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  Prologue


  Lustre. That was what had been missing and was suddenly back. The Esslemonts Armistice Ball was lustrous in a way feared to have disappeared for ever; and for once, as
  Daisy Esslemont observed, the emphasis was not on lust. Husbands were recently demobbed and there was none of the usual marital ennui, so in spite of the glitter a strange wholesomeness
  prevailed.


  The ladies dazzled. Young and old, their hair shone with setting lotion or twinkled with ornaments; lips glowed red if maquillage had been ventured upon, cheeks glowed pink if not; frocks
  sparkled or gleamed with the bristle of sequins or the stately drape of satin. The ladies, though, were not uncontested. Men, usually no more than a backdrop to their wives, were resplendent that
  night since no man without a dress uniform in which to strut around would have dared show his face. The epaulettes and medals from the Boer campaign and the one or two surviving costumes from the
  Crimea lent a faint air of light opera along with their whiff of camphor and outdid, somewhat impertinently the young men felt, the lesser peacockery of more recent heroes.


  So everyone glistened. And they laughed and the music was sprightly and even the smell was different. In the heat of the ballroom, the ladies sweat and sweet talcum mixed with the spice
  of cigar-breath and drove away sourness, the reek of worry, which was all there had been for five chill years.


  Then there were the jewels. Out from the safes, home from the banks, tipped from their velvet bags, came the jewels. Tiaras, brooches, bracelets and bangles, clusters, half-hoops and solitaires.
  The rubies, the emeralds, the sapphires, the diamonds, the diamonds, the diamonds.


  The Duffy diamonds, almost forgotten, newly mesmerizing, raised a round of applause as Lena Duffy shed her wrap; people jostled to the banisters to look down at them and cheer, enchanted. Then
  Lenas simpering and swishing about made the onlookers turn away, murmuring that she might, she really might, have let one or other of her daughters have a look in instead of hoarding it all
  to herself still. Silly to have two pretty girls in pearls and their ageing mama stooping under the weight of the family jewels.


  Later, when a footman came round at supper to make the collection for widows and orphans, she took off her bracelets and dangled them over the hat, laughing, before snatching them away again in
  whitened fists and fastening them back around her arms. Silas Esslemont frowned until the younger Duffy girl, twinkling at him, brought a smile back to his face. After all, if one were honest, what
  was being celebrated here was things going back to how they were before when one owed no sombre piety to life and cruel little jokes gave it savour. It was half the joy of this evening, if
  one were honest, that only those whose loved ones had returned were here; that the others, of whom there were so many, could be forgotten and that just for tonight glee could bubble up and over
  unchecked.


  


  Chapter One


  I am not  and I say this with neither pride nor shame  a sensitive soul. Not one of those women whose recreation lies amongst things she cannot
  explain, sudden powerful convictions of who knows what exactly. I should not go so far as to say I have no finer feelings, but whenever I compare mine with those of my acquaintance
  they do seem somewhat coarser in the main. I have never smiled that curling smile and nodded when told of some engagement, some divorce. Rather, any news of that kind tends to take me by surprise
  and leave me, let us face it, coolish.


  How am I to explain then the conviction I held from the earliest stage of the Esslemont affair that somewhere here was such hatred, malign and unstoppable, that it must lead, as flood-water up
  and melt-water down, to violent death? On the surface (my usual habitat) it was a matter merely of commerce. At stake was a good business name  a livelihood at the very most  and
  while the theft of property might be distressing it does not usually, need not, stir the dust of life to much extent. I am at a loss, therefore, to account for my instant certainty last spring that
  somewhere near at hand and sometime rather soon blood would spurt and be staunched in murders furtive scuffle.


  Who can say how far back it had its beginning, at what moment the first turning was taken away from light and cheerful ordinariness towards the festering dark where thoughts of killing can
  gather? As far as I was concerned it all began on a squally spring morning in my sitting room, the little room of mine overlooking the flower garden which my mama-in-law insists on calling
  my boudoir, conjuring up images of Turkey rugs thrown over low settees, air thick with burning pastilles and me with satin sleeves dragging on the floor as I pace. This is a picture gapingly at
  odds with reality since I do not recall that I ever have paced in the whole course of my life, in my sitting room or anywhere else.


  Anyway, there I sat sans satin, sans incense, dressed in wool and tweed, in a room smelling frankly of coal and nothing much draped over anything beyond a dog blanket on my pale chair since it
  had been wet on our walk. I was bored, and the pleasure of boredom was beginning to run out just then, in the spring of 1922. For a few years after the Armistice it had been delicious to be without
  occupation. The war had ended at last, and Hugh had come home as I had always known he would, since he had been tucked away miles and miles from the front, behind even the hospitals, so that my
  worrying had been no more than a wifely duty and a politeness, saving me from the crime of too much visible tranquillity in front of other women whose worries were real. Now none of us was worried
  nor were we busy and I daresay I was not the only woman in the land for whom, her husband home, her children at school, her uniform growing musty in an attic, boredom was getting to be a burden
  again.


  Understandable then that to help a couple of hours shuffle past we clung to the routine of doing our correspondence and managed still to make a mornings work of it, but the silliness of
  it all made me cross; not the best mood for considering a sheaf of invitations and had I not forced myself to accept in spite of it Hugh and I might have ended as hermits.


  Daisys letter made me even crosser than usual. Before, an invitation from Daisy and Silas would always have been accepted and if Hugh grumbled (which he did) about the company, I could
  retort (which I did) that if he cared to take over the organization of our social life I should be happy to go where he chose.


  The problem with Esslemont, as far as Hugh was concerned, was Esslemont Life. Esslemont Life, begun by Silass grandfather in the 1860s, was exactly what it sounded as if it was. Where
  Grandfather had got the notion no one knew, since for generations before him Esslemonts had been content to kill their stags and collect their rents like everyone else. When the old man died
   I was too young to remember this but it was still murmured about  people waited for Silass father to sell the shameful thing and retire to his grouse moor with a sheepish
  shrug But far from it. Esslemont Life became by degrees Esslemont Life, Fire, Theft, Flood, Retirement Pensions and heaven only knew what next. Eventually, the Esslemonts having an insurance
  company with offices in George Street and advertisements in the worst sort of morning paper came to be seen as a mere quirk, something to smile and wrinkle ones nose about, something which
  gave one the chance to feel broadminded as one forbore to mention it.


  Still, when Silas took over, upon his fathers death in 1910, we all once again expected he would sell. Indeed, Hugh pronounced more than once that he should have to sell, to raise
  the estate duty. Or rather that he should have to sell something, for everyone did, and that surely he would sell a grubby old office and a lot of dusty papers before he would touch an acre of
  land.


  Nothing was ever said, but Silas dealt with the estate duties, running just then at forty per cent, without selling off a single sprig of heather and from then on our friends began to shut up
  rather about Esslemont Life. After the war, of course, it became nothing short of pitiful to compare the Esslemonts and ourselves. And now this: Silas was about to float. I was not entirely sure
  what that meant, only that somehow it was the sale we had been expecting for three generations, and yet also the most blatant swank Silas could have dreamed up to rub our noses in it.


  Indeed, rubbing our noses in it, or rather inviting us to rub them in it ourselves, was a yearly fixture for Silas. At the first Armistice Ball, on Armistice Day itself, the hats had brimmed and
  spilled with banknotes. Partly champagne bravado, but partly too our belief, soon to be shown up for the foolishness it was, that very soon and for evermore we should be as before. I wonder how
  many of us, sober in dreary meetings with our agents, thought back to that night and wished that some of what we had stuffed into the out-held hats was safely under our mattresses still. When the
  invitations came for the ball in 1919, I for one never dreamed that the hats would come round again. The embarrassment, the crawling mortification and shame as we scraped together what we could,
  for none of us had come prepared and clearly none of us walked around with cushions of banknotes about our persons any more. 1920 was better, since at least we knew it was coming, and Hugh made
  sure he was well buffered by Silass brandy before the moment came to toss in the five twenty-pound notes he had drawn from his bank for the purpose. In 1921, I thought of declining, but Hugh
  would not hear of it and we were not the only ones there looking hurt, proud and grimly determined all at once, watching Daisy and Silas through narrowed eyes as they floated around amongst their
  stricken guests without a care.


  All in all, as we shut our London houses and decided against restocking our salmon rivers, we felt that Silas was letting the cruel, cold light of a most unwelcome dawn shine into the burrow
  where the rest of us were still huddled, and knowing that we should all soon have to waken to this dawn made neither it, nor Silas its harbinger, any less blinding.


  So we had to go once a year, pride saw to that, but must we be always dashing off there in between times? Might I refuse? It was terrifically short notice, and to decline it would excite no
  surprise. Darling Daisy, I wrote, how sweet of you to think of us. I imagined her rucking open the envelope with her thumb, scanning the prose for a pip of sense and
  then ripping the sheet across and dropping it into the basket, as I had done an hour before and should do again tomorrow and the day after that. I dipped my pen and had just set it against the
  paper once more when the telephone at my elbow shrieked.


  This telephone in my room was a new departure and was thought by Hugh and by Pallister our butler to be taking modern manners to the furthest point of decency. I should never admit to either of
  them how it made me jump each time it erupted beside me, like a sleeping baby whose nappy pin had given way and pierced it, just as inconsolable, just as demanding of being picked up and made a
  fuss of with ones whole attention for some length of time not of ones own choosing. I composed myself and lifted the earpiece.


  Dan? Dan, is that you? Daisys voice was as brisk as ever, talking over the girl at the exchange. Listen, Im ringing to make certain youre going to come,
  darling. I should have sent you a proper letter to explain things but I did so want to speak face to face. And then I was suddenly convinced this morning that you wouldnt come and if you
  dont I have simply no idea what I shall do, so you must. And dont call me a goose for caring, because I did think it was all a joke at first, as one would, but its Silas, you
  see. Silas has gone very peculiar and is talking about capitulation. So whatever Hugh says, you quite simply must come.


  Even from Daisy, renowned as she was for enormous plumes of enthusiasm, this feverishness needed an explanation.


  Darling, is everything all right? I began, then I listened as a kind of chalky gulping came over the line, a sound which might have been the very end of a long bout of sobs but
  which, since Daisy had just spoken, must in fact be laughter.


  Oh Dandy, she said at last. Havent you heard? Youre impossible! Nothing is all right or ever will be again. Dandy, the Duffys have long been booked this Friday
  to Monday because poor darling Silas has a contingent of bankers and other unspeakables to be sucked up to. Yes, even as far as actuaries, darling  dont ask  whom I
  couldnt have borne to inflict on anyone else. So I asked the Duffys. And a few satellites. Theyre dreariness made flesh but so respectable I thought they would be perfect. And then
  Cara is such a dear and always cheers up Silas no end, although Clemence has undoubtedly washed ashore on a tide from the Arctic. Naturally, I assumed that they would cancel after last week 
  Do you really not know?


  I really think I mustnt, I said, since nothing had made a whisker of sense so far.


  Hence the late summons to you and Hugh. But theyre still coming, if you can believe it. And in her letter confirming it she said she wanted to speak to me most particularly
  and she imagined I would know what about. As of course I do. And she further imagined that I would agree it could all be dealt with quite amicably. Which I most certainly do not. Anyway, all four
  of them will be here on Friday. Dandy, youve got to come.


  Of course, I said, but 


  You were so splendid that time on Cuthberts yacht, darling, and I just know that you will be able to get to the bottom of it and do it again.


  The bottom of ?


  All of it, Daisy yelped, and I jerked the earpiece away from my head. She continued on a rising note. Find out what Mrs is doing, where on earth she got the idea. Or find
  out what really happened, speak to the servants if you must. Always assuming we have any left. McSween is threatening notice. McSween! Because he was on duty with the luggage that day. The
  under-gardener is beside himself. As are we all. Its unspeakable, it must be stopped, and you are the only one who can stop it. Youre the only one whom no one will suspect of
  anything. She was beginning to speak more slowly now. I shall never forget it; you sitting there on deck under that ludicrous hat piping away like a choirboy and everyone else simply
  squirming with shame, wondering how you dared. I was the only one who knew, I think, that the innocence wasnt an act. Youll be perfect.


  I flushed. The memory of it was still painful. She asked how I had dared? I hadnt dared, of course. I was just chatting, no earthly clue what I was saying, but Cuthbert Dougalls
  yacht had sailed out from Anstruther harbour the very next day and never been seen again (and it was a testament to the vileness of Cuthbert that neither his mother nor his sister, our dear friend,
  felt anything but gratitude towards me).


  I see, I said. Ill be splendid. In the way a new novel is splendid if it happens to be just the right thickness to wedge under a wobbly table. Im very
  flattered, I assure you.


  Well, so long as Ive offended you anyway, said Daisy, it wont hurt to tell you that Im willing to pay.


  Pay? I said. Pay me? And in return I do what?


  Sort it, said Daisy. As that divine nanny of yours used to say. Sort it. Get to the bottom of it, then take a deep breath and tell us all. Preferably at dinner. Throw your
  head back and howl. I give you carte blanche, because of course its all nonsense and we cant actually be in a compromising position. Ask Hugh to tell you about it, then come on
  Friday and sort it for me. She rang off.


  I padded lightly towards the door, not quite on tiptoe for it would be too ridiculous to go to such lengths to avoid waking a dog, but certainly taking care. Bunty believes, with the perfect
  confidence of all dogs, that her presence at my heels (or under them) is my hearts desire every time I move from my chair, but she annoys Hugh. I do not mean that she barks at him or takes
  his cuff in her teeth or anything, but her very existence annoys him and so any errand of supplication is the better for her having no part in it. I closed the door almost silently and breathed
  out. A little housemaid was busy with a dustpan on the breakfast room rug and she smiled at the soft click of the latch.


  Ive escaped, I said, and she giggled, before ducking her head lower still and redoubling her efforts with the brush.


  My sitting room is delightful, and the breakfast room, facing east to the morning sun, has walls of yellow stripe and cheerful pictures of flowers, so it is not until one emerges from this
  jaunty corner of the house that one begins to feel the true spirit of Gilverton. Mahogany the colour of dried liver encrusts the passageway and hall; the cornicing so very elaborate, the picture
  rail so sturdy, the dado intended apparently to withstand axe blows and the skirting board so lavish, almost knee-high I should say, that there is barely room for wallpaper, and what wallpaper
  there is is hidden behind print after sketch after oil of the outside of the house. Views from every hill, taken every ten years since the place was built it seems, go pointlessly by as one passes,
  and from above them glower down the mournful heads of stags and the snarling masks of foxes. I suppose though that I should be grateful for the hall; it serves as an acclimatization to brace one
  against what waits as one passes the front door and enters what I think of as the Realm of Death.


  In this part of the house are the business room, library, gun room and billiard room. They sit in a miasma of cigar smoke, stale gunpowder and damp leather, and are adorned by corpses  no
  creature being too mean to be stuffed and stuck behind glass. I always avert my eyes from the pitiful squirrels, scuttle past the horror that is the eel case, and hold my nose as I round the corner
  past the forty-pound salmon landed by Hughs father and most inexpertly stuffed but still, more often than not, I turn back deciding that whatever it is can wait until luncheon.


  Today I felt quite different, although I still took great care not to breathe in anywhere near Sir Gilver or look too closely at the mouldy patches on his noble sides where the
  scales had sloughed off to lie in heaps beneath him. Daisys call, lacking in useful detail as it undoubtedly was, seemed to have acted upon me like a patent tonic and I felt, as I neared the
  library, as though a Japanese servant who knew his business had stepped on the knobs of my spine and reset it with extra bounce and slightly longer than before. I was going to sort it, whatever it
  was, and my chin rose like a ballcock.


  Dear, I said, putting my head round the door. I swung on the heavy handle but kept my feet on the hall carpet and therefore did not, technically, enter the room uninvited.
  We had no plans for the next week or so, did we?


  Hugh looked hard at my feet then glanced at the door hinge as though fearful that my weight might bring all twelve feet of oak crashing down.


  Only Ive just accepted an invitation for the Esslemonts. Hugh started to rumble. For the twenty-first, I added hurriedly. Brown trout opened on the twentieth
  and Silass river was simply bursting with them, I knew. Poor Hugh, stuck between the end of the ducks and the first roe buck and with his one winter run of salmon long gone, stroked his
  moustache and weighed the competing temptations and irritations the visit held out to him.


  The Duffys are going, Im afraid, I said, hoping to slip it all past him while he wasnt really listening, and, worse, some business pals of Silas. Daisy seems
  to think she might need a shoulder or two. I watched, while recounting this, as Hughs initial frown unravelled and his eyebrows climbed higher and higher up his head until his
  crows feet showed white against his brown cheeks.


  Duffys going to Esslemonts? he echoed, then blew out hard as though cooling soup. How interesting. He waited for my assent, and when it did not come he spoke
  again with some exasperation. You have heard, havent you? About the jewels?


  No, I said, feeling a chill begin to creep around me which might, might, only have been the through-draught from the open door.


  Theyve gone, said Hugh. All of them, the whole lot. I had it from George and he had it direct from . . . I forget. But the young Duffy girl took them to be cleaned or
  something and  paste! He laughed, not a kind laugh. George said the jeweller started to polish the things, they crumbled under his hands, and the poor chap fainted, fell off
  his high stool and broke his arm. Although that might just be George making a better story.


  How extraordinary, I said. The chill was seeping further into me. Why though, should Daisy and Silas . . .?


  Well, thats the thing, said Hugh, bridling over his news most unappealingly. Theyve all gone, you see. Head, neck, arms and ears. (Jewellers
  terminology was not Hughs strong suit.) And guess when and where they were last worn together? George said Lena Duffy is going around telling anyone wholl listen that it was an
  inside job at Esslemonts. So what with this stock market thingamajig coming off any day now 


  But thats ludicrous, I said. Or even if it was some servant of Daisys gone to the bad, surely Silas himself cant be blamed. They must be insured, after
  all.


  You dont know bankers, said Hugh. They are not like us, my dear. A whiff of a scandal and they scatter like pigeons. No substance, you see. One generation from a flat
  above the shop most of them. No nerve. Ive always wondered how Silas could bear to rub shoulders with them so. And now see where its . . .


  I straightened and let the door swing shut. Hugh is not really a spiteful man and I did not want to witness this, most understandable, lapse. Besides, I was shivering by this time, my memory of
  the Armistice Anniversary Ball playing like a faulty newsreel in my head, flashy, raucous and swirling, so that I sank on to the bottom step and caught my lip, waiting for it to pass, as I had had
  to do in the mornings when the babies were coming, but never since. I tried to pep myself up, telling myself that fate had handed me an occupation again at long last, one with no ghastly uniform,
  but I could not quite, with such bright speculations, shake it off. So there I sat, feeling for the first time the sickening thump of dread which would become so familiar in the days ahead of me
  that when what was to happen finally did, I met it not with the shock one might think, but with recognition and, almost, relief.


  


  Chapter Two


  Looking at the map, one might imagine that the Esslemonts place is at one end of a good straight road, the other end leading right to us at Gilverton, and Hugh can never
  resist this notion. So while there is an excellent train from Perth to Kingussie taking the lucky passengers within five miles, there never has been and never will be the remotest chance of my
  finding myself on it. As I expected, I found Hugh poring over his Bartholomews half-inch at tea-time on the day the invitation came. He started slightly as I happened upon him, but thrust
  out his chin and prepared to convince me. Poor thing, I can see how irritating it must be; the road on the map marches across the countryside like a prize-winning furrow, cleaving forests and moors
  with an almost Viking-like forthrightness, but there are a good many features in each actual mile which cannot be packed into those neat little half-inches. The real mystery is why Hugh
  should imagine, having found out the first time how great the discrepancies were, that it might be the road which would change before next time, bringing itself in line with the map. Suffice to say
  that once again we arrived dishevelled and wretched after slightly more than twice the length of time he had calculated, and several hours after the other guests had stepped down from the train and
  been whisked five little miles in the greatest of comfort in Silass Bentley.


  Croys is a great stone barracks of a place, thrillingly ancient in parts, built as two wings flanking a huge, square tower; a staircase with rooms, Daisy calls it. It is unusual for the
  Highlands in sitting balefully at the end of an avenue so that one approaches it much as one used to approach a displeased parent who had arranged himself at the furthest corner from the door, the
  smaller to shrink one during ones penitent advance. Most of my favourite houses take the other tack, hiding around corners like plump and kindly aunts so that one comes upon them suddenly,
  close enough to see the lamplight and flowers on the tables inside. Still, I am fond of Croys, despite the glaring improvements that Silass business triumphs have furnished: the thick
  carpets laid right up to the walls, making the fine old rugs on top of them look scrawny; the bathrooms which have colonized almost all of the old dressing rooms in the guests wing, so that
  one is pitched willy-nilly into intimacy not only with ones husband but with the full range of his ablutions too.


  I sat forward eagerly as we swept through the gates, preparing to be diverted in spite of my exhaustion. Most places in this part of the world are at their best in the spring, before the midges
  awake and begin their savagery, but at Croys the soft uncurling leaf and the peeping primrose are drowned out by a display of vulgarity unequalled in Christendom. Daisys gardener, you see,
  the redoubtable McSween, has made it his lifes work to perpetrate upon the bank opposite the front of the house, in splendid view of all of the best rooms, a three-ring circus of
  rhododendrons and azaleas in every shade, but with a particular nod towards coral and magenta. They jostle like can-can dancers in the breeze off the moor and can make people laugh out loud.


  Your rhodies are a picture, I murmured to Daisy as she came to the door to meet us. Most hospitably, I thought, since the dressing bell must have gone. Daisy rolled her eyes at
  me.


  I shall tell McSween to give you some cuttings, darling, she said. If youre not good.


  Grant, my maid, had come sensibly on the train with Hughs valet and most of the luggage (the dickey of the two-seater being full of fishing rods) and so, refreshed first by a pleasant
  journey and further no doubt by a leisurely tea, she had my evening clothes ready and was on her marks. De-hatted, hastily washed and wrapped in a dressing gown, I sat in front of the glass and
  surrendered myself to her. She frowned lightly (my hair is a great disappointment) and got to work.


  I find it best to try to detach myself while Grant is busy about my scalp with hot tongs and rose-flower water. Any shrinking away or wincing unfailingly brings the irons near enough to scald.
  Accidental, I am almost sure, but still to be avoided if one can manage it. So I sat there quite docile until she was done and then plied the brushes and puffs myself as usual, guided by her small
  shakes of the head and sighs, until having hovered with the rouge brush for longer than I could afford I delivered myself into her hands again.


  Only not too much, I said, as I always do. Grant comes from a theatrical family and having spent the first fifteen years of her life turning her parents and elder siblings into
  monarchs, gypsies and the like with a smear of greasepaint and a blob of white in the inner corners, her face-painting still tends towards the dramatic. I, unfortunately for her and me both, do not
  have a face which easily absorbs her efforts. At rest, I must say, I have cheekbones to reckon with and a little rouge dabbed on in the fashionable place works wonders, but when I smile my cheeks
  make egg shapes, the pointed ends reaching almost to my hated dimples, and then the rouge is quite wrong, its position curiously unrelated to the face underneath. However if I put it,
  unfashionably, where my cheeks will be when I start to smile, then until I do smile, I look like a doll. Dont smile then, is Grants solution, which is hardly helpful.
  She explained once what is wrong with my face in this respect and even fixed it for me with strips of highlight and shade which looked wonderful, but only at twenty paces.


  Still, the moss green dress is something we agree on. Most flattering in shape, although it takes stitching on to my petticoat straps, and with a miraculous effect on my complexion, which can be
  shadowy around the eyes if I am not careful. And tomato red lipstick to finish. Grant had to get quite fierce with me over this shade of lipstick, but she was right. Blue-ish red makes ones
  teeth look yellow, she explained, whereas a yellow-ish red turns them white. For the same reason, diamonds near the face are best surrounded by pearls, very few ladies of diamond-wearing age having
  the teeth to stand up to them otherwise. Grant and I think it a pity that more ladies do not grin at themselves in the glass before they go downstairs with pink lips and diamond clips, but I had
  never once smiled at my own reflection until the first time she told me to and I do not suppose it occurs to many others.


  Uncommonly pretty frock, that, said Hugh, entering. Grant bowed her head in discreet acknowledgement of the praise. Hugh would never dream that I had done any more than put
  on a frock in the time he had spent bathing and shaving, and I mused, not for the first time, that if men believed a frock could do what had happened to me from the neck up in the last half-hour,
  their world must seem a magical place indeed.


  People were standing around in the gloom of the great hall waiting for their cocktails as we came down the last sweep of the stairs. Twelve or fifteen people as well as the Esslemonts: the four
  Duffys whom I knew, and a lot more I did not, the men splendidly anonymous in their dinner jackets but with wives who were undoubtedly the wives of bankers. Hugh blinked around for a bit then took
  himself off to speak to Silas and I approached Mrs Duffy like an old friend.


  She was a fair woman, slight except for an almost too splendid bosom, the type of woman one assumes must have been rather fine in her youth, but now getting raddled and colourless for want of
  flesh. Tonight she was dressed unbecomingly in grey silk, cut very low, drawing attention to the plain gold locket around her neck.


  Simply wonderful, Lena, I said, kissing her. Such a long time.


  What a delightful surprise, she cooed back.


  For want of anything as definite as a topic to converse upon, I admired the girls to her and, as I had hoped, she launched into an exposition on the coming wedding of her younger daughter.


  The Duffy girls, both of them, had rather more to recommend them in the way of looks than their mama, although they were each quite unlike the other: Clemence, the elder, tall, languid and fair,
  with a sharp chin and high, wide cheeks (which seemed, I could not help but notice, perfectly rouged no matter what her expression); her face overall, then, reminiscent in shape of an heraldic
  shield, making her almost Slavic-looking what with this and with that peculiar habit of giving an upward pinch to her full lower eyelids. Even in the dimness of Daisys candelabra, she looked
  as though she were squinting against light coming from below, as one does wading at noon in the bright sea.


  Then Cara, the younger, smaller by half a head; she had always made me think of a woodland creature, a changeling. Not a goblin exactly  she was a pretty thing, after all  but
  certainly nothing so pink-and-white as fairy or pixie suggests; a velvety little elf perhaps, for although her hair too was fair her general complexion was dark and her
  brown eyes had a soft twinkle which echoed the upward curl of her lips. Hers was an expression which brought an answering grin from anyone who saw it, having about it none of that insolence which
  in life or in oils can sometimes make a permanent smile look so very smug and annoying. There was, I thought, something almost simian about this smile. The upper lip had a downy softness to it, as
  did indeed the whole of her face so that her dark brows seemed merely an intensification, rather than looking like the two worms painted on to the fashionable nakedness of her sisters skin
  or, I feared, my own. Was she pretty? I think so, but it is hard to know where looks stopped and personality began. Cara Duffy, you see, was what disapproving matrons used to call a hoyden, which
  is to say she was always in the highest of spirits, burbling over with jokes and giggles and seeming, even when just sitting quietly, to be surging with fun like a childs balloon tugging
  harmlessly at its string. So perhaps this is where ones pleasure in her sprang from, since on paper, I must admit, a furry little creature with velvety eyes does not sound half so alluring
  as an alabaster vision such as Clemence. Even tonight, though, when Cara seemed unnaturally subdued, standing beside her father and not speaking, one knew where one would rather rest ones
  eyes. And she was subdued, poor thing; marriage and womanhood looming, I supposed, and hoydenish girlhood almost gone. Such a pity it has to come to that.


  I brought my attention back to Lena Duffys voice.


  . . . should have opened Dunelgar if home was too far, but her father was fully determined on St Georges or St Giles, and there was nothing I could do to change his mind.
  Anyway, now, under the circumstances -' She broke off and stared at me, fingering her necklace chain and apparently waiting for some response. Under the circumstances, none of us has
  the heart for a lot of fuss and commotion, so she will be married at home as she should be. Not much of a silver lining though, is it?


  Lena Duffys purr had coarsened. To be honest it always had something else in it besides the comfortable chuckle that was its main ingredient, something more rasping, as though a single
  crow had got into a chorus of pigeons. Now though there was a note of real spitefulness. I have already touched on the subject of my feminine intuition. At this moment it stretched just far enough
  to tell me I was supposed to understand something here, but it went no further.


  I dont think Ive met the young man, I said, making what I hoped was a harmlessly general remark, although Hugh tells me he was once in a coxless eight with a
  brother.


  Elder brother, said Mrs Duffy. But he died at Arras. One thinks one is tired of the euphemisms and casual endearments, but this bald statement in place of the
  lost at Arras, poor sweet was shocking. It was only too clear, even to me, that it was meant to convey not even the mildest of honours to a hero, nor a warning that there was a dead
  brother to be tiptoed around should I find myself in conversation with the young man later. It was quite simply a point of information: Mrs Duffy had done nothing so lax as let her daughter become
  engaged to a second son without any prospects. The brother was dead and thus the engagement was a triumph. I turned away slightly to hide the expression I could not bring under control and wished
  that someone might come up and save me replying.


  So a younger son for your younger daughter, I said at last, no saviour having appeared. This was inane even for me, but I was surprised to see from the corner of my eye a sour kind
  of twist wrench at the womans mouth. My mind raced. Did it sound as though I was putting a gypsy curse on her other daughter? This was surely too fanciful. Should I not have made such
  outright reference to his changed status? Why on earth did I not learn simply to keep my mouth shut? Or if it was too late now for such a wholesale transformation, at least drink a little more and
  talk a little less.


  Daisys butler was circling with two trays balanced on his fingers like a waiter in a Paris restaurant. Sherry glasses on one and cocktail glasses on the other, he swooped amongst the
  guests proffering a tray to each and seeming always to guess which one was wanted where. I muttered an excuse to Lena and bore down on him, not caring how unseemly I appeared so long as I escaped
  her. The butler, who knew me of old, held out the cocktail tray, but from sheer perversity and temper I reached for sherry. His face fell, and we parted, he a disappointed man who feels he is
  losing his touch, and I a disappointed woman who fears she is becoming curmudgeonly with age and has only a quarter pint (it seemed) of nasty, oily sherry for comfort.


  I scanned the room for an empty perch, but apart from Lena sitting alone on a sofa large enough for two and staring at me coldly, all I could see in every direction were settled clumps of people
  chatting amicably and sipping huge drinks. Daisys drinks before dinner always go on for an age.


  Just then Daisy herself peeled off from the group around a stout dowager ploughing through a long story and ignoring the fidgets of her listeners the way old ladies do.


  What on earth were you saying to the hag? Daisy whispered. I was unable to answer; I did not know. Talk about sucking on a lemon, she went on. And have you
  seen what shes wearing? How could you not? Shes twirling it like an old man with a new watch chain. A gold locket! Ill bet she had to borrow it from her parlour maid. How I
  have managed not to kick all of their bottoms, I cannot tell you. Even one of the Mrs Bankers is wondering aloud. I said nothing (for the usual reason) and Daisy rejoined the circle of
  listeners just in time to join in with gales of relieved laughter as the dowagers saga wound to its close.


  I drifted, trying to look self-contained, if not quite inscrutable.


  You look heavenly, Dan, breathed Clemence Duffy as I passed her, her face more mask-like than ever and her eyes blinking sleepily as she glanced down at herself waiting, I
  supposed, for the return of the compliment. Despite the fact that there is nothing so very dignified about the name Dandy I dislike being called Dan by girls fifteen years my junior, and I bristled
  just slightly, before looking her up and down for something to praise. She was dressed in a black shift, chiffon over a plain slip, and wore a small cameo on a black velvet ribbon around her neck,
  which looked as all cameos always do as though it might have come from Woolworths. Just then I noticed that her ear-lobes were bare of any decoration. They were pierced for earrings and the
  little naked clefts looked hardly decent against her painted face. She arched her brows at me, staring hard at my choker.


  But you look heavenly, she said again. Beautiful emeralds. Very loyal, I must say. She turned away, and I caught sight of Mrs Duffy fingering her locket chain again.
  At last light began to dawn on me and I took a few steps and craned to look at Cara Duffy. Dressed in a shimmer of pale blue silk, she wore a gold cross on a fine chain around her neck, slim hoops
  in her ears and nothing on her wrists at all, only her engagement ring to show that she was not just wearing rather an odd frock to a tennis party. All three of them on parade, ostentatiously bare
  of jewels, screaming that they dare not wear anything but trinkets here. How dared they! They certainly did need a kick on their insolent bottoms, and I was ready to oblige. I caught Daisys
  eye and saw that she had been watching my realization. She mimed my stupidity briefly, eyes crossed and tongue lolling out, thankfully unseen.


  Mrs Duffy still sat alone on her sofa. Very well, then. I should employ the tactics for which Daisy had sought me  the Cuthbert Dougall strategy, one might call it  of discussing
  loud and plain what everyone else is thinking about but dare not mention. I marched back over to Lena and sat beside her.


  My dear, I said. Ive only just heard your dreadful news. About the diamonds, I mean. What a thing to happen. She intensified the stare and spoke again in that
  horrid murmuring way of hers.


  It has been a great blow to us, she said. Almost like a death. A dreadful loss for Clemence. This was a strange thing to say. Why so much more to the elder girl?
  Except perhaps that Cara had her fiance to distract her. Unless the diamonds were intended for Clemence in the long term, as the elder child. But would not The Duffy Diamonds have to
  stay in the Duffy family, entailed on some male somewhere? Even I couldnt ask any of this.


  And have the police got anywhere yet? was what I settled for.


  The police? she said, with a slight shriek. Clemence raised her head on the other side of the room and gave me a very fair copy of her mothers basilisk stare, a look which
  belied her friendly words of minutes before. What was wrong with these people?


  Of course, it must be horrid for you to have them tramping around, I said, smiling across at Clemence and keeping my voice low, but think how wonderful, if they got to the
  bottom of it all.


  The police, said Lena Duffy again, quieter but no less witheringly, have not been called in. And I very much hope that they never will be. I could quite concur with
  this, for with the police tends to come the press and no one welcomes the indignity of having their misfortune devoured by the jealous and therefore triumphant masses. But I knew enough to know
  that unless the police were called to investigate there was no way the insurance company would pay up and so . . . My thoughts snagged as an idea spread through me. Could someone be so desperate to
  avoid publicity that she thought it worthwhile to coerce Silas and Daisy into making good her loss, instead of just going to the police and claiming the insurance? Could anyone be so selfish? The
  Duffy jewels were fabulously, spectacularly precious, worth more than the rest of Mr Duffys estate put together we always believed, and there was no way on earth that Silas and Daisy, rich
  though they were, could afford to replace them. I could think of nothing to say, but some of my incredulity must have shown in my face and she spoke again.


  Naturally we assumed that Silas meant to do the right thing. That is why we came today. It is galling indeed, then, when I hoped that my husband and he might talk things over in peace and
  quiet, to find ourselves being expected to help entertain these persons. We of all people who put our faith in him, to be asked to aid Daisy in providing a pleasant visit for these financiers, to
  support Silas in his pursuit of even further success for the very institution which will not honour its commitments. I know the world has changed, my dear, but it is a great shock and a sadness to
  my husband and me to find out how much. It took me a minute or two to digest all of this and even when I had, I could not believe I understood her.


  Do you mean to say that the jewels were insured with Esslemont Life? I asked, knowing my voice had risen to a squeak. Mrs Duffy inclined her head.


  And I was nave enough to believe that might make a difference, she said.


  I do not know that I should ever have called her nave, but I could sympathize. Even if no member of the Esslemont household had actually stolen the jewels, Silas could surely have smoothed
  things through. He must own Esslemont Life outright since the death of his father, although I had a vague notion that owning companies was not like owning farms and woods. I had heard Hugh huffing
  on about something called limited liability which he appeared to think of as a kind of swindle and I had inhaled a morsel of watercress sandwich once when Daisy had said that Silass sisters
  were his sleeping partners, and had had to be banged on the back. So my understanding of high finance was uncertain, but I was sure that if you owned the company you could do more or less whatever
  you liked. The only possible reason for Silas to insist on the police  if indeed he was insisting  would be if he hoped to wriggle out of paying at all, and even if he felt no
  personal obligation over the theft, surely he had too much honour for that. And why had Daisy not told me this? Did she know herself? I suddenly hoped not.


  Its unbelievable, I said at last to Mrs Duffy. I cant believe it of Silas. Even on his own terms, as a businessman I mean, surely he can see that this will
  destroy him. A theft in his house is bad enough, but this!


  The theft in this house is not the half of it, Dandy dear, said Lena. And Silas knows that. Not that the evidence isnt clear on that point. It is, as I could tell you
  in plain words if propriety did not demand otherwise. Very clear. But even setting that aside, there are other things I happen to know, which I am sure Silas wishes I didnt. Her voice
  had sunk to a spiteful mutter, and I squirmed.


  Theres no need to say anything more, I said, praying that she would not. I loathe confidences. No need for plain words. What youve told me already would
  sink Silas for ever with anyone who matters.


  She turned to me, turned fully, and it was perhaps owing to old-fashioned corsetry but it nevertheless gave the impression that she was sizing me up. Then she seemed to soften.


  Who matters to you and to me, my dear, she said, with a significant glance at Daisy and a shake of her head, may not be anyone who matters to others.


  Well, then you shall just have to be businesslike and call the police in, I said. Even though it will be beastly. And you can pack your things and leave here in the morning.
  Tonight even. There is no earthly reason for you to feel you should have to stay. Unspeakable cheek.


  She hesitated then, just for a moment. There is an irregularity, she said. With the paperwork. Nothing that Silas could not put right had he sufficient will to do so. But
  enough of an irregularity to mean that unless this can be handled as a matter of honour between friends then it cannot be handled at all.


  Oh, but paperwork! I said. How could that matter?


  Mrs Duffy looked discomfited and chewed her lip for quite some time before she answered. When she did it was with the distant chilliness of one who feels her dignity will not withstand her
  words.


  It is possible that a back-dated premium payment now could be misconstrued, she said.


  I groaned to myself. So Mr Duffy had allowed the insurance to lapse. It was hard to believe when one thought of the staggering value of the diamonds, but then I suppose that was rather the
  point. The premium must have been vast and the Duffys were in the same boat as we all were, with two of their houses closed despite all their ships and their forests in Ontario. Still, as she said,
  between friends it should make no difference at all, and if Silas traded on friendship to his own benefit as he most certainly did  this house party being just one example of it  then
  friendship, if not common decency, should see to it that he did what was not to his own advantage too.


  Would you like me to speak to Daisy? I said. Perhaps if just one of her friends makes it clear how shockingly we think Silas is behaving? Perhaps they are sunk so deep in
  with bankers and accountants and goodness knows what grubby little moneybags, that they cant see what this would mean. I was quite sincere. My view of the proceedings had shifted one
  hundred and eighty degrees and I was very angry. I had been taken advantage of and Daisy had barely even bothered to hide it. She had said quite openly it was my denseness and resulting artlessness
  that were what she needed. Lena Duffy was smiling at me and nodding. It was the calmest and least complicated expression I had ever seen on her face, and I swelled slightly with righteous pride to
  think that I had put it there.


  You are very good, my dear, she said. But, if you do, please make it plain that we are not expecting an instant payment of the whole amount. That would be far too much of a
  strain, even for the Esslemonts. Something now, and then a regular sum . . . Im sure we can come to an arrangement.


  I wavered on hearing this. A something now, and then a regular sum, because Lena had proof and could harm Silas? That arrangement could be called a very plain word indeed.


  Lena was still watching me intently and I imagine that my thoughts were clearly painted on my face, for her chumminess started to chill again and she drew herself up and away from me. Before I
  could summon my wits to speak though, the gong sounded, at last.


  Ive put you beside Cara Duffys intended deliberately, darling, said Daisy, as we shuffled about, pairing up to go in. I said nothing to her; now was not the time to
  launch into it. And since shes on his other side, I fear youll be looking at his back all evening, but its not because Im a slave to sentiment, nor because
  youre dear to me and so beyond protocol, its all in aid of your investigation. It gives you old Gregory Duffy on your other side, you see. Plenty of scope for grilling and snooping
  there. Bonne chance!


  My shoulders drooped. It is perfectly all right, of course, to sit an engaged couple side by side even if it is rather sickening to watch, but it is hard on the other neighbours and I feared I
  could make no use at all of Daisys gift. I knew I should not dare to grill Gregory Duffy. He is not a fearsome old gentleman, but silent, with a vague sadness about him. It could be no more
  than an unsatisfactory marriage, for I am sure that a man of his stamp must be unhappy with such a wife even if her faults are as vague as his virtues. However, if a lack of bliss in marriage was
  enough to settle such a shroud around the shoulders, the whole nation would be sunk in permanent gloom and I have always thought there must be something more to it. Perhaps the lack of an heir, but
  then he always seemed much fonder of his younger daughter than his elder and it would surely be the second child, the last one, whom he would loathe for her femaleness, if he harboured such unfair
  grudges against either. Anyway, wherever the sadness sprang from, it drew out of one a kind of respectful pity, or perhaps a wariness is a better word for it; wariness that if one were not
  respectful he would only seem the more pitiful and then it would be embarrassment all round.


  This was my usual attitude to Gregory Duffy, then, and it was not affected by any current anger towards him regarding the diamonds. There was only pity there too, for I was sure the
  arrangement Lena hoped for with Silas was her idea alone. I was sure too that she must have made her husbands life a perfect misery over the lapsed premiums. How dreadful it
  was of Silas not to do the decent thing, not to feel enough respectful pity for this man.


  I felt I could not possibly broach any aspect of the subject during dinner, but as Daisy had predicted, my view of Caras young man was restricted to the broad stretch of his coat
  shoulders and I foresaw a very dull time for myself unless I made some effort, so I cast about for something else to say Mr Duffy, and eventually found it.


  My congratulations. For your daughter, I mean. His eyes flicked towards his wife at the other end of the table then rested on the dark back which hid Cara from view, warming as
  they did so, melting I should almost have said.


  Yes, he said, and went on softly with a steady, falling cadence, yes, indeed, sometimes, most unexpectedly, matters resolve. With this he turned his attention to his
  plate, and I put my head down too, puzzled. I knew he was very fond of Cara, his favouritism was famed, but how he could look around him and call matters resolved just at that moment was beyond me.
  (The store of things beyond me was bigger every time I looked.) We drank soup in silence for a while until a combination of grumpiness at being neglected and recklessness, for which I can only
  blame the enormous sherry glasses, loosened my tongue.


  I was very shocked indeed, though, to hear about your diamonds.


  Were you? he said, quietly, his eyes swivelling again between Clemence, her mother and Caras fiances back. Were you indeed. I cant say I was, but my
  wife appears to have taken it very hard. His voice and face were calm and unreadable, just the constant swivelling eyes, reptilian between wrinkled eyelids.


  Yes. She called it a death in the family, I said, suddenly remembering this.


  At that, he turned his benevolent gaze upon me and watched me with one eyebrow slightly raised, almost smiling. I was in far over my head again, my feet tangled in weeds and no use thrashing. No
  use either fighting the sensation of foreboding creeping through me again. What was it? Perhaps just the sherry wearing off. I took a gulp of water and when I looked up he had withdrawn into
  himself in some way quite indefinable but as clear as though he had walked out of the room.


  I amused myself as best I could during the rest of soup and through fish, by studying the bankers wives, storing up details with which to regale Grant later. They all wore such similar
  art silk dresses that it might have been a uniform, and one had to assume these dresses were the very latest fashion since they were so ugly  with the cut and colour of old bandages 
  that they could not possibly have been selected on any aesthetic grounds. Grant would know. Indeed, if this was to be the next fashion, she would no doubt soon be campaigning for me to buy some old
  bandages of my own.


  Unexpectedly, the lure of young love proved to be more resistible than either Daisy or I had imagined and at the proper moment, my neighbour turned away from Cara and smiled at me.


  Alec Osborne, he said. We ve not met. His tone was like a cold splash of water on my face after all the undercurrents and intrigue and I felt my shoulders
  unbunch immediately. He was a young man of close to thirty, I supposed, striking to look at, of an unusual type for this part of the world, and my mind went back fleetingly to the brother at Arras,
  wondering if he had been the same. He had tawny hair, that is the only word for it, silly as it may seem, for it was not fair and not red. Blond I suppose would cover it, were not that word faintly
  disreputable and, for a male, ridiculous. His eyes were almost the same colour, and his skin was from that palette too. Golden without being sun-tanned exactly. I took a closer look. It was as
  though a great intermittent freckle covered him. Most unusual, and I wondered if it was just his face and hands, before I caught myself mid-wonder and blushed.


  Have you been abroad or are you always so burnished? I asked and immediately felt my little store of social pride begin to wither at yet another ludicrous remark. Alec Osborne,
  however, threw back his head and laughed. An artless peal of sound, which drew startled looks from up and down the table. I was aware that Mrs Duffys attention did not quite return to her
  neighbour afterwards.


  And you are Mrs Gilver, he said, instantly making me feel like his grandmother.


  Dandy, I said, and understandably he did not at once perceive that I was offering my Christian name. Dandelion Gilver, I explained and his lips twitched just once
  before he organized his face into an expression of interest.


  My mother and father were great devotees of William Morris, I said. And in the spirit of the times, they honoured me with the name of one of our most beautiful and unfairly
  neglected wildflowers.


  Very trying for you.


  Typical, Im afraid, I said. They also did great work in the house  much ripping out of Adams plaster and substitution of greengrocery in bog oak. My brother is
  only now beginning to put matters right again.


  Theyre no longer with us then? he said, and as I shook my head he went on: Lets hope then, Dandy, that heaven is less baroque in reality than its
  usually rendered in paint, or they will not find it much to their liking.


  I think it would have been at that moment, if I were the type to fall in love, that I should have fallen in love with Alec Osborne. It would have been the first and last time in my life (and of
  course I should not have admitted it to myself) but, despite the presence two feet away of the girl he was to marry, as he teased me so very gently and said my name, that is when it would have
  happened.
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