, human or otherwise, of which she’s once established possession. In my opinion Eric made a mistake there. Sylvia isn’t a person who can be picked up, toyed with for a time, and then dropped, according to Eric’s usual charming ways. He caught her, and she was probably difficult to catch; but he caught a Tartar when he did so. Well, now he’s going to pay with Elsa for his mistake.’

‘And De Ravel? I understand he’s the only person who still remains ignorant of that affair. Supposing he gets wind of it?’

Ethel looked at me squarely. ‘Cyril, I don’t care if he does. And I don’t care what happens afterwards, either. All I care about is getting Elsa away from Eric.’ It has been well said that women are the unscrupulous sex. In this matter I judged that Ethel had absolutely no scruples at all.

‘I see. And Miss Scott-Davies? What part is she to play in this Machiavellian scheme?’

‘Armorel? Oh, I just asked her to balance the numbers. Though I thought it would do no harm to show Elsa what sort of a family she’d be marrying into. Besides, there’s no love lost between Armorel and Eric, you know.’

‘Really? I understood they were brought up together, since Armorel’s parents died when she was a small child. I thought they looked on each other as brother and sister.’

‘Exactly,’ said Ethel, with unusual cynicism. ‘Anyhow, you can take it from me that there isn’t any love lost between them. It’s a matter of money, I think,’ she added indifferently.

‘Armorel’s parents hadn’t any, and though Mr Scott-Davies practically adopted her he didn’t mention her in his will, with the vague idea that Eric would provide. I believe Armorel’s feeling is that Eric doesn’t provide enough.’

‘So you merely asked her to make the numbers even. In other words, presumably, to balance me. Am I to assume that I have any part in the plot, then, besides that of your advisor?’

‘Yes, Cyril, you are,’ Ethel smiled. ‘You’re cast for the part of second walking gentleman.’

‘At Minton Deeps I usually prefer to be a lying gentleman,’ I replied humorously, for I usually try to season even the most serious conversation with such small quips. ‘When I think of the sun on your bracken…Still, on this occasion perhaps I’ll forego my rug and laziness. So what do you require of your second walking gentleman?’

‘I want you to do your best to distract Elsa’s attention from Eric,’ Ethel replied more earnestly. ‘Show a preference for her company, get her to go out for walks with you, take her out in your car, show her little attentions; she’ll appreciate them from a man so much older than herself.’

‘Come, Ethel,’ I had to protest. ‘Only sixteen years older, when all’s said; and just as young, perhaps, in spirit.’

‘Anyhow, she’ll appreciate them. In fact, Cyril,’ Ethel added with another smile, ‘while my chief plot is simmering up to boiling-point, you’ve got to fill up the time in cutting Eric out of Elsa’s affections. After all, you shouldn’t find it so difficult. There’s no doubt which is the better man of the two, if only the poor girl’s eyes can be made to see it.’

‘You mean,’ I said dubiously, ‘that I’m to encourage Miss Verity to entertain expectations of affection from me and then, as soon as Scott-Davies has been removed from her horizon, disappoint her?’

‘Oh,’ said Ethel carelessly, ‘till Eric really has been removed from it, we can leave the horizon to look after itself. In the meantime we’ve got to save the child from herself; and I appeal to you, Cyril, not only as one of my oldest and dearest friends, but as one of the few men I can rely on with enough understanding and sympathy to rescue Elsa from as horrible a danger as ever threatened an unsuspecting girl.’

‘You make me feel just like a knight-errant, Ethel,’ I said lightly, for in her earnestness she was again showing signs of becoming distressingly dramatic.

My little jest had the effect of checking her symptoms. ‘Well, you’ll be doing a better job of work than any of those old things ever did,’ she laughed.

‘A Paladin in Pince-nez,’ I said gaily. ‘Very well, Ethel, you may count on me to help you to the full extent of my powers of deceiving innocent girlhood.’ I maintained my light tone while I gave my promise, for to tell the truth I was feeling more than a little touched both by the peril in which Miss Verity stood and the fidelity of Ethel in her resolute attempts to avert it; and I feared that she might divine it.


chapter two

During the next few days matters proceeded more or less as might have been expected, while this incongruously assorted party shook down together. That is to say Eric and Armorel were continually arranging new forms of sport, aided by John Hillyard, and trying to induce the rest of us to take part in them. De Ravel played a good deal of tennis with them, but only when his wife was free to sit by the court and watch (Mrs de Ravel disliked sport in all its forms, and took no part in the Scott-Davies’ activities), and so did Miss Verity, though she was naturally not such a good player as the others. I joined in one or two sets at first, just for the appearance of the thing, but I am an indifferent performer at the best of times; and when I discovered that Scott-Davies was trying to make a butt of me I firmly refused to touch a racket again. A man owes it to himself to draw the line somewhere.

Minton Deeps is within a few miles of the coast, and in spite of the fact that it has a swimming pool in the stream at the bottom of the valley, bathing parties to the sea were organized. Personally I did not go on them. I am not a strong swimmer, and sea bathing has never appealed to me. Nor do I play golf. Here I had thought that Miss Verity and I had a common bond, for she did not play either, whereas Eric was what they call a plus-man. With diabolical ingenuity, however, Eric persuaded Miss Verity to let him teach her the game, and on this plea succeeded in carrying her off on two occasions to the neighbouring links for the whole day in spite of all my attempts to prevent it. Nevertheless on the whole I was not ill-pleased with the results of these days. Several times Miss Verity came out for walks with me (I rather suspected that Ethel had a hand in this), and once I was able to carry her off right under Eric’s nose. His remarks as I lifted my hat in mocking farewell were a pattern of what a gentleman’s should not be.

Such was our life on the surface during those days. Beneath that surface who can say what cross-currents were gradually gaining strength to sweep the party on to its final catastrophe? Inevitably most of the intrigue was hidden from an onlooker such as myself, but nobody but her husband could have failed to notice the immense efforts Mrs de Ravel was making to deal with her erring swain. She treated poor little bewildered Elsa Verity with a contemptuous and lazy rudeness which at times quite took my breath away. If Eric had had a spark of affection for the girl he would have hotly resented it aloud and condemned the consequences; as it was he merely grinned. I began to dislike the fellow more and more, if that were possible. What passed between the two of them in private no else can say; but one thing was quite certain: Eric’s pursuit of Miss Verity showed no diminution. It seemed as if Ethel’s ingenious plan was to fail after all. I was more sorry than I can say, for our walks together, and the trustful, pleased way in which she received my attentions and my conversation were beginning to endear the girl herself to me altogether apart from her money.

It was on the evening of the occasion when I had carried her off from under Eric Scott-Davies’ nose that a most unpleasant incident occurred. To my surprise, after dinner Scott-Davies linked his arm through mine in the most familiar way immediately after we had had coffee, which was served that night in the garden in front of the house, and said in his boisterous voice: ‘Come for a stroll, Pinkie, old boy. I want you to tell me all about your wicked little stamp collection, the bits you didn’t let on about this afternoon, what?’

This was an allusion to my hobby of philately, a subject on which I had discoursed for a time to Miss Verity during our walk that afternoon and to which she had made a somewhat unfortunate allusion at dinner. Eric had professed to find food for considerable amusement in so ordinary a matter, and though Elsa had been forced in mere politeness to smile at his absurd gibes I could see how she blamed herself for being the innocent cause of them; I had of course ignored them completely, at the same time sending a smile to Miss Verity of private understanding.

I may say here that my name is Pinkerton, Cyril Pinkerton, but Eric Scott-Davies insists, to my annoyance, in addressing and referring to me as Pinkie, even in the presence of complete strangers. He usually goes on to say that he does so out of compliment to my eyes, which he professes (quite untruthfully) to have red rims to them, thus turning the slight astigmatism from which I am unfortunate enough to suffer into a vulgar joke. A most ill-mannered, boorish fellow.

It was useless for me to protest that I had no wish at all to go for a stroll with Eric, for grasping my arm firmly he drew me with him almost by force. I am not a man of large physique, nor have I ever considered it necessary to be so; but in the grasp of a loutish fellow such as Scott-Davies one has the misfortune of being helpless. To have struggled would have been worse than ineffective, it would have been undignified. I submitted, with a scornful little laugh, and allowed him to lead me through the little strip of front garden, down the steps, and along the grassy track which leads across the front of the house down the valley.

As soon as we were out of sight and earshot of the others he released me, remarking at the same time in mocking tones: ‘Thought you’d rather I said it alone than in front of the others, Pinkie.’

‘Said what?’ I asked, breathing a trifle rapidly perhaps, for though I had scrupulously concealed it I was more than a little annoyed at having been manhandled in this way.

‘What I’ve got to say. And that is, keep off the grass!’ He thrust his hands in his pockets and literally towered over me. His big, rather sallow face above his white shirt front hung above me with a most irritating expression of amusement in which there was nevertheless as well more than a hint of menace.

‘I don’t understand you,’ I said impatiently. ‘If you’ve really anything to say, kindly say it in plain English.’

‘All right, little man,’ he grinned, ‘if you want it plain you shall have it plain: the next time you go for a walk with Elsa when I happen to want her, I’ll chuck you in the swimming pool – and you’ll be lucky to get off with that. Got me?’

I admit it was foolish of me to be nettled. One should remember that Eric is a vulgar boor, and that the ordinary standards of civilized intercourse between gentlemen simply do not apply to him. Nevertheless there were so many things about this speech of his that I found offensive – the impertinence to myself, the calm use of Miss Verity’s Christian name, the still calmer assumption that he had a claim on her whenever he cared to exercise it, his presumption in daring to threaten me with actual physical violence – that I felt myself go hot with anger.

Even so I kept, I hope, my dignity. ‘I think Eric,’ I said quietly, ‘that you must have had too much to drink.’

He had the insolence to laugh. ‘Oh, Lord, you are funny when you’re cross, Pinkie. You look just like a white rabbit in – ’

I had no wish to hear any more insults. I simply turned on my heel and began to walk back to the house.

But the oaf had not finished. He caught me by the sleeve, and though still grinning the threat was still more obvious in his great round face. ‘Don’t imagine for a minute I’m not serious, Pinkie. I promise you I am. I’ve noticed you hanging round Elsa ever since we came, and you’ve got to stop it.’

‘Indeed?’ I said coldly, though perhaps it was a mistake to answer the fellow at all. ‘And by whose orders, may I ask?’

‘Certainly, old chap. Mine. Elsa was asked down here to meet me, not you; and that’s just what she’s going to do in future.’

‘I should prefer to hear that from Miss Verity’s lips,’ I replied shortly.

‘Oh, you could if you wanted to; you’ve only to ask her. And it’s about as near her lips as ever you’ll get,’ Eric said coarsely. ‘Anybody but you would have realized by now how stiff you bore her. Good Lord, Pinkie on the love path! I’ve always said it’d be a scream. You should hear Elsa imitating you, old boy. Funniest thing I ever heard. Ask her to do it when you’re there once.’

I think it is to my credit that, boiling though my blood was at this vulgar and clumsy lie, I yet retained complete control over myself. ‘Kindly release my arm, please,’ was all I said.

Eric did so. ‘All right. You can run along now.’

I did not run. I walked.

‘But don’t forget what I told you,’ the fellow called after me. ‘It’s a promise.’

I simply took no notice.

Eric followed close behind me, and to preserve the appearances I allowed him to catch me up just before we joined the others in the garden. It was a wonderful June night, warm and scented; and though dusk had already fallen I could make out the pale pink of Elsa Verity’s frock where the little group was sitting under a big beech tree.

Eric went straight up to her. ‘Coming for a stroll, Elsa?’ he asked her casually.

As if the big fellow actually exercised some hypnotic spell over her Miss Verity rose without a word.

I interposed. ‘I’m sorry, Eric. I promised Miss Verity to show her the stream by moonlight this evening myself. Can I get you a wrap of any kind, Miss Verity?’ It was time that Eric was put in his place once and for all. I am not the sort of man with whom one can take liberties of that sort.

Miss Verity hesitated, and Eric chipped in. ‘You’ve lost the bet this time, Pinkie. I promised to show Elsa the stream by moonlight, too, and what’s more she promised to look at it when I showed her.’

It was impossible to stand there brawling in front of the others, and I cut the matter short. ‘Perhaps when you’re in a fit state to do so, Eric, Miss Verity will allow you to keep your promise. Shall we go now, Miss Verity?’ And I offered her my arm.

Still the timid girl hesitated, knowing no doubt that she must offend one of us by her decision and reluctant to do so, and in the end it was Ethel who disposed of what might have developed into an ugly scene.

‘Of course,’ she said briskly. ‘Run along with Mr Pinkerton, Elsa. Eric, come and talk to me for once. I’ve hardly had a word from you since you came.’

Not even Eric could gainsay that, but it was with a very bad grace that he lumbered off to a chair beside his hostess. A few feet away I caught a green glimpse of feline amusement from the eyes of Mrs de Ravel, so malicious that for a second it positively startled me; it was for all the world like a cat gloating over another cat playing for a moment or two with it’s own mouse. If ever I had imagined that Mrs de Ravel had abandoned her lover to her rival, I was very completely disillusioned.

Miss Verity was silent as we walked together through the meadows down to the wooded stream. There was nothing unusual in this, for she was always inclined to silence in my company, being no doubt a little overawed, always eager to listen to whatever I might have to say, but speaking little herself beyond prettily encouraging me with a timid question or two from time to time. On this occasion, however, I felt it only right to reassure her in regard to the scene through which we had just passed, though I was careful to remember Ethel’s words and said nothing directly derogatory to Eric Scott-Davies.

‘You must forgive me,’ I said gently, ‘for having carried you off in that high-handed way, Miss Verity.’

‘Oh, there – there’s nothing to forgive, Mr Pinkerton,’ she replied, in charming confusion. It was her way of intimating, of course, her preference for viewing the moonlit beauties of the stream in the company of one who could not only appreciate them but voice his appreciation in fitting terms.

‘Eric is a good enough sort in his way,’ I continued, with Machiavellian ingenuity actually praising my supposed rival, ‘but really he is hardly the kind of man to fit into a romantic scene such as this, ha, ha.’

Miss Verity made no answer, her silence expressing her agreement.

‘And besides,’ I went on, waxing more and more subtle, ‘though no doubt he felt it his duty to offer to accompany you, if such a promise really had been made, I fancy he was not sorry for the excuse to stay behind.’

I could not see Miss Verity’s face, as we were already entering the darker shadows of the wood, but I distinctly saw her form make a little start. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked, in tones almost of sharpness.

I developed my theme. ‘Well, the attraction is surely obvious, isn’t it?’

‘I – I don’t think I understand,’ she said, her sharpness giving way to a rather pitiful trouble. She reminded me of a small girl who realizes she is going to be smacked, but is not quite sure for what. ‘You don’t mean that – that Mrs Hillyard – ’

It distressed me to hurt the child, but it had to be done.

‘Ethel? Oh, good gracious, no. Dear me, don’t you really know, Miss Verity? I wouldn’t have mentioned it but that I thought everyone knew.’

‘Knew what, Mr Pinkerton?’ she cried.

‘Why, about Scott-Davies and Mrs de Ravel,’ I answered simply.

We had reached a clearing at the edge of the stream by now, and in the bright moonlight I could see poor Elsa’s face as she received this blow. She stared at me for a moment, and then turned away. ‘No,’ she murmured in low tones, ‘I didn’t know anything about that, and – and I don’t believe it.’ Childlike trust!

It alarmed me, for it showed what a hold the fellow had already got over this frail and delicate creature. ‘Oh, there may be nothing in it,’ I said carelessly. ‘Only for the last year I can assure you it’s been the topic of a good deal of scandalous conversation. Not that I ever listened to such stuff, but some things become so notorious that one simply can’t help hearing of them. In fact, I’ve heard it said that nowadays it one wanted to find Eric, one should look for Mrs de Ravel.’ This was no less than the truth. I had coined the bon mot myself.

It was pathetic to see the poor girl’s shoulders shaking under the burden which I had been compelled to lay upon them. She was taking it very hardly. I was within an ace of considering what practical steps I could take to console her in her disillusionment.

I had indeed actually advanced towards her for this very purpose, when she turned round and to my astonishment I saw she was not weeping at all but laughing. ‘Oh, Mr Pinkerton,’ she said, ‘you are funny.’

‘Indeed?’ I said coldly, for I was not too taken aback by this volte-face to forget myself. ‘I am glad to have the honour of amusing you, Miss Verity.’

She laid a small propitiatory hand on my sleeve at that and her face grew more sober, as she realized that she had seriously annoyed me; though in her blue eyes there were still dancing twinkles of amusement. ‘I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. But I couldn’t help laughing when you said exactly what Eric said you would, almost the exact words.’

I was surprised out of annoyance. ‘He said I should say that?’

‘Yes; about Mrs de Ravel. Of course he told me about her – the truth, I mean – how she’s been chasing him for months and won’t give him any peace, and how he won’t have anything to do with her. And he told me you’d be sure to tell me about it, and – ’ she began to laugh again, and then checked herself – ‘and – well, you did, didn’t you?’

I spread a handkerchief on a fallen log and sat down. This information had taken me unawares. It showed that Scott-Davies possessed an amount of low cunning for which I had not given him credit. He had cleverly spiked our chief gun in advance, before we could bring it into action at all. Ethel had been right. Very drastic measures would be needed.

I was about to pursue the subject with Miss Verity, pointing out to her Eric’s duplicity and where the truth really lay, when a hail from the direction of the house interrupted me. Sound carries far in such a valley on a still night, and I had no difficulty in recognizing the shrill tones of Armorel Scott-Davies: ‘Elsa! Elsa!’

‘Take no notice,’ I smiled. ‘I want to have a very serious talk with you, Miss Verity, and – ’

The girl could not have heard me, for she replied with an equally shrill and (if the truth must be told) most unladylike howl which I should never have expected from her: ‘Hul-lo-o-o!’

‘Moonlight bathing in the poo-oo-ool! Come o-o-o-on!’

‘Co-o-o-oming!’ answered my companion, and added to me, with a prettily apologetic smile: ‘You don’t mind, Mr Pinkerton, do you? It’s such a lovely idea. And we can always talk at some other time, can’t we?’

‘I will certainly not stand in the way of your innocent amusements,’ I replied graciously; though a certain emphasis which I gave to the penultimate word conveyed a good-tempered hint.

We walked back to the house.

The others were coming out, just as we arrived, in their bathing wraps. ‘Hurry up, Elsa,’ said Armorel. ‘Join us down there.’

‘Who’s bathing?’ asked Miss Verity, with more animation than she had shown before.

‘Eric and Paul and John and Pinkie and us,’ Armorel replied. The unpleasant young woman used the same offensive designation to refer to myself as did her brother. I cannot imagine why. I had never given her the slightest encouragement to do so.

‘Excuse me,’ I interposed. ‘One at any rate of your list is incorrect. I am not bathing.’

‘Oh, do bathe, Pinkie,’ pretended to implore the grinning Armorel, executing an absurd kind of dance round me on the lawn. ‘You’ve got such lovely thin legs. Do come and show them off.’

I pass over the extreme indelicacy of this reference, and the foolish guffaws with which it was received by the other members of the bathing party. I merely turned to Elsa and said: ‘I’ll wait for you here, Miss Verity, while the others go on.’

Elsa went into the house, and I joined Ethel under the beech. She was alone, for De Ravel as usual had insisted on his wife going down to the pool with the bathing party to watch, and I was able to tell Ethel of the new contretemps. I think she was a little annoyed with me for having broached the subject at all, which was unreasonable of her, since it is obvious that a man can do these things so much better than a woman; but we both agreed that something serious must be done. If Eric was trying to keep Mrs de Ravel off the stage, where he could deal with her by suggestion and lies, it was up to us to bring her on.

‘But I am frightened of what may happen if Paul does get to know,’ Ethel said nervously.

‘You said the other day you didn’t care what it was,’ I reminded her.

‘It’s true. I don’t,’ she said, with a quick little breath. ‘So long as Elsa – ’

‘Hush,’ I said quietly. Miss Verity was coming out of the house.

I offered my escort down to the pool, and it was accepted with all her old diffident pleasure. She had evidently quite recovered from the strange discourtesy which had caused her to laugh down by the stream. It is astonishing how a boorish influence can corrupt even a creature of such tender sensibilities as Elsa Verity.

We began to walk down the winding tract through the fields that led to the bathing pool, in the opposite direction from the one which we had taken before.

And here, at the risk of appearing indelicate, I must refer to a curious phenomenon which made itself apparent to me during this walk, and which with my practised habit of self-analysis I was able to examine concurrently with its manifestation.

It will have been gathered by the reader that I have not a very high opinion of the opposite sex, and this applies equally to its physical attributes as to its mental powers. The female form, shaped like a minute-glass for boiling eggs, has never struck me as a beautiful object. A minute-glass holds small aesthetic appeal to my mind, and so does a diabolo reel; so also does the feminine figure, with its misplaced bulges, its artistically incorrect centre of gravity, and its general top-heaviness. Girls in bathing costumes, which to judge from the pages of the popular press exercise a universal appeal, excite in me nothing but pity.

It will be seen, therefore, that if I have a prejudice (which I do not admit), it is rather against the female form than in favour of it. Yet as Miss Verity and I walked together down to the pool and, it being night-time, she forgot the natural modesty of a young girl to the extent of omitting to hold her wrap quite so closely together, so that I was able to catch glimpses from time to time of a white arm or leg, a trim waist, or other feminine peculiarities, unwonted sensations invaded me to such an extent that I found myself able actually to admire those very curves which I normally so despised, and even to see beauty in a nubbly knee. A strange experience. I set it down here, though it really has no bearing on what followed.

I was therefore disappointed to notice, when we arrived at the pool, that Miss Verity’s discarding of her wrap was almost simultaneous with her plunge into the pool, in a beautiful dive that caused her slim body to flash in a dim curve against the dark background like the bending of a giant bow – a simile which occurred to me on the spot, surprising me by its poetical aptness; the intellectual honesty on which I always insist has taught me to recognize such limitations as I have, and hitherto poetry has certainly been one of them. Could it be, I wondered, that under the influence of Miss Verity’s pure innocence something was calling from the unknown poetical depths of my own soul to similar inarticulate deeps in hers? A not unbeautiful thought in itself.

What followed was, I regret to say, singularly unpoetical. I am determined to set it down exactly as it occurred, neither exaggerating nor minimizing.

Eric Scott-Davies climbed out of the pool and came towards me. ‘Hullo, Pinkie,’ he called. ‘Aren’t you bathing?’

I had been on my way to join the solitary figure of Mrs de Ravel on a seat the other side of the pool, and merely threw back to him over my shoulder a short negative.

‘Aren’t you though, Pinkie? Aren’t you?’ exclaimed the grinning ape, and without more ado grasped me in his great wet hands and swung me up above his head (I think I mentioned that I am not a man of large physique; I stand, actually, five foot six and three quarter inches in my socks), and walked towards the edge of the pool. Still I could not believe that the oaf would really proceed to extreme measures.

‘Steady on, Eric,’ called his cousin from the middle of the pool. ‘Don’t be a damned fool.’ It was the first time I had ever found myself in sympathy with Armorel.

That little ass De Ravel, however, simply encouraged him. I have always disliked De Ravel. ‘Come on, Eric,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll catch him.’

In spite of my struggles (I was doing my best to kick him sharply with my patent-leather evening shoes) Eric held me easily above his head on the very margin of the pool. ‘I promised our Pinkie a swim just after dinner,’ he boomed, ‘and I always keep my promises.’

‘Eric, stop that!’ I heard John Hillyard call peremptorily and come splashing towards us. But it was too late. I felt Eric’s arms give way under me and then suddenly shoot up, and I was precipitated through the air. With a terrific splash I reached the water and sank beneath the surface. I am not a swimmer.

Somebody got me up and helped me to the bank (I think it was John) and I rather fancy there was a dead silence as I half scrambled and was half pushed onto dry land. Without a word I began to walk up the hill back to the house. If at that moment I had had a gun, a knife or a bludgeon – I say it frankly! – I would have killed Eric Scott-Davies.
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