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Chapter One

‘FASTEN your safety belts, please,’ said the pretty air-hostess, walking alert as a fox terrier down the centre aisle. ‘We’re coming in to land.’

Inspector Cockrill looked out and down and saw nothing but a very small patch of grass which they were certainly going to miss and a very large building composed entirely of glass which they were quite certainly going to hit. The young woman on his right had immediately buried her face on his shoulder but this was no time for quixotic knight-errantry and he merely humped himself slightly away from her and gave himself over to prayer. The great rubber tyres bumped once upon the tarmac, bounced, bumped again, were still. Green to the gills, he shook off the clutching hands of the young woman, distastefully removed a long, curly red hair from the sleeve of his summer suiting and, as the aircraft began to taxi gently to its turning point, said with kindly pity: ‘There’s nothing to worry about. We’ve landed.’

‘I don’t mind when we’re right at the top,’ said the young woman, raising her head and looking at him gratefully out of large blue eyes in a face which, under a wealth of make-up, had gone exceedingly pale. ‘It’s when you begin to see the land and the little houses and things and realize that you are up.’ She gave a sick shudder and half a dozen slick-looking feminine periodicals slid off her lap and down to the tilted floor of the aeroplane. She grabbed at them with one scarlet-taloned hand while with the other she continued to pick automatically at the sleeve of his coat. ‘I’m so sorry. I seem to have moulted all over you, like a red setter.’ In the bright Italian sunshine he squinted at the mouse-coloured end of one of the hairs and she amended ruefully, ‘Well – like a setter.’

‘All right, all right,’ said Cockie crossly, aimlessly brushing at his sleeve. He left her and struggled out into the sloping aisle; and, stumping off across the landing strip to the little airport bus, he thought in despair: ‘She’s one of Them!’ For Inspector Cockrill was setting out upon a Conducted Tour of Italy and ever since, his money being paid and withdrawal now impossible, he had received the assurance of the travel agency that he would find delightful friends among his fellow tourists, he had been contemplating their coming association with ever-increasing gloom. ‘She and all the rest,’ he thought. ‘They’re Them.’

‘Goodness!’ thought Louli. ‘What a funny little man!’ And fancy his having noticed so quickly about her hair. She thought it over rather wistfully, struggling down the aisle with her armload of slippery papers, trying to take her mind off the hideous feeling of sickness that heights always gave her. It was a brand-new rinse, and supposed to have been quite terrific. She had read about it in Vogue or somewhere: you applied it beaten up in yolk of egg and you could change your hair-colour half a dozen times a day if you wanted to, only the egg part was so revolting. She struggled into her place in the bus and all the magazines slid down to the floor once more. Scrabbling about under the seat for them, she noticed again that madly gay ‘Billingsgate’ stole. ‘Beg a length of net from your fisherman friend down at Frinton,’ commanded the caption, ‘wash out excess tar, stitch gay white bobbles round the edge and wear thrown carelessly over your shoulder with an outsize straw hat.’

There was a picture of a young woman, taken in a London studio with a background of the Isle of Kerpree, wearing the net thrown over her shoulder. It was terribly dashing. She wished she had seen it sooner; before, in obedience to an earlier number of the same magazine, she had begged a red chenille tablecloth from her Edwardian aunt down at Bognor, washed out excess tea and ink stains, and stitched gay white bobbles round that. It was thrown carelessly over her shoulder at this minute and it really was dreadfully hot. She gave herself a shake to dislodge it and all the glossy magazines slid down to the floor again and shot under the seat in front as the bus started into action. Mr Cecil let go for a moment of his precious little red attaché case and stooped to pick them up.

Mr Cecil had noticed Louli already, at the airport in London. A wonderful figure for clothes; and she knew where to go for them, too – that vast circular skirt had not come off the peg and the white cambric off-the-shoulder blouse (‘ransack the attics for Granny’s old camisoles’), was the rage at the moment in all the Mayfair boutiques; he couldn’t think where she could have found the stolo but that deep red was an inspiration with her colour of hair. ‘My dear, do let me say that I think your stole’s simply divine! Not Hartnell?’

‘Oh, no,’ said Louli. ‘He did have some like it; but this one is real, it’s my aunt’s nursery tablecloth: I do think that’s more fun.’ The only thing about it was that it was frightfully hot.

‘Oh, but worth it!’ said Mr Cecil. He himself had forced, but forced, ducky, all his clients into Toile de Vichy this year, that heaven-blue faded cotton that one saw on all those touching ouvriers and people in France; but one did get a teeny bit sick of it by the end of the season. His clients? ‘But I’m Cecil, dear, Mr Cecil, you know, of Christophe et Cie.’ He gave a modest wriggle and surreptitiously tucked his passport further out of sight. It really was too inconsiderate of one’s passport to blazon one abroad – literally abroad, thought Mr Cecil, giggling privately at his own joke – as Cecil George Prout. ‘And you?’

‘Well, I’m Louvaine Barker,’ said Louli, going a little pink as she always did.

Mr Cecil couldn’t get over it. He had thought her – what had he thought her? One of the Bright Young Cookies from Mayfair, eking out Daddy’s allowance with tentative dabblings in the deplorable new cult of do-it-yourself? But – Louvaine Barker! ‘My dear, I adore your books, I know them every one, positively bedside, I do assure you. Fancy – so distinguished! And you so young!’

‘Twenty-nine,’ admitted Louli ruefully. When you had been in the public eye for – yes, it was ten years now – there was nothing to be done but admit. ‘Jolly nearly thirty: isn’t it awful?’

‘Wait till you’re actually thirty-two, like poor me,’ said Mr Cecil. Mr Cecil had been in the public eye for twenty-five years, but ho admitted nothing. He flung back a brassy forelock with a famous long white hand. ‘Too exciting for any words, my dear, meeting the fabulous Barker in the – in the flesh.’ He gave a tiny shudder; to Mr Cecil the flesh was something to be covered up as quickly as possible in Toile de Vichy. ‘Do tell all about it, ducky, every single!’ It was his latest affectation to leave unsaid any obvious terminals; catching on like wildfire it was, among the Mayfair cookies and such good publicity for Christophe et Cie, at any rate as long as they still had the decency to add ‘as Mr Cecil would say!’ Louli, to his great delight, caught on immediately like the good little cookie she was, and unspoken last words littered, or omitted to litter, her every sentence as, while the little bus bumped its way over the airport grass, she rapidly outlined the rise to fame – to distinguished fame as Mr Cecil had not untruly said – of Miss Louvaine Barker. ‘My first book was when I was nineteen; my dear, you can’t imagine what a little drear I was! My publishers often laugh over it now, the first time I went to see them and sat there …’

Mr Cecil was beside himself with excitement. ‘But yes, I’ve heard Cannington tell about it, he dines out on it to this day! Mum as a mouse you sat and they couldn’t get a word out of you, they were in despair, too Charlotte Brontë for any!’

‘My dear, I was petrified. Mouse? – I was complete mouse, mouse hair, mouse voice, mouse mind and goodness knows, mouse courage …’ But all that had changed, they had bought the first book and the reviews had been unbelievable; and then there had been a film and really and truly one did seem to have done a Byron and woken up one morning and found oneself famous. ‘So then the mouse courage perked up a bit and the mouse mind followed, not to mention the mouse hair; and as for the mouse voice, let them lead on the whole of Debrett, I just natter away and couldn’t care less. I mean,’ corrected the neophyte, loyally, ‘I couldn’t care.’ She rattled on and on; she had told it so often that she knew it by heart, the words fell into place without conscious effort from her mind. Her mind …

Her mind could be given over to wondering, as she had wondered ever since they had left the London airport, about the man sitting three seats ahead of them.

The bus stopped at the great glass doors of the airport building and Leo Rodd was up and out before the rest of them and humping himself up the shallow steps with an exaggerated wrench of the right shoulder to propel him forward. He wished he had not come on this idiotic trip: thrusting himself into a whole new world which would gaggle at him and be sorry for him because he had only one arm – a whole new world to fall upon him and fawn upon him and wonder if he had ‘lost’ the other one in the war and refuse to believe him when he said, spitting it out at them with bitter venom, that no, indeed, dear lady, he had lost it falling off a bicycle one day in a country lane. Helen, his wife, walked beside him, tall, slender, elegant, wearing her air of quiet dignity like a queen; patient, considerate, silently sympathetic, relentlessly kind: carrying his brief-case as well as her own travelling bag, of course – because of his arm. ‘Well, she will do it,’ he thought. ‘I can perfectly well carry the bloody thing myself but I just can’t go through another scene about it.’ There was nothing in the case but a score of the Scriabin Nocturne – Arranged for the Left Hand – and a bottle of Scotch in case there was none to be found in the wilds of Italia. Helen said, glancing back across her shoulder: ‘Here she comes: I don’t think we’re going to escape her.’

‘Here who comes?’

‘The one you call The Bosoom.’

‘Well, why should we want to escape her?’

‘I thought you disliked her, that’s all,’ said Helen. Her arms ached with the weight of the two bags but she gave no sign of it.

‘Of course I dislike her,’ he said irritably. ‘I dislike all women with dyed red hair and plastic nails and rubber brassières. And what’s more she’s been fluttering her false eyelashes at me all the way over, longing to be womanly, no doubt, about my arm. But we can’t run away from her all over Italy.’

‘Perhaps she’s not coming with us.’

‘Don’t kid yourself! She and the rest of them – every last one of them’s on this blasted tour of yours.’

‘No tour of mine,’ she said laughing.

‘You don’t suggest that I wanted to come?’

‘My father just thought …’

‘I wish to God your father would leave me alone. I don’t ask him to be for ever getting into a flap about my mental health.’

Helen’s father was in a flap about his daughter’s mental health and nobody else’s. ‘He only suggested that Italy would be a good place because we can fiddle some money here.’

‘Because you can fiddle some money. I haven’t got any money – not any more.’

‘Oh, well,’ she said, ‘money doesn’t matter. There’s lots for two. And he just thought we might like a jaunt …’

‘On a “conducted tour”,’ said Leo. ‘Dear God. And look at them!’

They were very much like the members of any other conducted tour: thirty of them – gay ones, jolly ones, vulgar ones; refined ones looking down upon the jolly ones and hoping they wouldn’t whip out funny hats and shame them at the advertised ‘first-class hotels’; inexperienced ones who never could make out whether you called this place Mill-an or Mil-ann, experienced ones who phased them all by calling it Milarno and furthermore talking about Firenze and Venezia and pronouncing the island of San Juan el Pirata, San Hoowarne; robust ones who drank water out of taps and confounded the experienced ones by not going down with bouts of dysentery, anxious ones who refused all shellfish, raw fruit, and unbottled beverages and went down with dysentery before they had even started.… Pretty ones, plain ones, down-right repellent ones …

Mr Fernando met them just inside the glass doors, wearing an enormous label to show who he was. ‘Permit me, I introduce myself, Fernando Gomez, your courier, late undergrad St John’s College, Cambridge University …’ He was a Gibraltarian, five foot four inches high and very nearly as broad, tapering off, however, into narrow hips and infinitesimal feet which in turn tapered in ornamental brown and white shoes. ‘Permit me, I introduce myself …’ He was radiant. His hair shone with brilliantine, his smile shone with gold fillings, his hands shone with polished nails and chippy little diamond and ruby rings; his eyes above all shone bright with enthusiasm and friendliness behind a pair of enormous yellow sun-glasses, keeping a sharp lookout for the one with the Park Lane address. ‘Happy to see you all, happy to welcome you, come all this way, please, we flash through the customs in a jiffy and the coach will be waiting outside. Then a jolly lunch in the town, a glance at the Duomo and off to the Riviera and stay there to-night. Miss Trapp, please, which is Miss Trapp? Miss Trapp, I introduce myself, Fernando Gomez, your guide …’ Miss Trapp was the one with the Park Lane address. It was curious that she should wear a hat wreathed in withered brown brussels-sprouts and for a moment his confidence in her identity failed him; but he took off the sun-glasses and saw that the brussels-sprouts were red roses, really, and expensive red roses at that. ‘Come this way, please, Miss Trapp. I see you through the customs myself, we are through in a jiffy!’ He picked up her suitcase himself, not waiting for a porter. It weighed half a ton but it was of solid crocodile leather and monogrammed in gold.

Mr Cecil was enraptured. He felt like a sheep, he cried to Louli in his gay, high voice as they lined up to go through the customs room: queueing up to be dipped. And his eyelashes fluttered like butterflies in the wind, for this wonderful Fernando had shoulders like a boxer and did seem a perfect pet! But he had somehow got separated from what he called his attashy case and he was distressed about that, so afraid it might be feeling lonely and bewildered, poor thing, and feeling the heat.… With a thousand like fancies he beguiled the waiting flock while Fernando dashed up and down their ranks like a sheepdog, sorting out baggage and owner, guiding both to a vacant spot at the customs counter, leaving them triumphantly there and dashing back for another pair. ‘At any moment,’ said Louli, ‘you expect him to lie down full-length with his nose on his paws.’

‘If only he’d put his silly paws on Little Red Attashy Case!’

‘You seem in a flap about it,’ said Louli. ‘What’s in it?’

There was nothing in it, Mr Cecil said, but drawing-paper and a few coloured pencils. This trip was not merely for pleasure, one was leaving the tour at Rome with a sheaf, but a sheaf one hoped, of scribbles inspired by the sunshine of Italy and San Hoowarne; and these would be finished off in the studio of one’s Friend in Rome and shown at the exhibition of dress design there in the autumn; meanwhile, being executed in a thousand different exquisite materials for the coming London season. Mr Cecil was quite madly excited about it all and correspondingly worried about the attaché case; but when it turned up at last, he seemed oddly anxious that the customs officials should not see the paper and pencils. ‘You wouldn’t get it through for me, ducky? Sangwidged in between all those Vogues and things, it wouldn’t show at all.’

‘Oh, do you say sangwidged too?’ said Louli, delighted. Mr Cecil, who knew no other way of saying it, was mystified but let it go.

The coach waited, true to Fernando’s promise, outside the airport and there was a splendid confusion as they all found their seats, for the agency at home had blandly promised each of them a place in the front row, and Mr Fernando, moreover, was holding the seating plan upside down. ‘This single seat in front by the driver is kept free in case anyone may be sick on the journey …’

Everyone immediately assured him that in all likelihood they would be sick during the entire trip, a promise which with several of them was only too faithfully kept. ‘Now, in the front here, please – Miss Trapp; here, Mrs Jones …’

Louli Barker sat amidships, wrapt in gloom, penned against the window by an angular widow with a grievance at having been given a seat on the aisle. She looked round desperately for Mr Cecil or even her little friend of the aeroplane, and saw them sitting quietly in the back row. ‘Mr Cockrill, sir – here!’ cried Fernando in a commanding voice. ‘And, Mr Cecil – you’re here.’

‘Oh, but, my dear, no, I’m here,’ protested Mr Cecil. ‘And madly comfy, please don’t make one move.’

‘This is a good seat I give you, Mr Cecil, in the back is not so good.’

‘Then nobody else will want to come here, so please be a kindy and let one stay!’

‘Why can’t they sit where they’re told?’ said the angular widow, who had fought and bled to avoid her place on the aisle. She handed a large straw hat to Louli and a folded coat. ‘I wonder if you’d mind having these on your lap? There’s no room on the rack: someone’s got a large red tablecloth up there and it’s taking up all the space.’ The lady in front had brought her wardrobe on hangers, apparently, and now engaged herself in hooking them up along the window. A hand came over the back of her seat and tapped Louli on the shoulder. ‘Need we have these clothes hung in front of us? We shan’t be able to see.’

‘We’ll just have to sit and read the labels,’ said Louli. She rose abruptly to her feet. ‘Mr Fernando, could I sit at the back please?’ She waited for no answer but hitched down the tablecloth from the rack, dumped hat and coat upon their owner and marched up the aisle where, in the privacy of the rear seats, she and Mr Cecil collapsed into a communion of effervescent giggling. The coach driver, suddenly getting fed up with the lot of them, started the engine, engaged his gears with a jerk that threw them all backwards, and, considering them now to be seated, triumphantly drove off. Fernando produced a hand microphone and, unconscious that his voice was being distorted to a meaningless bellow, described the passing scene. Inspector Cockrill stared glassily out at it, and longed for home.

One of the Simply Impossibles was Miss Trapp. She shared a luncheon-table in the restaurant in the broad arcades of Milan with a quiet young woman called Miss Lane. They were both on their own. ‘I prefer to travel by myself,’ said Miss Trapp, snapping her tight, prim mouth. She wore the expensive, if somewhat out-of-date, hat with the red brussels-sprouts and a depressing brown silk dress, and clutched tight up under her chin in one thin hand a large brown leather bag. She looked like somebody’s housekeeper, spending the savings of five years of slavery on a so-far not very successful Holiday Abroad; but the bag was of real leather and bore a monogram which, if indecipherable, was at least of gold. Miss Lane looked round at the Jollies and the Vulgars, at the Experienced Travellers (loudly demanding Bitter Campari and Risotto Milanese) and the Inexperienced Travellers, nervously eyeing their plates and hoping there wouldn’t be all that nasty garlic, and asked if one could really describe this as travelling alone …?

Miss Trapp folded her lips, hugging the big brown bag. She changed the subject abruptly. ‘Do you live in London?’

Something secret drew down over Vanda Lane’s face. She replied, however, that yes, she lived in London. She had a flat.

‘Oh, a flat,’ said Miss Trapp.

‘In St John’s Wood.’

Miss Trapp seemed not to have heard of St John’s Wood. She herself lived in Park Lane – quite a small house. ‘I think the air is better there …’

Vanda Lane did not care two hoots about the air of Park Lane. She sat toying with her spaghetti and covertly watching the man with only one arm. She was in love. He was ugly and angry-looking and in a million years he would never so much as glance her way; but she was in love. ‘I’m the slave type,’ she thought, ‘and he’s the master type; and he’s the only person in the world that I would want to be my master.’ After all the years of existing upon vicarious romanticism, barren of personal relationship, suddenly, totally unexpectedly, out of the blue had come fulfilment – to worship like a dog at the feet of a man with a bitter face and sullen, contemptuous eyes. She dropped her own eyes before his casual glance: a secret creature with a closed secret face – with leaf-brown hair kept secret under a tight-fitting hat, with a good figure kept secret in a repression of corset and brassière, with clothes whose excellence was so discreet that none but Mr Cecil would trouble to look at them twice: with far more good looks than ever the flamboyant Louli Barker could boast, kept secret beneath an apparently almost deliberate under-emphasis – devoid of make-up, tight lipped, unsmiling, chill. She lifted her eyes again and again dropped them before his glance; and Leo Rodd said to his wife that dear God, now there were two of them longing to sympathize with him over his arm; and added that there was one thing about all this pasta and stuff, he didn’t have to have it cut up for him publicly.

Mr Fernando jollied them all out and into the bus again. ‘Come along, come along, off now in a jiffy to lovely Rapallo on the glorious Mediterranean coast …’ He knew that they would hate the glorious Mediterranean coast with its horrid dark grey sand carefully boarded off from its flashy little towns, and would compare it unfavourably with Tenby and Frinton and Southend-on-Sea, the cruder spirits even murmuring among themselves that they could have gone far more cheaply to any or all of those places – but to Mr Fernando nothing connected with Odyssey Tours could be less than perfect and he could not forbear from extolling the joys to come, while there was yet a chance of doing so uncontradicted. ‘Hurry up, hurry up, where now are all our ladies?’ Their ladies were queueing up before the door of the single lavatory where indeed the gentlemen had recently been in a queue of their own, embarrassingly close. They arrived, breathless and blushing, in ones and twos, Miss Trapp last of all, hurriedly adjusting the khaki silk dress and the brussels-sprouts hat. The driver looked round impatiently, saw only one passenger still standing, and drove off with his customary jerk and she sat down with unexpected abruptness in her place; but not before Mr Cecil, rising from his seat in the rear had cried out, high and gay: ‘Why goodness, Miss Trapp – I do believe you’re wearing a Christophe hat!’

Now whatever was there in that, thought Inspector Cockrill, to have made the poor lady turn so pale?


Chapter Two

THAT very first night in their terraced hotel at Rapallo, already you could see the party sorting itself out, forming into groups: the Vulgars and the Jollies getting together over Americanos, the Timids being taken over by the Seasoned Travellers, the Neurotics turning pale together at the sight of heaped dishes of death-dealing green figs and peaches, the Hearties calling loudly for lo nachurelle and assuring each other that a smattering of French would take you all over the world.… There was a spinster aunt standing treat to a handsome niece who she was obscurely determined should remain as desolately maiden as herself – Grim and Gruff, Mr Cecil and Louli called them; and already a member of the party had been christened, for obvious reasons, Mrs Sick.…

Inspector Cockrill remained aloof from it all. He left the hotel and went inland in search of a pub; there were no pubs but he found a small square with chairs outside a café and sat down and asked for a bitter. The waiter brought him a Bitter Campari and, disillusioned, he stumped back angrily to the hotel. Louli Barker was sitting alone on the balcony. ‘Hallo, Mr Cockrill. Where are all the chaps?’

‘I met Mr Cecil going along the front.’

‘He’s in hot pursuit of Fernando; but I’m afraid it’s no dice, poor pet, because Fernando is after La Trapp.’

‘Well, I’m going up to bed. If you can call it a bed,’ said Cockie, gloomily.

Their hotel was not only first, but luxury class. ‘What’s wrong with your bed?’ asked Louli, surprised.

‘I don’t know yet. I shall very soon find out.’ But he lingered a little. He could not help liking her: there was about her something as friendly and well disposed as about a nice child. Under all this silly, false exterior, he thought – she’s real. Not like that other closed-in, secret creature with her unhappy mouth and hooded, downcast blue eyes. Louli’s eyes were blue too, but by no means downcast, or if they were it was from the weight of her new eyelashes. You stuck them on with white of egg, she confided to him, and he could have no idea how hard it was to ask a chambermaid for white of egg in Italian! The trouble was that, what with the egg and all, they were as heavy as hell and she simply couldn’t keep awake. From his balcony above, he later observed that she had, indeed, fallen into a little cat nap, sitting bolt upright on a white metal chair.

Most of the others had come in and gone up to bed by the time Louli awoke; nor had the cat nap been so profound that she had not been able now and again to open a wary eye and mark their departure. Only the man with the one arm remained, standing looking out across the dark bay. She got up and stretched and went over and stood beside him and said, ‘Hallo.’

He started. He said, irritably, ‘I thought everyone had gone to bed?’

‘Not me, yet. So I thought I’d come over and say hallo to you.’

‘Well, hallo,’ he said, getting it over, as to a tiresome small child.

‘I thought we might as well meet one another, as I suppose we shall be travelling together …’

‘Why should you suppose that?’

She ignored the obvious reply that they were in fact travelling together. She said, refusing to be snubbed: ‘Well, let’s say then that I hope we’ll be travelling together.’

‘When you get to know me better,’ he said, ‘you will not regard that as a matter for optimism.’

‘As long as I do get to know you better,’ said Louli, ‘I’ll take a chance.’

She said it with the little friendly, half teasing, half indulgent air that had already conquered its corner in the arid old heart of Detective Inspector Cockrill. Leo Rodd accepted defeat. ‘We’d better have a drink on it.’ They were the only people left up and about, but the bar-tender remained with Italian enthusiasm, glued to his post. Leo signalled to him to come out and take an order. ‘Meanwhile my name is Rodd: Leo Rodd. And yours?’

‘Well, I’m Louvaine Barker,’ said Louli, with the little blush.

‘What an odd name,’ said Leo. ‘It sounds like a woman novelist. Here’s the chap. What’ll you drink?’

She said she was hungry and would have a Pimms No. 1. ‘It’s divine here, masses of fruit and veg., a sort of an alcoholic minestrone.’ She glanced up at him from beneath the egg-white eyelashes, naïvely inviting admiration for her wit; but he had heard her swapping the same joke earlier in the evening with Mr Cecil and refused to be impressed. He took out his wallet and, laying it flat on the edge of the balcony before him, struggled to take out a note. She put out a casual finger and held down one side of it, but otherwise offered no assistance. He paid the waiter, picked up the wallet and, clumsily refolding it, replaced it in his pocket. ‘Thank you, You are the first woman I have encountered in the past sixteen months who would not have taken out the money, paid the waiter for me, folded the thing up and put it back in my pocket with a kind little pat.’

‘I know,’ said Louli. ‘I was watching you at dinner.’ At dinner, Vanda Lane and one or two persons unknown had shared a table with the Rodds. He gave a bitter smile at the memory of it. ‘Miss Lane or whatever her name is could hardly keep her hands off me; and as for my wife, my wife is a dear, sweet thing, but my God! – if she could predigest my food for me because I’ve only got one arm, I do believe she would.’

‘It must be horrid,’ said Louli, ‘always having to choose the things on the menu that don’t have to be cut up.’

‘Horrid,’ he agreed, sarcastically moderate. He added: ‘I will forestall your next question by informing you that I did not lose it in the war.’

‘No, I know,’ said Louli. ‘You fell off your bike and got gas gangrene into it. I saw it in the paper and your photograph, “Concert Pianist Loses Arm” and things. It was on a page where I had a review,’ she added candidly, ‘or I don’t suppose I’d have noticed it.’

His eyes clouded over with the old, dark memories, never far behind: the absurd, the ludicrous tumble off the bicycle, the first stab of doubt, the uneasy fears, the mounting terror, the ultimate long despair. Concert Pianist Loses Right Arm. But she wouldn’t have noticed except that – something about a review. ‘You thought it was not of any great importance?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Louli. ‘I cried.’ And she turned away her head and bit her lip and mumbled that she was nearly crying now, she had been nearly crying all the evening, only she was certain that egg white would melt.

‘Egg white?’

‘My eyelashes,’ said Louli, turning her face into the moonlight so that he could see.

They were terrible, they were like bent hairpins; but it was true – the blue eyes were brimming with tears. Many women had wept for him, many had uttered words of tender pity; but here were words blessedly unspoken, here were tears that struggled not to be shed. Such as had been shed, had been shed in private, over a stranger, over a headline and a scowling photograph. ‘You cried? For me?’

‘Well, not actually howled,’ she admitted, again with that odd little air of candour that, coming from so much determined sophistication was somehow so absurdly endearing. ‘Just sort of mizzled. But it seemed so awful for you – never being able to play the piano again.…’

‘I see,’ he said. He turned away from her and stood again, staring out across the bay, black and silent now under the brilliant moon. ‘You looked at a photograph of my ugly mug and you cried – because a stranger couldn’t play the piano any more.’ He thought about it. ‘Are you so fond of music?’

‘Music?’ said Louli. ‘Oh, no – it bores me stiff.’

He burst out laughing. He stretched out his one arm and pulled her to him, suddenly, and kissed her lightly upon her painted mouth; and let her go. ‘Well, you’re going to hear some now,’ he said. There was a piano in a sheltered corner of the balcony; two nights a week a stout Genoese lady played it for dancing there. He went over and sat down and twiddled on the stool a couple of times to adjust it to his height; and then, first with one finger, then with two, then with his whole, poor depleted complement of fingers, he began to play a little tune.

Standing in his striped pyjamas on his bedroom balcony above them, Inspector Cockrill looked down and listened and recognized the tune. Well, well, well, he thought; so this is a conducted tour! They don’t waste much time.

He was by no means the only person in the hotel that night who heard and reflected upon that gay, that triumphant little tune.

And next morning there was a dip in the glorious, mud-coloured Mediterranean, sweetened by the sewers of Rapallo. Louli Barker bobbed and screamed, Mr Cecil bobbed and screamed, Miss Trapp in knee-length stockinette, dabbled her toes and squealed: Mr Fernando rolled like a porpoise, glistening with sun-tanned muscle, the Rodds swam out away from the rest of them side by side, she with the quiet elegance with which she did everything, he with a steady, overarm stroke which he had presumably evolved for himself since the loss of his arm. But Vanda Lane – Vanda Lane came suddenly into her own and, blue-black as a swallow in her tight black satiny bathing dress and cap, walked quietly out and executed three high dives as swift and graceful and exquisitely perfect as the swallow’s own flight; and quietly retired again. They piled once more into the coach, en route for Siena. Miss Trapp, a little heady from the attentions last night of that rather earthy Mr Fernando, sat in her place of honour just behind him; further back, Leo Rodd and his wife dozed fitfully, he hot and cross, she elegant and cool, looking out indifferently upon the route through glasses as large and round and yellow as Mr Fernando’s own. Behind them again, Vanda Lane sat in a dream of happiness to come, because Leo Rodd had congratulated her upon her performance and asked her to help him evolve some method of diving which might compensate for the loss of his arm. In the back row, Mr Cockrill irritably drowsed while Cecil and Louli Barker giggled over their collaboration in a travel book, to be entitled Incontinent on the Continent, and dedicated to The Queues. In his seat beside the driver, Mr Fernando reached forth for his microphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, a brief stop now at Pisa, out for a jiffy to look at the Leaning Tower, and then to lovely Siena – three nights, ladies and gentlemen in Siena, expeditions through the country all about Siena; and after Siena, to the wonderful island of San Juan el Pirata which has been called The Cathedral in the Sea. En route, then, ladies and gentlemen, for Pisa. En route for Siena. En route for San Juan el Pirata …’

En route, ladies and gentlemen for – Murder.

Chapter Three

MR FERNANDO’S choice of ‘first-class hotels’ was by no means that laid down by the agency and appeared to vary startlingly between millionaire standard and a new low in third-rate pensions. The hotel at Rapallo had been in the very top grade, their three nights in Siena were to be spent in a dreary albergo that hit the very bottom. The angular widow felt it worst and became known to all members of Il Grouppa as Mrs Moan, a pair of timid schoolteachers travelling together and already regretting it, tried to pluck up courage to ask for their money back and abandon the tour, but without success, and Mrs Sick, gobbling her way through the curious evening meals, would then take possession of the one and only ritirata, to the discomfort of ladies and gentlemen alike, for the rest of the night. But Siena itself was breath-takingly lovely, seen for the first time in the light of an Italian summer evening and, as the dreamy days went by, even the handsome niece began to question her aunt’s sagacity in matters of Romance; and Miss Trapp trembled on Mr Fernando’s arm as he squired her on their conducted excursions or dawdled after the rest through the narrow streets of the town. They went on their last night for a farewell visit to the Duomo. ‘You do not come often abroad, Miss Trapp?’

No, indeed, said Miss Trapp, she had not been abroad for – for ages. Not since the war, really. The currency restrictions had made it hardly worth while. And then … ‘At my age, one does not care for travelling about on one’s own.’

‘People may take advantage of your youth and inexperience,’ said Fernando gallantly; but she was no fool, he had found that out over the past few days and he said it with a smile, with a little teasing bow.

She longed to be easy and gracious, to accept the silly compliment at its face value, to handle the whole affair like a woman of the world. Instead, she felt a red stain spread over her pale face, and she said brusquely that she hadn’t meant that at all: all she meant was that she didn’t like going about alone.

‘But you have many friends!’

‘No, I haven’t,’ said Miss Trapp gruffly.

‘Ah – it is true. The rich cannot really have friends. I think, Miss Trapp, it is difficult for rich people to know who are their real friends?’

Miss Trapp’s thin mouth took on a bitter line, a hurt and bitter line. ‘Yes, I think it is. Very difficult. There is always uncertainty; and then – suspicion, and once that’s there, nothing can ever be the same again.’ He squinted at her uneasily but it was not meant for him, her mind was far away. ‘There’s no happiness in having money, none. You can’t be happy unless you have friends, unless you can trust people; but such a lot of them you can’t trust, you get hurt and deceived so often that at last you come to believe that nobody cares about you at all, just for yourself alone.’

‘But you, Miss Trapp,’ said Fernando, gallantly, ‘so nice, so charming – you cannot doubt that your friends must care for you “for yourself alone”?’

‘I’ve just told you – I have no friends,’ said Miss Trapp.

He was nonplussed. It was difficult to progress in flattering attentions to a woman who refused to accept, who bleakly repudiated, the inevitable little implied untruths. He fell to boasting about himself instead. ‘No solitude, Miss Trapp, if one is a courier! One travels about – Spain, Italy, Austria, now for the moment my territory is Italy and San Juan el Pirata – and always with people, new people, people gay and on holiday; some dull, of course, some unattractive, some tiresome – between ourselves, Miss Trapp, always one or two Mrs Moans! – but so many, like Miss Trapp, very nice, very charming.’ He tripped them both up with another of his florid little bows as they walked along. ‘This way, come, I show you the Duomo in the moonlight.… Yes, Miss Trapp, they say to me in the office, “Mr Gomez, you should not waste your powers going out with the parties.” But this is my pleasure, I don’t want no stuffy office, I prefer to go as simple courier. You see – don’t say it to the others, but I am not truly just a courier, I am partner in Odyssey Tours, I am the continental partner, based upon Tangiers. This, of course, you did not realize?’

‘No, indeed,’ said Miss Trapp faintly. (Partner in a flourishing business – not just a courier!)

‘You have not seen my dear Gibraltar, you do not know Spain? One day I take you there, I show you my villa, outside Gib. on the Spanish coast, a villa with white walls and terraces down to the sea, terraces of flowers, bougainvillea, jasmine, every colour of geranium. I shall show it to you one day, you shall come with me …’

Miss Trapp privately thought it in the last degree unlikely that Mr Fernando would ever have the opportunity to show her his villa by the sea. She replied politely, however, that it sounded most charming.

‘Ah, charming yes; but for a poor bachelor like me, too large – and too lonely.’ Mr Fernando lifted up his face and appeared to be about to bay the moon. ‘You are not the only person who can be lonely, Miss Trapp.’

Miss Trapp’s forthright soul rebelled. ‘You’ve just said that you couldn’t; because of being a courier.’

Making hay with Miss Trapp was not a smooth-going affair. Mr Fernando, however, was glibly equal to all occasions. ‘Ah friends, acquaintances; but I speak now, to you of something else, Miss Trapp. I speak now of love.’

Of love? And to her? Was Mr Fernando on this, the fifth day of their ever having met one another, speaking of love – and to her? Miss Trapp’s good, common common-sense rebelled against so improbable, so ominous an idea. And yet … The black and white stripes of the cathedral swam and jiggled before her in the moonlight, her bowels turned to water in her thin, hungry frame. To be loved! For however base a reason – to be desired! He certainly was dreadfully shiny, dreadfully ‘foreign’, quite, quite dreadfully earthy and masculine: and yet – to ‘belong’! Not to be lonely any more, not to be solitary any more, to have this strong, this really almost repellently strong male arm to lean upon, to become Mrs Gomez and share the white-walled villa on the coast of Spain.… (To become Mrs Gomez and not to have to share the villa was no doubt more than any woman could ask of fate.) Her lips were trembling, she withdrew her hand from his arm abruptly and grasped at the handles of her big brown bag, hugging it tight up under her pointed chin. Mr Fernando looked, rather startled, into her face and saw that her eyes were brimming over with tears. ‘Miss Trapp – you are crying?’ He stood before her, helplessly, his big arms hanging uselessly at his sides. ‘You are sad?’

‘No, I’m not, I’m just stupid, that’s all.’ She shook her head so that the tears were flicked out on to her cheeks. ‘Don’t worry about me, I’m a fool.’

‘But I must worry.’ She lifted her head and looked back into his face and suddenly saw it no longer as the face of a bold, bad, braggadocio fellow: but the sagging face of a middle-aged man, anxious and kind – a face hag-ridden, moreover, by some secret anxiety of his own. It was only for a moment. He squared his big shoulders and gave her a flash of the old, effulgent, gold-studded smile: and yet a kind smile, almost a tender smile. ‘Come – I have made you sad with talk of loneliness: now we two will be lonely no more, we will be friends and I make you jolly again.’ He put out his hand to her. ‘Let us sit on the wall and look up at this funny old Duomo with its one foolish leg stuck up in the air, like the leg of an American convict in his striped suit; and I tell you all about San Juan el Pirata where we go to-morrow – I have mugged it up again in the guide book this morning.’ She did not take his hand, her own hands hugged the handles of the brown bag; and to cover the oddly lost feeling that it gave him to have his kindly meant gesture go unrewarded, he said, lightly, as they settled themselves on the wall: ‘What is in this old bag of yours that you will not let go of it for a moment, to take the hand of your friend?’

‘What’s in my bag?’

‘You hold this silly bag so tight!’

‘It’s just a habit,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing in the bag of any value.’ She sat for a moment staring at the pink and white, sugar-sweet façade of the cathedral with its slender, striped black and white tower. ‘At least – only one thing. And that wouldn’t be of any value to anyone except me.’ She began to scrabble about with thin hands in the interior of the bag. ‘It’s a letter; a sort of – farewell letter. I think, Mr Fernando – I think it would be a good thing if I were to show it to you.’

He protested. ‘Miss Trapp, Miss Trapp, I was only teasing, for God’s sake don’t think I want to know what’s in your bag. Come now, change the subject, I am your guide book, we sit here quietly and very soon you know all about San Juan …’

But she found what she wanted and put it into his hands and he took the sheet of crested white writing-paper from the crested white envelope and read the few pitiful lines that were written there; and when they walked home that night down the narrow streets and across the incredible loveliness of the Campo and up more tiny streets to their albergo – Miss Trapp still knew very little about San Juan el Pirata but she knew all that she wished to know about Mr Fernando; and Mr Fernando knew all about Miss Trapp.

Mr Cecil meanwhile sought out Louli. She was sitting at a little table outside one of the innumerable cafés that edge the sloping scallop-shell of the campo. ‘Oh, there you are – I’ve been looking for you. Let me stand you a grappa. We’ll get on with The Book.’ Their fellow-tourists had seized with horrid avidity upon their project but had immediately split up into two equally undesirable parties, the Stuffies and the Downright Filthies and they had been obliged to give up discussion of their opus in public.

Louvaine seemed not over-anxious to pursue the matter, however. ‘Actually, I think I have an assignation of my own. It’s tricky, because I don’t really know where or when.’ She looked about her uneasily. ‘I thought the best thing to do was just go somewhere obvious and stay put.’

Mr Cecil was all excitement. ‘An assignation? Who with?’

‘With the lift of an eyebrow,’ said Louli, ruefully laughing. ‘I don’t even know if it really meant anything.’

‘Oh, is that where you disappear to every evening? You don’t waste much time,’ said Mr Cecil. He was aglow with interest and curiosity. But it was odd. ‘I thought it was usually the young woman who said where and when – not to mention whether. Not that I’d know,’ he added, hastily.

She shrugged, again ruefully. ‘I’m afraid this is rather a case of, “Oh, whistle –”’

‘“– and I’ll come to you, my lad”?’

‘That’s about the size of it,’ said Louvaine.

Mr Cecil rapidly reviewed the various men in the party; there were two callow youths but they were after the handsome niece and surely too small fry for La Barker with all the worldly experience she must (at her age, let’s face it) have known; and for the rest, a couple of stuffy old colonels with their mems, and Mr Fernando, of course, and … ‘But ducky,’ said Mr Cecil, ‘not that ill-tempered devil with only one arm?’

‘It’s a pity about the one arm,’ acknowledged Louli. ‘But he does pretty well with it – don’t you fret!’ She said, a trifle anxiously. ‘You won’t tell? I just have to talk about it to someone or I’ll burst out at the seams.’

‘There’s nobody to tell,’ said Mr Cecil. He said it a little reluctantly; to receive sacred confidences was, of course, delicious – but to be able to pass them on and so find oneself at the storm centre of a scandal was to Mr Cecil the breath of life. ‘Of course there’s the wife,’ he added, ‘but she’s one of these self-contained people, I don’t suppose she’ll care a fig …’

Leo Rodd stood at the entrance of the dreary little albergo. ‘Well – I think I’ll – er – just go for a bit of a walk.’

Helen was jaded and weary after two sleepless nights on the albergo beds. She missed her cue. ‘A walk? – we’ve just come back from one.’

His hand dug into the pocket of his light jacket, the nails driven into the palm by the excess of his irritation, goaded on by the sense that he was deceiving and ill-using her. ‘Well – I’m just going off for another one. Any objection?’

No – she had no objection. She had pulled herself together by now and could smile and look into his face and say that the hotel beds certainly weren’t very inviting; but that she thought that for her part she would go in: and to try not to wake her if he was – was late. And she had no objection: not really. These flirtations kept him happier, he pretended to be annoyed by outpourings of ‘womanly sympathy’ but he fell for them every time, there would be sentimental gaiety for a week or two, another week or two of increasing boredom and disillusion, a week or two of sulks and self-pity: and then he would come back to her. She smiled and lightly said good night and watched him walk away with his swinging, wrenching, exaggeratedly wrenching, shoulder-forward step, down the close little street, away into the lovely heart of Siena: and would not even let herself pray that this time it would be the same as all the other times – this time, despite the sudden sick stab of doubt in her own weary heart – he would still come back.

A figure detached itself from the shadows in the little square and dodged back into other shadows, lining the high street walls: creeping down, softly and swiftly, after him, an alley cat padding through city gutters to the mating call of the sleek, black tom, caterwauling on the tiles.… An alley cat! Her heart lifted within her, she could have laughed aloud at the folly of that stab of sudden dread. An alley cat – not the soft, shining marmalade creature with its proud head and the gleaming big blue eyes; but a secret cat, slinking along by its wild lone, avid and anxious, making for the rendezvous …

But men were curious creatures. Fancy, when that gay, that radiant creature, Louli Barker, was offering him her charming heart on a plate – fancy Leo going off to an assignation with a girl like Vanda Lane!

Chapter Four

THE island of San Juan el Pirata lies, as any regular traveller with Odyssey Tours must know, some twenty kilometres off the coast of Tuscany about level with the topmost tip of Corsica, in the Ligurian sea. It is perhaps seven or eight miles across and largely composed of volcanic upheavals of rock: a republic, self-contained, self-controlled, self-supporting, with a tiny parliament and a tiny police force and a quite remarkably tiny conscience in regard to its obligations to the rest of society; but with a traditionally enormous Hereditary Grand Duke. Juan the Pirate appropriated his foothold there two hundred years ago. Busily plying between Italy and his native Spain, he fell foul of both, established himself on the island, built his rock fortress there, defended it against all comers and, in 1762, retired there, gold-glutted, to die at last in the odour of sanctity, loudly declaring repentance for his abominable sins and in the same breath his right to hang on to the proceeds. Succeeding governments in both Italy and Spain have turned a blind eye, according to temperament or expedience, and to this day San Juan remains – on Italian territory in Italian seas – Spanish in thought and flavour; still using in highly bastardized form its founder’s mother tongue and strictly upholding and maintaining his deplorable standards. The charming Puerto de Barrequitas, Port of the Little Boats, sends forth its fishing fleet night after moonless night and in the grey dawn welcomes it back with its contraband cargo; all hands, including such members of the international anti-smuggling police as have not been out to sea with it, turning to, to help with the unloading. But even so it has proved, since the war, impossible to feed the insatiable maw of the contraband-hungry tourist trade, without recourse to the mainland, and San Juan reluctantly smuggles in, instead of through, the Swiss watches, American nylons, French liqueurs and Scotch whisky especially manufactured in Madrid, Naples, and Cairo for this purpose. These are exhibited in the local shops with ‘Smuggled’ in large letters printed on cards in various languages; and such is their attraction that, in 1950, under the direct auspices of El Exaltida, the Hereditary Grand Duke himself, San Juan began work on the Bellomare Hotel.

The island, seen from the deck of the gay little vaporetto which plies between Barrequitas and Piombino on the mainland, looks like an outsize cathedral, rising abruptly up out of the sea. Perched fantastically at the tip of its spire is the fairy-tale palace of the Grand Duke. To the west, built up from the sheer rock face, is the prison – a dark, dank fortress where, in the splendid old piratical days, a countless toll of prisoners mouldered to merciful death; balancing it to the east is the Duomo which houses the illustrious bones of the founder, and to the north the cobbled streets thrust their way down to the quays of the fishing boats. But looking southward over the sunlit blue starred with a dozen tiny satellite islands, what would be the façade of the cathedral slopes down, crumbling and pine clad, to an indentation of little beaches: and here, above many-flowered terraces, stand the long lines of the Bellomare Hotel whose boast it is that every room faces into the sunshine and over the sea.

Despite this uniformity of excellence, there was the usual scrimmage for preference, round the reception desk when, late the next afternoon, the Odyssey party arrived. The rooms were strung out in three tiers, those on the first floor giving on to a balcony with steps leading down to the higher of two terraces. Vanda Lane, suddenly coming out of her shell, appeared ready to bleed and die rather than accept any but one of these rooms, number five; though nobody could see anything to distinguish it from any other, except perhaps that Mrs Sick was in the neighbouring number six; Louli Barker had studiously avoided it for this reason and bagged number four.

Mr Cecil was still inclined to be hurt at the spectacle of Fernando jockeying for position next door to Miss Trapp. ‘I’ve been put next to Cockrill,’ he said to Louvaine. ‘He’s harmless enough. But Viceroy Sarah on the other side – I bet she snores. And you?’

‘Other side of Viceroy Sal. Yes, I bet she does.’ Viceroy Sarah was a colonel’s lady doing a recce, for her husband’s coming leave. Then La Lane in number five. My dear, I do think this place is simply!’

‘Yes, too!’ agreed Cecil. He repeated it. ‘Absolutely too!’ It was a new high in brevity.

Inspector Cockrill, though still regarding the whole expedition with the darkest suspicion, could not but agree with them. He sat very pleasantly that evening on the lower of the two terraces under a swinging lantern, sipping a glass of the local Juanello, resolutely pronounced Hoowarnellyo by the erudite – deep in the latest adventure of his favourite Detective Inspector Carstairs, at present engaged upon The Case of the Leaping Blonde. All about him the members of I1 Grouppa wandered, chattering. Lying on her bed in number six, no doubt, Mrs Sick was revelling in stomach trouble, in number three Viceroy Sarah would be writing home with powerful fluency to warn her husband that the people on these tours were definitely Not Pukka and the whole experiment an unsuccess and on the sand just below the terrace where he sat, Louvaine Barker strolled with Mr Cecil, ‘just till he comes’. Inspector Cockrill cared nothing for any of it. Eyes narrowed to tiny slits, broad shoulders squared, Carstairs slipped through the murk of a London fog, brown fingers taut on the blue-black butt of an empty automatic – for to go armed when the enemy carries no weapon is to Carstairs, quixotic fool that he is, like shootin’ at a sittin’ bird … Inspector Cockrill flipped over a page and with a happy sigh, read on.

But Louvaine and Mr Cecil had come just beneath him, strolling towards a great rock jutting out across the sand to the sea, and even Carstairs was not proof at that short range against the two high voices clear in the whispering silence of the sand and the sea. ‘Louli, ducky, this is getting serious.’

‘Serious?’ said Louli. ‘Well, what’ve I been telling you? Of course it is.’

Goodness, thought Mr Cecil. What a fuss and scandal and him right here in the middle of it where he loved to be, such fun! ‘But what about him – him too?’

She was deaf to the tone of eager curiosity; wrapped in her own warm dream. She gave him a smile of purest radiance. ‘Oh, yes – him too.’

‘What, all in a couple of days?’

‘In a couple of minutes. It’s a madness,’ said Louli. ‘It just happens to you. You look at each other and – well, it’s like Lem Putt says, in “The Specialist”: there you are – catched!’

‘Lem Putt was talking about being in a lavatory, dear.’

‘But looking out through a little window, shaped like a star. That’s me now – looking out on the whole of life through a window shaped like a star.…’

‘And seeing nothing but this ugly, cross fellow, Leo Rodd?’

‘Is he ugly?’ she said. ‘To me he looks like the Angel of Light. And of course he isn’t cross with me.’ The moonlight gleamed on the bright bent head, threw tiny shadows of curved false eyelashes across the high cheekbones; but it took the red dye from her lipstick and left her mouth dark and somehow rather sad. ‘Well, but, Louli – what happens now?’

‘We get through the next two weeks as well as we can, and then when we’re all home again, we sort it out: and then we’ll get married or not get married, but anyway we’ll be together.’

‘And his wife?’ said Cecil.

She was silent. She said at last, ‘You see – the thing that happens is that you get this sort of – sort of a glory: and you can’t see anything except yourself and the person you’re in love with. You try to think about other people and mind about them, but it’s like looking at them through the wrong end of a telescope, you see them as terribly tiny and terribly far away and you simply can’t make yourself realize that their feelings aren’t tiny and far away too …

‘But, ducky, surely it’s just an infatuation?’

‘If it is,’ said Louli, ‘it doesn’t make any difference. It’s real to us.’

‘Will she let him go?’

‘You can’t keep something that doesn’t belong to you any more,’ said Louli. ‘One must just pray and pray and pray that she doesn’t mind too much.’

Cecil thought back to the recent defection of Francis – Francis who had been coming on this trip with him, who had suddenly up and rushed off to Majorca instead, with that horrid little ballet-beast Boris: to his own first meeting with Francis and the consequent quarrellings with Basil; to the first days with Basil and how ruthless Basil had been about Piers.… To all the scenes and the dramas, the triumphs, the despairs, the pleasures, the pain. To all the sordidness – for that was what it boiled down to in the end, tricks and evasions and treacherous little lies. In the depths of his heart he resented it because here was something that lifted its head up out of the mire he knew; and he was impelled to try to drag it down. ‘You and your Leo – don’t you feel just a bit – mean?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Louli. ‘About the little things. He feels mean, sneaking off and meeting me in the evenings, I feel mean being insincere to her. But not about the big things; we can’t help that.’

They had come to the end of the beach, to where the high rock cast its black shadow across the moonlit silver of the sand. ‘And may one ask, dear, what you’re thinking of living on? I mean, the money is all hers, isn’t it, they make no secret of that?’

‘He makes no secret of it. She never mentions it.’

‘Of course he used to make a lot, I suppose, but obviously he’ll never play the piano again, he’ll never make a farthing …’

‘I’ll make the farthings,’ said Louli. She smiled in the shadowy darkness beneath the rock. ‘You don’t think that I can – but I will. You’ll see!’ And suddenly she started forward. ‘Did you hear? – is that him coming now?’

But it was five minutes more before he came and found her alone there in the shadow of the rock; and put his one arm round her and held her as though he could never let her go.

Away above the silver and black of the sea, the moon hung like a silver lantern, tipping with silver the shining edges of the oleander leaves, black shadowed by the night. At the balcony rail outside the row of bedrooms, Mr Fernando leaned with Miss Trapp and like a troubled schoolboy explained, excused, promised reformation and at last with most unwonted diffidence, took her thin hand and held it in his own. In the pinewoods behind the hotel, Helen Rodd walked alone, anxious and sorrowful; through the scented gardens, Mr Cecil strolled and Vanda Lane hurried with pain and hatred in her bitter heart; in the shadow of the rock the lovers leaned in one another’s arms and forgot the world and time. And on the terrace above them, Inspector Cockrill stirred restlessly in his deck-chair and tried to get back to Carstairs and could not concentrate. Carstairs never fell in love: perhaps because his eyes were so constantly narrowed that he was unable to recognize a pretty girl when he saw one. Inspector Cockrill, on the other hand, recognized a pretty girl only too easily and nowadays sometimes worried in case he should grow into a dirty old man; and he could not help being fond of this particular girl – and sorry to see her making such a mess of things. And yet … He looked out over the scented gardens, over a sea like wrinkled black treacle under the silver moon: and suddenly the magic and romance seemed all that was real, and England and his little world of crime and punishment, unimportant and far away. He could not know that he was looking at a stage set for murder; that the prologue had been spoken, that the cast was assembled, dressed and made up, in the wings: that to-morrow, when the curtain of darkness rolled back and the footlights flooded the stage in bright Mediterranean sunshine – the play would begin.

The pronunciation, hi hybrid-Spanish-Italian, of the name of the hotel, phased even the Experienced Travellers who would have died rather than call the island anything but San Hoowarne. Mr Cecil and Louvaine called it frankly Bello-mare and had succeeded in convincing one or two of the more credulous that it referred to the lavish cuisine of the hotel and meant The Stomach of a Horse. Certainly the meals were gargantuan. Replete with tortilla and pizza, on the afternoon after their arrival, Cockie resisted all attempts to get him to join an expedition to see over the ducal palace on the hill and retired for the siesta. It had been amusing, he reflected as he stripped to his vest and underpants and lay down on the white-curtained four-poster bed in his close-shuttered room, to observe the skirmishings of those who, for less innocent reasons than an assignation with Carstairs, also wished to cry off. The outing had been arranged by the hotel and Fernando had been only too thankful to let his party go off without him for once, with the other guests. Miss Trapp, obviously prescient of this intention, started a positive epidemic of headaches. Helen Rodd, defensively clearing the way for her husband and his latest light of love, was the first to be infected; Leo and Louvaine, drifting in separately to announce the same affliction, discovered too late that she had been before them and that they were now all three condemned to spend the afternoon together after all. Vanda Lane, overhearing Leo’s stumbling speech, succumbed immediately and only Mr Cecil, delighted at the possibility of mischief arising from this narrowing down of the party, struck out for himself and declared that ideas for Hoowarnese-inspired designs were simmering on the hob, duckies, and he must get out Little Red Attashy case and dash them down forthwith. They drifted to their rooms. Out in the blistering sunshine, the explorers moved off reluctantly upon their jaunt, the hotel staff retired to their remote and unbeautiful quarters to doze away the precious off-duty hours, and soon there was no sound or movement but the hissing breath of the sea cooling the hot white sand. Inspector Carstairs slid off the gentle protuberance of Cockie’s full tummy and lay with rumpled pages on the floor, and the peace of the long Spanish afternoon siesta fell softly upon the Bellomare Hotel.

It was an hour or more before Cockrill awoke. It was pleasantly cool in the bare little cell-like room, but the sunshine was streaming through the slats of the shutters and he jumped up quite gaily and splashed about under the shower in his tiny bathroom and put on a light jacket and the hat which he had dashingly purchased in Rapallo some days ago. Contrary to custom, he had bought it not two sizes too large, but considerably too small and it sat on his splendid head like a paper boat, breasting the fine spray of his greying hair. He patted his pockets to be sure of a stock of tobacco and paper for his cigarettes, tucked Carstairs under his arms, and went out on to the balcony whose rail was draped already with the bathing impedimenta of the hotel guests. Directly below were the main reception rooms, their great doors standing ever open upon the lovely terrace, roofed in with bougainvillea; two curving flights of steps led down to the terrace from the balcony, and from the terrace a central flight of shallow steps ran on down and across a lower terrace, and so to the beach. To his left as he looked seawards, a hump of rock jutted out like a great nose at the level of the lower terrace, dividing the beach from a little beach beyond; along its sharp ridge, a narrow path had been worn by the bathers running out to a diving-board which had been built into it, twenty feet above sea level, at its tip. At the terrace end of the ridge, a row of little bathing cabins had been erected; the upper terrace ended in a short curve of steps leading through a tunnel of flowering jasmine down to the huts. In the angles where the rock nose joined the face of the mainland, rough, steep little paths had been worn, tippling down to the beaches below.

The beach was deserted but there were sounds of movement in the rooms strung out along the balcony and at the window of number four, Louli Barker stood with her bright head in a Tiggy-winkle of curling-pins, drying her hair in the sun. She bobbed back when she saw him and simultaneously Leo Rodd and his wife appeared and, nodding to him, went off down the balcony steps to the terraces, turned to their left and disappeared beneath the bright flowers and twisted grey boughs of the bougainvillea that roofed it in. Deprived of her elegant clothes, she looked unattractively thin: her narrow shanks met the close-fitting legs of her bathing dress like the wooden limbs of an old-fashioned Dutch doll, joining its painted body. Leo Rodd carried a pair of rubber frog-feet and a mask with a small, bent, corked tube for underwater swimming; and over his shoulder was thrown, as though carelessly, a towel which covered the stump of his severed arm. Cockie had observed during their bathe that morning on the beach, the unobtrusive protectiveness with which his wife had gone to the water’s edge with him and taken the towel at the moment that he plunged into the sea and let the blue waters close over his disfigurement – meeting him with it again, chucking it casually to him, just as he emerged. He wondered briefly if Leo’s new love would be so constantly, so loyally, so ever delicately, at his irritable beck and call: and concluded, without much caring either way, that Louli would be more likely to bestow upon him one of her gay, sweet, careless smiles and say that honestly, ducky, nobody would care two hoots about his arm not being there, so not to fuss …

She emerged at this moment, red head gleaming, restored to its shoulder-length mass of curls, red poppies flaring on a diminutive white satin Bikini bathing suit. She looked at him, he thought, a trifle furtively, standing fiddling with the strap of her brassière. ‘Hallo, Inspector. Have – have the chaps gone on?’

‘Gone on?’ said Cockie.

‘To watch La Lane diving.’

‘Oh, I’d forgotten,’ said Cockie. At luncheon Vanda Lane, one eye on Leo Rodd, had promised to give an exhibition of her skill. Louli had turned pea green at the bare thought of anyone running out along the high razor-back of the rock and actually looking down – let alone leaping off into the sea; and he was a little surprised that she should contemplate watching the demonstration. He said, however, that yes, Leo Rodd had just gone along, adding, somewhat to his dismay in a faintly warning tone: ‘And Mrs Rodd.’

It checked her. She had started to move off without another word but now she stopped abruptly and her hand jerked on the narrow strap. ‘Oh, blast! – now I’ve split the thing.’ She stood looking down uncertainly, chin humped on breast, and finally moved on down the steps, one hand holding the split white satin together, the other swinging a gay red plastic beach bag. He saw the flicker of the red and white Bikini passing under the grey bougainvillea boughs. At the far end of the lower terrace, the Rodds emerged from the jasmine-tunnelled steps leading down to where the rock jutted out from the sea.

Miss Trapp and Mr Fernando appeared, popping out of their doors like a couple of cuckoos from synchronized cuckoo clocks. They presented a curious contrast, he stripped except for a pair of bright orange satin shorts on his narrow hips, enormously broad of shoulder, once-splendid muscle rippling under the sun-burned skin; she with a round rubber bath cap pulled down to her eyebrows, her stockinette bathing-dress almost down to her knees, tripping along, half dead with self-consciousness, at his side. Fernando was evidently concerned to excuse himself for his lack of diving prowess. ‘I am, however, great swimmer, Miss Trapp, Cambridge half-blue for swimming just missed: you see – fine muscles, big torso, very strong …’ He hammered his magnificent chest with gorilla arms till his bosoms wobbled like the red-brown jelly from under beef dripping. Mr Cecil, appearing now at Cockie’s side, leaned over the rail and watched them go, almost with tears in his eyes. ‘I do think he’s rather gorgeous.’ In the afterglow of Fernando’s sun-tanned splendour, his thin limbs looked like a tangle of over-cooked spaghetti. Under one pallid arm, he carried the precious red attaché case.

Vanda Lane came out of her room. It was extraordinary, thought Cockie, what it did for her to be, even temporarily, exalted over her fellows. In the sea and on the diving-board, she was frankly the admiration of all; she accepted it modestly but in this moment of trifling supremacy, she had lost her air of shrinking evasiveness, of resolute discontent: her face and figure were suddenly boldly handsome, outlined in the close severity of tight black cap and tight, well-fitted black satiny bathing-dress. She wore black rubber shoes and carried a rolled-up wrap of white towelling, and the touch of white against the sheen of the blue-black gave her once again, as on the beach at Rapallo, the look of a swallow, exquisitely poised for flight.

Unwontedly friendly, she came over and stood beside them at the rail. ‘Have the others appeared yet?’

‘Mr and Mrs Rodd have gone on,’ said Cockie. ‘Miss Barker went after them.’

‘No doubt,’ said Vanda Lane, dryly.

‘Well, I mean …’ But he would not make matters worse to make them better. ‘And Mr Fernando has just gone along with Miss Trapp.’

‘Still clutching the handbag!’ said Cecil, gaily.

She leaned forward and looked at him across Inspector Cockrill. ‘I see you have yours too.’

Just one’s scribblings, said Mr Cecil. London was going all Hoowarnese next season or his name was not Cecil Pr.… Well, Cecil. Masses and masses of tiny frills from the knees down and terribly tight under the tail, they’d all have to walk about with their knees bent like Spanish dancers, it would be too new for any! The little red attaché case was crammed to the top, nothing elaborate, of course, nothing finished, just one’s rough scribbles to take to Rome and complete in the studio but, and this was the vital thing, ideas. …

‘Which you’ve gathered since you came to Italy?’ said Vanda.

He went a shade white, gave a little startled yap like a small dog and like a small dog snapped round on her. ‘What do you mean by that?’

She put on an innocent face. ‘Does it suggest some special meaning?’

He tossed back the lock of gold hair but it was purely from habit, there was no room in him now for affectations. ‘I don’t know. It seems …’

‘Ah, seems,’ said Vanda. Her hands were fisted on the rail of the balcony, but loosely like the paws of a cat, and she kept up an air of easy bantering, only subtly touched with venom. ‘Ah – seems! But this is a holiday; and on holiday, nothing’s quite what it seems. People aren’t what they seem. Are they, Inspector? You’re a policeman – you know that.’

Above them the sun blazed down, below them the sea danced, sequined blue, the terraces were a massed glory of rose and oleander, of myrtle and orange blossom, of palm and pine; but suddenly there was a chill wind about them, ugly and chill. Cockie said flatly: ‘People are never exactly what they seem.’

‘But especially on holiday,’ she insisted. ‘Surrounded by people who don’t know one. No give-away relatives, no childhood friends, no birth certificates, no diplomas, no marriage lines …’

‘No police records,’ said Cockie.

‘Exactly,’ she said. ‘Reborn. Reborn just for a couple of weeks, with a whole, new spick and span character to present to a whole new world. Starting with casual little showing-off lies to strangers – then the strangers become acquaintances, become friends, become patrons, perhaps, or even prospective employers, and it’s too late to go back on the lies, they have to be strengthened, they have to be built up by other lies until at last there’s a whole, great terrifying structure of lies to be lived up to for the whole, long holiday, perhaps even after the holiday, perhaps to the end of one’s life …’ She looked into their faces with cold, blue, disagreeably sneering eyes. ‘Don’t you agree?’

‘You’re a student of human nature, Miss Lane,’ said Inspector Cockrill smoothly.

‘I find it a profitable study.’

‘On holiday?’ he suggested.

‘And after. I keep up with my holiday acquaintances, Inspector.’

‘No doubt it pays to do so,’ said Cockie.

She gave him a brief, cold, secret smile as though at some private joke all of her own. ‘Perhaps!’ She shrugged lightly; but he saw that her hands now were tightly clenched on the wooden rail.

Below them and to their left, they could see the little row of bathing huts and the base of the great rock nose where it jutted out from the forehead of the land. The Rodds were standing there chatting in their civil, impersonal way to Fernando and Miss Trapp. Cockie gestured towards them. ‘For example …’

‘Oh, them!’ She shrugged again, lightly. But suddenly the mask slipped, she said with a predatory gleam: ‘All of them with money, their own or somebody else’s. All of them with secrets, all playing parts. Each one of those four people – hugging a despicable secret, deceiving the rest. That creature Fernando – if they did but know why we went to that albergo in Siena! And Miss Trapp – hoarding up her miserable fortune in a gold-monogrammed bag. And the other two – pretending; she looking into his eyes and pretending that she doesn’t know what he’s planning to do to her, he looking back, accepting her pretences, pretending there’s nothing to know. All of them, all four of them, all the others on this tour, that Mrs Sick, pretending to be delicate and interesting when all the time at home she’s as strong as a horse, that woman with the niece, Gruff and Grim as you call them, pretending to be generous and kind when all she wants is to get the girl under her jealous influence and force her life into a groove as solitary and sour as her own.… All of us, acting: all of us struggling to keep our mean little secrets, ready to die to protect them, ready to fight and cheat and lie …’

‘And pay,’ suggested Inspector Cockrill pleasantly.

She whipped away from them, running off abruptly down the wooden steps on soundless, rubber-soled feet, and away under the bougainvillea boughs. They saw her emerge from the tunnel of jasmine that covered the steps from the upper terrace to the lower, pause for a moment to fling her white towel into one of the bathing huts, and run out along the ridge of the diving rock, bounce once on the springy board and soar out – out and down to the blue water, twenty feet below.

The sea sent up a feather of triumphant spray: and closed in over her.

*

Sharply, as a razor blade slitting through stretched blue satin, her white hands cut their way up through the surface of the water. She swam back to the shore immediately, shaking the drops from her shining black costume. ‘I hope she feels – cleaner,’ said Mr Cecil, still standing at the balcony rail, staring down at her.

‘Yes,’ said Cockie. He thought it over. ‘What a very curious conversation!’

‘Very revealing, don’t you mean?’ said Cecil.

‘Yes, that’s just what I do mean.’ She had climbed up the path in the angle of the land and the rock and now appeared on the terrace, they saw her go up and speak to the group standing watching her there. She pointed down to the beach and they began to move off, down the steep path up which she had come. ‘They’re going to watch from there,’ said Cecil. ‘She’s going to show Mr Rodd a dive that he could do. Let’s go and watch too.’ His face had lost something of the pasty look that terror had brought to it, he was returning to a nervous desire for action, he was longing to talk, to confide, to protest, to exclaim. ‘Where’s Louli? We’ll go and find her.’ They went down the central steps together and joined Helen Rodd and Leo, now standing on the sand looking upwards at the diving board. Vanda Lane had gone out there again and was standing, gently springing, deep in thought. As they watched, she turned sideways to the board’s end, her right arm stiff to her thigh, the left curved upwards over her head: and so sprang high into the air and forced herself up and out and down. But she hit the water rather flatly, surfaced almost at once and, as she scrambled ashore, stood for a moment and gave her head a little, uncertain shake. Leo Rodd ran forward to meet her. ‘You didn’t hurt yourself?’

‘No, but …’ She blew out her breath and patted her diaphragm. ‘I’m winded, that’s all. I came down a bit flat.’ A faint stain of pink was slowly creeping up over her shoulder and arm where she had hit the water, and she raised her knee and hugged it, blowing out her breath again. ‘I say, I do feel bad about this,’ said Leo. ‘You were trying it for me.’

She protested. ‘No, no, I’m perfectly all right; but the truth is, the board’s too high for experimenting. It was stupid of me.’

‘Yes, well don’t try any more. I’m sorry,’ he said again. ‘I do feel guilty.’

Miss Trapp and Fernando arrived at this moment and Miss Trapp was suddenly galvanized into womanly concern. She thought Miss Lane looked not at all well, she thought Miss Lane should lie down for an hour or two, she thought Miss Lane should take a drop of brandy or some aspirin at least.…

A civil wrangle followed between two schools of thought, those who considered that Miss Lane should certainly take brandy and lie down, and those who could clearly see that she had had the wind knocked out of her for a moment but was already practically restored to normal health. Miss Trapp, however, was adamant, threatening to march Miss Lane back to the hotel herself, tuck her up with a couple of aspirin and mount guard over her to see that she didn’t get up. Vanda, quite obviously horrified by this well-meant offer, finally consented to change out of her wet things and perhaps have a rest on her bed. Cockie, looking on with a lacklustre eye, suspected that she was not entirely sorry to be forced to give in. She toiled back up the little path to the top of the rock and paused there for a moment, apparently to speak to Louli Barker; for Louli, a couple of minutes later, came flying down the path, looking rather white, but loud with exaggerated accounts of the hideous time she had had cowering in one of the huts while they all nattered outside, holding together the split in her already not very adequate bathing suit. However, she said, in a rather forced, high voice, fortunately that clever Miss Lane had had the brilliant suggestion of tying it up with a handkerchief, which was not frightfully safe but on the whole doing quite well …

‘In one of the bathing huts?’ faltered Miss Trapp.

Louli gave her a wink which considerably imperilled the safety of one set of the preposterous eyelashes; but Cockie could not rid himself of an impression that she looked rather white and strained and, as Cecil rushed up and poured out his confidences into her ear, he saw her jaw drop, her eyes grew wide and startled, she began to gabble in reply, returning confidence for confidence, looking back over her shoulder to the top of the rock; looking at the rest of the party, now swimming or floundering in the sea as their custom was – at Helen and Leo (she shook her head vigorously) – at Fernando, at Miss Trapp.… At Cockie himself. After a moment they came to some agreement about Cockie; and so parted and fell to an exhibition of bobbing and screaming whose forced gaiety quite outdid the bobbing and screaming of the earlier bathe at Rapallo. So, thought Cockie, they’re going to confide in me that Miss Lane is trying to blackmail them; and I shall reply that she is merely taking a malicious pleasure in frightening them and that they are silly to go and give away, by their very response, that they each have something to be blackmailed about. And then they will decide that I am only a stupid old codger, and leave me to read in peace.

And sure enough, as soon as the bathe was over, Louvaine appeared, sauntering up the shallow steps to the lower terrace where he had established himself in his deck-chair. ‘Oh, hallo, Inspector. I didn’t know you were here.’

‘Didn’t you?’ said Cockrill, sardonically.

‘Goodness, you are cosy! I shall come and join you.’ She sat down on the pebble-patterned terrace at his feet, shaking out her mop of red hair. He observed with amusement that with all the bobbing, not one drop of water had been permitted to endanger the wisdom of a dozen magazine articles on How to Keep Lovely in the Summer, accumulated on her charming face. To make quite sure, she dived into the recesses of the scarlet beach bag and, producing an outsize flapjack, peered intently into the looking-glass, added yet another layer of sun-tan powder, attended to the left set of eyelashes which had become seriously unsettled by her earlier wink at Miss Trapp, and removed excess grains of powder from both with a licked fourth finger. ‘That is a disgusting habit,’ said Inspector Cockrill severely.

‘Well, some people actually put them on with spit. I do use my white of egg.’ She added some quite unnecessary lipstick and fished in the bag again. ‘Do you mind if I do my nails?’

‘If it involves the smell of pear drops, I mind very much,’ said Cockie.

‘No, that’s taking off. I’m putting on.’ Unvarnished, the inch-long nails looked like an extension of her fingers, they made the whole hand seem very narrow and inordinately long. ‘Repellent, aren’t they? Like poor, dead hens’ hands, I always think, hanging up in poulterers’ shops.’ She produced a bottle of violently bright varnish and a little brush. ‘I say, Inspector – do you think Miss Lane’s a blackmailer?’

‘Is that what you came up here to ask me?’ said Cockie.

‘Yes,’ she said frankly. ‘Cecil and I agreed …’

‘I know you did. Well, the answer is – no. Not for money.’

She looked up at him sharply, one hand half-painted, held with fingers apart to keep from smudging contacts. ‘Goodness, Inspector – what a clever person you are!’

‘I think what she does, she does for the kick she gets out of it. It gives her a sense of power. Herself, she’s unsocial and ungregarious, she’s an introvert: she doesn’t like to see other people free and easy and happy, and so she tries to spoil things for them, that’s all. She’s clever at putting two and two together, she finds out things or she just guesses and if the guess doesn’t come off, there’s no harm done. But it often does: most of us have a bone or two at least, in the skeleton-cupboard.’

‘You think she just likes to see us wriggling on the hook?’

‘Us?’ said Cockie. ‘You too?’

She bent her head over her hand again. ‘Well, you see-I don’t know if you know that Leo Rodd and I …’

‘Yes, what about it?’ said Cockie.

She seemed surprised by his level tone but after a moment’s hesitation she went on. ‘Well she – she sort of referred to it. Look – I’ll tell you what happened. You know when you talked to me on the balcony up there? – well, you didn’t know it but you said something and it made me give a sort of jump and I was fiddling with my bra at the time which was a tiny bit torn at the top and I must have given it a jerk because the damn thing started to split right down. Well, my dear, there isn’t much of it at the best of times and by the time I’d got down to the diving rock it had gone a bit more and it really was not quite the thing! So I dove into one of the huts because it was a trifle embarrassing, Leo being there with Mrs Rodd and all, so I sort of skipped round the back and dove in and thought I would try and fix it; but I had nothing to fix it with and it wasn’t all so easy, and by that time Fernando and La Trapp had arrived so I couldn’t go out and there I was …’

‘And there you were, as Lem Putt would say – catched.’

She looked at him in innocent astonishment. ‘Good lord – how extraordinary that you should say that.’

‘Is it?’ he said, a little guiltily.

‘Well, yes, because I … Well, I’ll go on telling it straight through. There I was, as you say, catched. Well then by the sound of it The Lane appeared and she must have put something into the cabin next to me because I called out to her, hey, you haven’t got a pin of sorts, have you? but she evidently didn’t hear because she just went on. So I peeked out, holding the bra together with one hand, but by that time it really was most unsafe; and I saw them all watching her going out along the diving rock and she dived off and disappeared. Then she came back and she told them she’d try and do one that Leo could manage, and to go down and watch it from the beach. So I thought good, then I can hop out and run back to my room and sew the thing up. But just as they were going – Miss Trapp, the last, being most gallantly handed down by dear Fernando – she must have said something very quietly to Miss Trapp, because Miss Trapp went most terribly white, at least she went mud grey actually, and let out a sort of squawk and just stood there. Miss Lane didn’t say anything more, she walked out along the rock and did her dive and I wish she’d come a bit flatter, that’s all. But anyway, meanwhile Fernando had come back up the path to see what was happening to his lady love, I suppose; and there followed the most shy-making conversation which I really cannot bring myself to repeat; and I realized that they didn’t know I was there. But not one word from the Trapp about La Lane. That was peculiar, wasn’t it?’

‘Under the circumstances,’ said Cockie, ‘perhaps not.’

‘Well, perhaps. Anyway you can see that I was more catched than ever and by this time I was doing a St Lawrence in my little hut, just now and again turning a flank to get the roasting even.’ She wriggled her shoulders under their protecting stole of hotel towel. ‘I sunburn terribly easily and the roofs of those things are only sort of slats: I shall be striped like a zebra-crossing to-morrow.’

‘Oh, yes?’ said Cockie, vaguely. It was certainly odd that three minutes after Miss Trapp had been reduced to mud-grey by a word from Miss Lane, she should have been so extravagantly solicitous for the lady’s well-being. ‘And then?’

‘And then?’ She screwed into an ungraceful huddle, squinting ruefully over a reddened shoulder to try to estimate the extent of the sunburned strips. ‘Oh, yes. Well then, as Miss Trapp seemed slightly distrait and not madly responsive to Fernando’s declarations, he gave up for the time being and said they had better go on down to the beach, to which proposition, I can assure you, St Lawrence responded with one tiny half-baked cheer. My dear, I look like something off one of those silver grills in the posher restaurants.’

‘Never mind your back,’ said Cockie. ‘What happened then?’

‘Then I went out and practised breathing, which I had practically forgotten how to do, and hung back a bit so that they shouldn’t know I’d been there and feel embarrassed at my having overheard their conversation, which I can assure you they had every cause to do; and then I was just going to bolt up to my room when the Lane came up the path to the top of the rock and I tottered forward on my poor charred stumps of legs and said had she got a pin or anything? She said rather unfriendlily that she didn’t carry a housewife when she went bathing and hadn’t I got a scarf I could use? So I groped about in the old red plastic and dug out a handkie and here, as you see, it is; but while I was fixing it, I was drooling on with what I thought was a gay account of my sufferings in the hut and she suddenly interrupted me and said – well, Inspector, what do you think she said?’

‘I should think she said, “And there you were – catched”,’ said Cockie. ‘Like I did.’ He added, equably: ‘Everyone quotes “The Specialist”.’

She considered that. She gave a little shrug. ‘Well – could be. But then she said something more and she said it very significantly, sort of looking straight at me but not quite straight at me. And then she walked past me and up the steps to the top terrace and never even glanced back.’ She gave a little shudder. ‘It was the way she looked at me!’

‘But what was it she said?’ said Cockie.

‘It was something out of “The Specialist” too. Come on – as you’re so clever, you guess again. What do you think she said?’

‘I think she said that there wasn’t even a window to look out of this time,’ said Cockie. ‘A little window, shaped like a star.’

No rabbit pulled out of any hat had ever enjoyed a more gratifying reception.

The long, hot afternoon wore on. Flat on the terrace beside him, Louvaine slept, her curly red head on her arm. Down on the beach, Miss Trapp had shaken off the attentions of Fernando and with the aid of a bathing towel and a large beach umbrella, established a sort of private nudist camp at the foot of the diving rock, and there genteelly sunned herself. Fernando in a series of porpoise wallowings by no means fulfilling his boast of a missed half-blue for swimming, had managed to reach the big wooden raft which was anchored five or six yards from the shore and lay spreadeagled upon it, unafraid of the sun: as the raft dipped and swayed with the ripples of the incoming waves, Cockie caught glimpses of the great, red-brown torso, glistening like satin with its only too natural oils. In a rubber boat, shaped like a duck, Mr Cecil drifted lazily up and down, paddling himself with languid white hands at the ends of slowly reddening thin white arms. The Rodds had thrown themselves down under the sun-shed – a long, narrow roof of dried palm leaves, supported on four-foot poles, open-sided except at the short ends, where one could lie half in, half out of the shade. From where he sat, Cockie could see the backs of Helen’s Dutch doll legs sticking out straight and shapeless towards the sea, and the rope soles of her bright yellow canvas espadrilles; at the opposite side, away from the sea and nearer to him, Leo’s head and shoulders appeared. He had brought down some manuscript music with him and, his wife’s yellow sun-glasses perched on his nose, was holding it against the sky, lying flat on his back, reading upwards; but after a bit, evidently tiring, he relaxed his arm, propped the manuscript over his face like a sort of tent and presumably went to sleep beneath the lot. Miss Lane had evidently taken Miss Trapp’s advice to have a nice lie down, for she did not appear. Inspector Cockrill applied himself joyously to the adventure of Carstairs and the leaping lady.
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At seven o’clock they began to drift up from the beach. The sun was still high but they could not accustom themselves to the idea that dinner would not be served one minute before nine. Louli, wakened by people stepping over her legs, put out a lazy hand and caught at a passing ankle. ‘Who’s this? Oh, you, Cecil! My dear, what on earth have you been doing? You look as though you’d been boiled in cochineal.’

Mr Cecil was in a terrible taking. ‘I went to sleep in my duck, my dear, silly me! – and I must have been drifting and drifting about getting redder and redder every minute.…’

‘Most peculiar, ducky, because the back half of you’s quite white; you can almost see a seam where the red and white join.…’

Fernando arrived, springing up the steps after his innamorata, glittering with health and vitality. ‘Ah, ha, Miss Barker, Inspector, this is where you hide yourselves, is it? – sleeping together all afternoon on the terrace.’ He nudged the Inspector in the ribs with an elbow like a well-cooked pork chop. ‘I have been wide awake all the time,’ said Cockie austerely.

Leo Rodd bowed to Louvaine. ‘Under the circumstances, that was only gallant.’ His glance met hers and shifted away at once. He added rather hurriedly: ‘Has anyone seen Miss Lane?’

Nobody had. ‘I hope she’s all right; I feel a bit guilty, she was trying the dive for me.’

In view of his conversation with Louli, it was quite fascinating, thought Cockie, to watch Miss Trapp go into her routine as the solicitous, the know-all nurse; apparently sincere, apparently truly concerned, and yet with the oddest underlying air of absolute insincerity, of not caring a damn whether the patient lived or died. But that in itself was queer; for if it were true that Miss Lane had uttered to her one of those oddly baleful half-threats of hers, would Miss Trapp be really so detached about her health, would she not rather wish her ill than well? As it was, she led the way up the long, shallow steps to the upper terrace, up the curved wooden steps to the balcony, in a ceaseless twitter of brandy and aspirins, cups of tea, eau de cologne and nice lie downs. At the door of Miss Lane’s room, she paused and listened and, as though caught by some imperceptibly rising tide of hysteria, they all paused and listened too. ‘Not a sound. I wonder if … Should I just give a teeny knock?’

The teeny knock was not answered, nor were teeny cries of enquiry and concern and gradually heightening alarm. Fernando shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘She is in her bathroom or she has gone out.’

‘I hope she’s all right,’ said Leo Rodd again.

Louli Barker leaned back on her elbows against the rail of the verandah. ‘Why don’t you just look in and see?’

‘Well, but, ducky, would she like that …?’

‘I don’t see why not,’ said Louli. ‘Either she’s there or she isn’t. If she’s there, why doesn’t she answer? If she isn’t, she won’t know that we looked.’ The sun gleamed through the tangle of the curly red hair tossing about her shoulders; against the white satin of the Bikini, her skin was almost as smoothly white. She twirled the gay red plastic bag by its gay red strings. ‘Go on, Miss Trapp, I dare you – have a bash!’

A crimson shawl had been thrown across the bed so that, with her dark hair, still wet from the bathe, spread all about her head, she looked like some modern Ophelia afloat on a lake of blood. But the four tall posts, the looped back white curtains, made of the bed a catafalque; and upon the catafalque, she had been ceremonially laid out, pale face composed, pale feet placed neatly together, pale hands loosely clasped upon her heart: wrapped in a long white garment like a shroud, laid out ceremonially upon a crimson shawl, with something that looked like crimson rose petals scattered upon her breast. For a moment you might think it some monstrous joke, might suppose it simply a girl asleep on a curtained, four-poster bed: until you caught sight of the dagger handle between the lax fingers – and saw that the crimson rose petals were not rose petals at all.

Chapter Five

COMMUNICATIONS on the island of San Juan el Pirata are inclined to be slow; but there is as a last resort the telefono and by this extravagant means a message was finally conveyed to El Gerente de Politio just as he was about to board his ship with the rest of the smuggling fleet. The Gerente, torn between regret and excitement, collected his men from their various vessels and despatched them off home to change back into uniform. All except Jose: Jose had better stay behind and prepare Number 1 cell for reception of an inmate – the bales of illicit tobacco could go into the corridor, the hashish had better be put in the safe if it could be crammed in and the coffee must stay where it was – it wouldn’t leave much room but criminals couldn’t be choosers. The goats must certainly be accommodated elsewhere. If the she-goat had kidded, Jose must use his discretion as to what had best be done with mother and child, but they couldn’t go into the office, it didn’t look well.… Puffed up with these triumphs of organization, he hurried off home to change too.

Meanwhile, at the hotel, aghast and bewildered, the handful of tourists who – however slight the acquaintance – had best known the dead girl, huddled together in the chill shade of her murder. Horrible, terrifying, shocking, incredible – but true! At half-past four on that sun-baked afternoon, she had left them, walking off, splendid and vital in her blue-black bathing suit, up the narrow path to her hotel room. Less than three hours later, they had found her there – dead. ‘And it was I who made her go,’ sobbed Miss Trapp, sick with the shock and distress of it. ‘If I hadn’t made her go …’

‘Don’t upset yourself, Miss Trapp, think rather of me who must arrange all these matters. The Company – the Company will want investigations,’ stammered Mr Fernando, grey to the gills.

‘So incongruous,’ said Mr Cecil, wretchedly. ‘Lying there dead, with all that sunshine outside!’

‘And the dagger still – still …’

‘A dagger like the ones we bought in the town.’

Louvaine sat white and silent in her wooden armchair, out on the flower-gay terrace, not a stone’s throw from where the girl lay dead – dead and murdered, laid out ceremonially on a four-poster bed. ‘I suppose I was the last person who ever spoke to her.’

‘Except for the murderer,’ said Leo quickly.

‘Except for the murderer. But otherwise – I was the last.’

‘I don’t know that I’d insist upon it, ducky; considering the nature of the conversation. I mean,’ said Mr Cecil, looking round with rising excitement, ‘I suppose we’re all suspects now, my dears, aren’t we?’

‘Together with some fifty other souls,’ said Leo Rodd. He looked for confirmation to Inspector Cockrill. ‘I should think the local talent will find itself a trifle daunted when it does arrive.’

The Gerente, marching in some time later at the head of a straggle of men, was inclined to agree with him. The choice of possible culprits amounted to sixty – a depressed and anxious bunch of British tourists, assorted guests of various nationalities and fifteen members of the hotel staff. These last, however, he speedily dismissed with not a stain on their characters: they were natives of San Juan, the men, out of the tourist season, valued members of the smuggling fleet, and men and women alike very properly provided with two hundred pelire apiece, done up unobtrusively in little paper packages; and loud with promises of more to come if that were not enough. He sent them all off rejoicing. So! Ten minutes work and already the list was reduced to forty-five. It only showed what a man could achieve, who understood his job. He eyed the rest of them speculatively.

A senor stepped forward, very splendid, with teeth of solid gold, weaving his way with rigidly outstretched arm, dividing up the company into two uneven clumps like a host about to institute some intricate drawing-room game for the reluctant amusement of his guests, and broke into eloquent Spanish. The Gerente, who spoke only the Spanish-Italian argot of the island, understood about half of what he said; but it did seem that the larger group had been, without possibility of doubt, far away from the premises at the relevant times, on a jaunt to the palatio, safe from suspicion beneath the very wing of El Exaltida himself. They would have to be released. He made a tiny but unmistakable sign to the beautiful senor with the golden teeth and the senor sighed and regretfully shook his head. It was bad, but it only confirmed his doubts: he must positively let forty rich suspects go and not a pelire the richer himself.

And now they were seven. In the centre of the great, cool, whitewashed room with its shining wood floor and elephantine Iberian-Abbotsford furniture, Fernando argued, his arms nearly wrenched out of their sockets by the eloquence of his gesture. The rest drew together in a sort of protective huddle, Cockie resentful and cross, the Rodds and Miss Trapp very grave, Mr Cecil and Louli gone suddenly madly gay. ‘I feel,’ said Leo Rodd to Cockie, struggling with his one hand to light a cigarette, ‘that all this is coming unpleasantly near.’

Cockie produced tobacco and paper and rolled a cigarette for himself: ‘It’s as well to get rid of the lot that were up at the palace. They’re obviously out of it,’

‘Still, while they were in it, they did serve to complicate the issue.’

Cockie looked up, bright eyed, over the first puff of his cigarette, ‘Do you want the issue complicated?’

‘I only think,’ said Leo, ‘that all this may be very comic-opera and engaging, but it’s too terrifying for words.’

Mr Cecil and Louli burst into their patter. But their hats! Their cloaks! Those guns, my dear! That dog!

Their hats were apparently made of black patent leather, with circular crowns and circular brims, and the circular brims were broken sharply across the back and turned up flat against the circular crowns. The cloaks were of midnight blue, too utterly dramatic, said Mr Cecil, only just the wrong length to be really smart. They were worn over dirty white trousers with cylindrical legs; and even dirtier bare feet, except in the case of the Gerente whose dignity was served by the addition of a pair of filthy white tennis shoes. They carried what appeared to be flintlocks, splendidly chased in silver and black. The dog was a fearsome Alsatian bitch with an angry eye, obviously bred on a diet of human flesh. ‘My dears, up to one’s room for one’s sketching books this minute, if only one dared!’

‘Well, I agree with Leo,’ said Helen Rodd. ‘I think it’s not funny at all, but most terribly sinister.’

‘You surely don’t imagine …?’ said Miss Trapp, mud-grey once more.

‘I just didn’t care for the look of El Exaltida’s prison.’

‘What would our position be?’ said Leo Rodd to Cockrill. ‘Are we subject to Spanish law or Italian or what?’

‘You’re subject to the law of San Juan el Pirata,’ said Cockie. ‘If a crime is committed here, it’s their affair.’

‘But surely international law … I mean, our Government …’

‘That is international law,’ said Cockie. ‘It’s on their soil and it’s their affair. The British Government will no doubt represent and request and all the rest of it, but the Exalteeder or whatever he calls himself, doesn’t give a tuppenny damn about the British Government, I don’t suppose, or any other government: so I quite agree with you, it’s not funny at all.’ He added with some relish that the penalty for murder here, was hanging, same as at home; and that after the intervening weeks of Juanese justice, it was understood to come under the general heading of a Merciful Release.

In the centre of the room, Fernando continued to argue, flinging expostulative arms. Now and again he pointed to one or other of them, identifying, explaining, defending – promising? ‘Really,’ said Louli, ‘did you ever feel more like slightly unsaleable fatstock at a market fair? “What – twenty pelire for that poor spavined old scrag …?” Oh! – sorry, Miss Trapp, I didn’t mean you.’

‘I hope not, Miss Barker,’ said Miss Trapp icily. Inspector Cockrill hoped so too. It was not like Louli to be unkind; not that kind of unkind.

‘The Gerente is looking at me rather doubtfully,’ said Cecil. ‘What can Fernando be saying?’

‘Oh, yes, and Inspector, now it’s you. He’s looking at you most oddly!’

Inspector Cockrill was not used to being looked at oddly. He arose, stubbed out his cigarette and marched across to Fernando. Behind his back, Cecil and Louvaine went into a comedy act, thumbs into armholes, knees bend, shoot out one leg, ’ere, ’ere, ’ere, wot’s all this going on? It appeared to afford them a good deal of entertainment; the rest of the party contained their mirth without any visible effort.

Mr Fernando was exhausted. He wiped the sweat from his glistening brow with the sleeve of his summer suit. ‘Inspector – I fight. I fight for my party, I fight for my helpless ones.’ He made an encircling gesture with his arm, though he had hardly strength left to lift it. ‘All my tourists, they are my people, they are in my care.’

‘Never mind the others,’ said Cockie crossly. ‘You fight for the ones that were not at the Palacio. That’s us.’

Fernando lifted his arms and flopped them down again immediately, though whether from sheer despair or because he could no longer hold them up, Mr Cockrill could not discern. ‘Inspector – I tell you: I fight. I fight for Mr and Mrs Rodd: the senor has but one arm, poor man, the senora is beautiful – be merciful, Gerente, I say, and let them go. Besides, they are rich, and shall they not be grateful? And the young senorita, a great book writer, Gerente, and she also is beautiful and also rich. And the pale senor, like a lady, he has many shops in London, shall he not send you dresses, Gerente, when he gets safely home, beautiful dresses for your Inez, your Isabellita, your Carmen, your Pepita … I searched for the name of his wife, Inspector, you understand, but his Spanish is not good, he thought that I told him the poor Mr Cecil is the father of many daughters.’ He lifted his weary shoulders only half-way to his ears. ‘However, it was the same in the end. The Gerente too has many daughters. Also I told him that Mr Cecil is rich.’

‘And Miss Trapp is rich?’ said Inspector Cockrill.

Fernando looked slightly uncomfortable. ‘Ah – Miss Trapp. You understand, senor, that with Miss Trapp it is a matter of delicacy. The Gerente is sympathetic towards Miss Trapp.’

‘Well, I trust the Gerente is sympathetic towards me,’ said Cockie. ‘Nobody need think I’m rich.’

‘No, no, Inspector, but you are agente de politio, to him you are a brother.’

‘Thank you,’ said Cockie. He looked about him and finally enquired, delicately: ‘Then who …?’

Fernando looked about him too, cheerfully smiling. ‘There are still …’ But there was no one. His smile grew less, he began to tick them off rather feverishly on his fingers. ‘Mr and Mrs Rodd; yourself, Inspector, Miss Trapp, Mr Cecil, Miss Barker …’ There was nobody left. Fernando had fought for his helpless ones, not wisely but too well, and now was a helpless one himself; and what friend would fight for him? The Gerente made a sign to his men and two of them stepped forward purposefully. Fernando said in a voice that was suddenly sharp with fear: ‘Inspector – he says that I shall go with them.’

‘Go with them? But why you?’

‘After all,’ said Fernando, reasonably, ‘there is no one else.’

‘Then he must begin again.’

‘Why should he?’ said Fernando, quite seeing the Gerente’s point, ‘when he has me?’

Inspector Cockrill thought swiftly. ‘Tell him – point out to him that if you aren’t here, there’ll be no one to interpret for him.’

Fernando translated. ‘He says that the Hotel Manager, El Diretore – he knows some English.’

‘Tell him I don’t understand the Dirrytory’s English. If I can’t have you to interpret, I shan’t be able to assist him with his investigations.’

Fernando looked unhappy. ‘Inspector, he replies that he does not need you to assist him with his investigations.’

‘Have you explained to him who I am? Tell him I’m a police inspector, tell him that’s a very high and important position, higher than his own …’

But Fernando was already telling him. He looked more unhappy than ever. ‘Inspector, he says – he says that you are too old.’

‘Too old,’ said Cockie, in a voice of doom.

‘In San Juan, a policeman of such rank would have retired long ago, Inspector, very rich. All policemen of any rank are rich – the smugglers must pay them bribes and with the bribes they may buy more boats and need not themselves pay bribes. It is only because of so many daughters that El Gerente himself has not retired; and,’ said Fernando, frankly, ‘it can be seen that he is much, much younger than yourself, Inspector.’

‘You mean that he does not believe that I am a policeman?’

‘A policeman, yes; but – what is a policeman? That you are a Gerente, higher than El Gerente himself – well,’ said Fernando, regretfully, ‘no.’

Inspector Cockrill decided that the time had come when he must speak – and speak in Spanish. He stepped forward, looked into the Gerente’s beaming face and, banging himself smartly on the chest, said very loudly: ‘Me – Scotalanda Yard!’

The Gerente’s face lost its complacency. ‘Scotalanda Yarrrrrda?’

‘Very big,’ said Cockie, spreading his arms like some euphoric angler looking forward to the day’s catch, ‘very important. Importanta!’ He had been to Scotland Yard perhaps half a dozen times in his life, on visits to other people.

The Gerente gave Fernando an enquiring glance. ‘Si, si, si,’ said Fernando, eagerly. ‘Scotalanda Yarda!’

It was electrifying. The Gerente fell upon Cockie’s neck and embraced a blood brother, bussing him upon his withered cheeks till, in their seats in the stalls, Mr Cecil and Louli had to stuff their handkerchiefs into their mouths, to stifle the hysteria of their laughter. But Inspector Cockrill, extricating himself from the enveloping folds of the Gerente’s cloak, agreed with Leo Rodd: it might be all very comic-opera and amusing, but in its very absence of all sense, all reason, all responsibility, it was so utterly sinister as to turn him cold with fear; murder and the suspicion of murdering, were not, after all, very funny.

Mr Fernando did not think so either. He stood there between his squat guards, not smiling; and suddenly even the giggles in the background ceased. Brown faces, black-whiskered as brigands, shadowed beneath shiny black-mackintoshy hats; blue cloaks, mysteriously folded, glint of gold ear-rings against swarthy cheeks, glint of silver chasing upon evil glint of steel: bare brown feet shuffling beneath grimy stove-pipe trousers – shuffling in eagerness to be off and away, off and away with the prisoner, any prisoner, the innocent, the guilty, anyone who would serve to string up, some convenient day, upon the old gallows in the market-place; or moulder away, forgotten, in the dank, bottomless grave of the black old fortress on its rocky cliff. For questioning? There would be no questions, or none that the Gerente, in his need for a victim, would not ask and answer to his own satisfaction; no evidence taken, or none recorded; no public trial, unless, possibly, the Gerente should think it politic to get hold of his friend the Magistrato and agree to squeeze one in, some time before Easter – there is always a little spare time about then for, though it would be too much to ask the Juanese to give up smuggling for Lent, it is a fact that, profoundly pious, they do almost universally refrain on all the special days of fasting and abstinence and right through Holy Week …

‘Tell him,’ said Inspector Cockrill firmly, ‘that we will go up to the girl’s room now, and I will assist him in his investigations. Tell him that you will come with me as interpreter.’

It was half past nine. Outside on the terrace, the Stainless Ones were at the trough, heads down, eyes bright with divided excitement and simple greed. Leo Rodd summoned El Diretore who arrived pale and breathless, in evident expectation of being murdered on the spot if he failed in giving immediate attention to these foreign savages. ‘We can’t eat out there,’ said Leo Rodd to him, gesturing towards the diners on the terrace. ‘Put a table on the balcony above and send something up to us there. And send up some wine, molto vino or whatever you call it, and a round of double Juanellos, or whatever anyone fancies.’ He led the way through into the central hall and up the stairs, through his and Helen’s room and so out on to the balcony. ‘We’ll make them fix us up in this corner here, and then we can be out of the way of those goopers, and at the same time keep an eye on the Inspector and his boy friend and their goings-on.’ To Miss Trapp’s anxious quackings he replied briefly that they were not yet murdered and while they yet lived, they must eat. ‘My dear, I do think your boy friend is so masterful,’ said Cecil to Louvaine. ‘Someone has to act,’ said Louli shortly.

‘One must be forgiven for being just the least mite jittery; you may not know it, but one has been here before!’

‘What do you mean, here before?’

‘Oh, but a murder, ducky. Years ago, in Christophe’s, one of the girls, you can’t think how horrid. Police investigations and all sorts. I mean, what is Inspector Cockrill going to think?’

‘He’ll think that your many daughters will soon be orphans,’ said Louvaine, cheering up.

Out of the chaos of the hotel staff, El Diretore organized a sufficient service to the improvised dining-room on the corner of the balcony. ‘Under the circumstances,’ said Leo Rodd as they settled themselves unhappily round it, ‘I suppose “Here’s to crime” would not be a suitable toast.’

‘I don’t know about anyone else,’ said Cecil, ‘but I for one am frankly a frightened boy.’

‘I think we should be five frightened people,’ said Leo.

‘But Mr Rodd …’

Leo put out a hand for the cigarette his wife had lighted for him. ‘Look here, Miss Trapp – we simply must face the situation and it isn’t a comfortable one. Everyone else on the tour is definitely out, and so are the rest of the people staying in the hotel. Anyway – we were the only people who knew her at all: as it happened, our little group did seem to see a bit more of her than the rest, and of course we were the ones concerned – however remotely – with her last hours. She was bathing with us at half past four, at seven o’clock she was dead.’

‘Yes, but just because we casually spoke to her, on a conducted tour – I mean, how can any of us be connected with her in any way?’

‘I simply say that people are going to ask questions and we’d better team up and think what we’re going to answer.’

Further along the balcony, Inspector Cockrill leaned against the rail looking on with exquisite disapproval as the politio of San Juan went about its task. Miss Trapp unhappily sipped at her Juanello. ‘The servants …’

‘He’s sent the servants away.’

‘Of course,’ suggested Cecil hopefully, ‘he may have sent them away to dungeons or somewhere.’

‘Nonsense, ducky, they’re roaring round with osso buco and ratatouille down on the terrace before your very eyes. And anyway,’ said Louvaine, ‘why should any of the servants have wanted to kill La Lane?’

Miss Trapp thought there might be a dozen reasons. Everyone knew that foreigners were dishonest. ‘They might think she’d be down on the beach with the rest of us and go into her room …’

‘But why kill her?’ said Leo.

‘If she caught them pilfering …’

‘They wouldn’t kill her, surely?’ agreed Helen Rodd. ‘They’d only have to slip half the proceeds to the Gerente, to get away scot free, and I dare say all tourists are pretty fair game. And anyway, why her room rather than any of the others? None of the others seem to have been touched: and it wasn’t as if hers was the first or the last or anything: why begin there? – I mean, if they had been on a thieving expedition. And it isn’t as if she wore a lot of jewellery or had anything ostentatiously valuable.’

‘Mind you, that coat of hers is Victor Stiebel,’ said Cecil; it had always been a sore point.

‘Do you think the criminal community of Barrequitas would be likely to recognize that?’

Mr Cecil cheered up at the thought that a Stiebel model might pass unnoticed. Louvaine said: ‘What you mean is that her things were expensive?’

‘You don’t wear a coat like that and have other things cheap. Fifty or sixty, Mr Cecil, would you say?’

Miss Trapp thought it would be nearer sixty. ‘That’s a real Chinese silk tussore, Mrs Rodd. Christophe’s, I know, would charge sixty, if not more.’ She suddenly blushed scarlet. ‘Oh, but Mr Cecil could better speak of that.’

Leo Rodd drew irritably on his cigarette. ‘Aren’t we getting away from the matter at issue?’ But in the gathering darkness, further along the veranda, Inspector Cockrill, all ears, thought to himself that maybe they were not so very far off, after all; and longed to know, as a matter of private interest, whether they were talking in shillings or pounds.

‘So, if not a pilfering servant, Miss Trapp – what then?’

Miss Trapp looked down her long nose. There were – other things. A young woman, defenceless, alone …

‘But why kill her,’ insisted Leo. ‘Why kill her?’

‘If she put up a struggle?’

‘I don’t think she did,’ said Helen Rodd. She gave a little shuddering shake to her head, but she controlled herself at once, sitting upright on the wooden balcony chair, very cool and composed, a charming grey moth in her soft grey dress. ‘I – when we went in and looked at her, I looked at her hands. I always do seem to notice people’s hands. Her hands were – clasped round the hilt of the knife, you remember? They were very clean, like a little girl’s bands that have just been washed to go to a party: she kept her nails rather short, cut square, no nail varnish or anything. Well, they were perfectly clean too, not torn or broken or anything, and you could see her arms up to the elbows and they weren’t marked in any way. I’m sure she hadn’t – fought with anyone.’

‘And anyway,’ said her husband impatiently, ‘if just servants – why the ceremonial?’

‘The ceremonial?’ said Louvaine, blankly.

‘For Pete’s sake! The girl was laid out on that horrible bed, her bands folded, her feet together; her hair was spread out all round her head in a sort of fan – and underneath her had been spread a great red shawl. I say again – why the ceremonial?’

‘Well, but, ducky,’ said Louvaine, ‘the Spanish are a madly ceremonious nation.’

He made a swift impatient movement. In the shadowed lamplight, his face took on the old angry, intolerant frown, he pushed away the plate of hors d’oeuvres before him with a movement of irritable revulsion. ‘This is so terribly serious – couldn’t we just for a moment be spared the double-talk?’ She flung up her head and met the hostility of his bright, dark eyes; and Cockie, watching them from his place along the balcony, thought that she looked back at him with something like terror. Helen said smoothly into the shattering silence: ‘But do you think it really was “ceremonial”?’

He switched round upon her, obviously grateful for a less immediately – or less obviously – vulnerable object for his uncontrollable irritability. ‘Of course it was “ceremonial”. Laid out on that ghastly bed, wrapped in a thing like a – like a shroud.’

‘Yes, but was she in fact “laid out”? Don’t you think we may all have imagined it? After all, she was only lying on a bed. It happened to be a four-poster bed, that’s all.’

‘Why put her there at all?’

‘She may have fallen there when she was killed,’ said Cecil, going over to Helen’s side.

‘Of course she didn’t,’ said Leo. The waiter swooped, uncomprehending about them, gathering up the almost untouched plates of black olives and smoked ham. ‘She fell by the little table, right across from the bed in the corner under the window. The chair was pushed back, there was blood on it …’

*

It was a small, square, wooden table, a plain wooden chair. In the room along the veranda, the Gerente was even now examining them, with a splendid disregard for spattered blood and possible fingerprints: he had in fact been astonished to find that Scotalanda Yarrda seemed to set store by these extravagances. After all, blood was blood, a young woman had been killed in this room, they all knew that: and here was blood – but naturally, senor! As to prints, there had at one time been some powder and an insufflator down at the prison, but goodness knew where they were now. For after all, when you had gone to all that trouble, what then? He knew everyone in San Juan el Pirata without having to look at the tips of their fingers! The Gerente Inglese must not take him for a fool, said the Gerente de Politio, laughing heartily at the bare idea. Inspector Cockrill had scarcely time to note the shape of the splashes on the table, before a uniformed arm, sweeping casually across them, smeared them half out of existence …

‘… you mean you think she was lifted on to the bed?’

‘Even if she was,’ said Helen, ‘that might not mean anything much. It seems to be a sort of instinct to lay dead people out flat – or injured people, for that matter, although it does the dead people no good and often makes the injured people worse.’

‘Yes,’ said Miss Trapp. ‘That’s true.’

‘But that white shroud …’

‘It was only her kimono, Leo. She’d probably put it on when she changed out of her wet bathing things. I know, I lay down for the siesta just in a thin dressing-gown.’

‘I see, yes,’ said Leo, slowly. ‘They just heaved her on to the bed, pushed her feet together, which would be the normal instinct, I suppose; and her hands – well, her hands were on the hilt of the knife.’

‘She may have been trying to pull it out,’ said Helen, shuddering again.

Inspector Cockrill looked and listened, grimly smiling. Very comforting, he thought: no shroud, no catafalque, no carefully laid-out body, nothing ugly, nothing inexplicable, nothing bizarre. He kept one wary eye upon the room where El Gerente went his slapdash way, but across the intervening space he tossed, with almost malicious pleasure, a pebble of discord into the still pond of their returning confidence. ‘Aren’t you forgetting about the shawl?’ he said.

It was true. They had forgotten all about the shawl. Helen said quickly: ‘You don’t think that was – just an accident too? Like the bed being a four-poster.’ But she suddenly went very tense; she said sharply: ‘Only it wasn’t her shawl. It was …’

Leo Rodd said something to her, savagely, out of the corner of his mouth. ‘It was my shawl,’ said Louli.

Louli’s shawl. The chenille tablecloth that a few brief weeks before she had wheedled out of the Bognor aunt; the red chenille tablecloth with the gay white bobbles – laid out, smoothed out beneath the murdered body, a lake of blood for a floating corpse with outspread, dank dark hair. ‘It was my shawl. I thought you all realized.’ She moved a little closer to Cecil in a rather pathetic gesture of reliance upon that acidulate, bloodless comradeship that was all he had to offer her. ‘I must say, it makes me feel quite sick.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Helen, distressed. ‘I didn’t think what I was saying.’

But Louvaine was not one to bear a grudge. ‘I know, ducky, don’t worry.’ She repeated’ ‘I thought you’d all have recognized it.’

‘What was it doing in her room?’

‘It wasn’t in her room,’ said Louli. ‘It was in my room. They – the murderer, must have got it. It was folded over the back of the chair.’ She added that her room was next to Miss Lane’s, number four. ‘I bagged it so as not to be next to Mrs Sick.’

Mr Cecil did so understand that. ‘But how could they have got into your room?’

‘Well, just through the door,’ said Louvaine. ‘The door into the corridor wasn’t locked, I never lock doors; and the one on to the balcony was wide open.’

‘Nothing else was touched?’

‘No, I changed afterwards, out of my bathing dress. Nothing else was touched at all.’

They were all silent, miserably considering it. Miss Trapp said at last: ‘Miss Lane had a shawl of her own, if they wanted a shawl. At least a stole – a blue and white one.’

‘Would it be the same size as Miss Barker’s?’

‘I think it was more a proper stole,’ said Louli. ‘I had to fold mine, actually, it’s square.’ And actually, she added, a tablecloth and not a stole at all.

Presumably a murderer who felt compelled to lay out the victim according to some ritual of his own, might equally be obliged to choose a shawl of a certain shape and colour, might even find some horrid significance in preferring a tablecloth. But that presupposed some knowledge of where such a thing was to be found. ‘We’ve all seen the shawl, Louli,’ said Leo Rodd, forgetting in his concentration all about ‘Miss Barker’. ‘We saw it at Milan and you wore it the other evening in Siena. But here?’

Louvaine considered. ‘No, I haven’t worn it here. It’s a stupid thing, actually, idiotically hot.’

‘So that the hotel staff wouldn’t know it? Or any of the hotel guests? They wouldn’t realize that you’d got such a thing in your room?’

‘The girl who does the rooms would,’ said Miss Trapp, clinging desperately to her own theory of a sort of inverted noblesse oblige.

‘Still and all,’ said Leo, ‘it does seem to narrow things down.’

At ten o’clock, the murdered body of Vanda Lane was wrapped in a piece of black bunting, by no means thus employed for the first time, and carried off without undue ceremony to the prison, which apparently combined the functions of morgue and police station, as well as those of civil and criminal courts and dungeon gaol, the customary end of appearing there at all. Cockrill joined them at the table with a subdued Fernando who remained, faute de choix, suspect No. 1, but was permitted a restricted freedom on a sort of ticket-of-leave arrangement, Inspector Cockrill standing Prisoner’s Friend. ‘Have you all eaten yet?’

‘We’ve toyed with hors d’oeuvres. The Diretore’s whipping up a paella or something for us.’

Appetites might be impaired but the paella when it came was hot and steamy, rich with pimento and tomato, with onion and garlic, with fish and chicken and dear little chopped up squids. ‘Eye of newt,’ said Louli, fishing out a rubbery tentacle tip, ‘is one thing, but toe of frog I simply will not! Have you heard, Inspector, that mass escapes have been taking place right, left, and centre?’

Inspector Cockrill had been in the dead girl’s room during the commotion on the terrace, vainly trying to convince the Gerente that, before the body was removed, it might be handy to call in someone who could even roughly guess an estimate of the time of death. ‘The entire staff, Inspector, left in a body, and were all marched back again, positively clanking with hotel spoons and forks, and nobody seemed to mind a bit.’ But when the thus belated paella had been cleared away and the waiters, who certainly seemed not a whit the worse for their foiled excursion, had brought the little cups of thick bitter chocolate and bowls of thin sweet cream, and left them to themselves, all their forced hilarity ebbed away. ‘Now do tell us, Inspector, what on earth’s going on?’

Above them the sky was dark with a clear, star-studded darkness like a spangled veil, below them the sea was a-glitter with the firefly lights of the fishing fleet, pair by pair; all about them the air was balmy, sweet with the scent of jasmine, mimosa, and rose. But Inspector Cockrill, heaving himself sideways to dive into his pocket for papers and tobacco, wished himself fervently back in England again, on a nice chilly, damp July evening, holidaying decently in a Herne Bay boarding house. ‘Well, I’ll tell you what I can. It isn’t what I’m used to,’ said Cockie, resentfully, ‘but it seems to me that you’d better all know what there is to face.’ He completed the cigarette and lighted a small bonfire at its wispy end. ‘Very well. I will describe what I’ve seen; you can draw your own conclusions. First: the room.’

‘Just like all our rooms?’

‘Just like the rest of them. There are ten in a row, in this angle of the hotel building, and this was number five; that you know. A small, square room with nothing in it but a bed, standing out from the centre of one side wall, and along the other wall a built-in wardrobe. The balcony wall, as it were, has a central door and a small window on either side, rather high up. Under the window on the bed side, there’s a small dressing-table, under the other window there’s the small square table and a plain wooden chair. The floor’s uncarpeted, bleached white wood: and all the furniture’s in plain bleached wood. The curtains, the bed curtains, the counterpane, are all just white cotton stuff – the whole thing has a sort of monastic effect, presumably to be cool and clean. The back of the room is divided off to make a tiny bathroom, leaving a narrow passage to the corridor door. I take it your rooms are all much the same? – mine is.’

Double or single, the rooms were all the same: into some a matrimona had been squeezed instead of a single bed, but that was all the difference. ‘Very well. In the bathroom there’s only a wash-basin and a shower: the shower is just an overhead sprinkler surrounded by a curtain, with a rim round the drain underneath.’

‘Whoever peddled those shower things through Italy,’ said Louvaine chattily, ‘did a wonderful job. They’re simply everywhere.’ The only thing was, last night she had forgotten her bath-cap and hair-dye had simply spouted all over her, positively rivers of blood …

‘At any rate they sold one to the Bellomare Hotel for Miss Lane’s bathroom,’ said Helen, pleasantly smiling, pleasantly leading back to the subject on hand. Her husband sketched her a tiny mock bow. ‘Thank you, my dear; your heart is in the right place – whatever they may say.’ But Inspector Cockrill thought that underlying the mockery was a gleam of purest gratitude: of rather astonished gratitude that for his sake, she should protect his love from so signally making a fool of herself at a moment when light-hearted folly was very much out of place: should protect himself from that first sick stab of disillusion and doubt. ‘You were saying, Inspector …?’

Inspector Cockrill had, as it happened, finished with what he had been saying. ‘We come now to her possessions. They’re as I think you’d expect – very neat, nothing out of place: everything of excellent quality, no discrepancies in that respect. I was only able to have a very cursory glance round; but I could see that the dress she wore this morning was hung up in a wardrobe, there were some underclothes in a corner of the bathroom, presumably for washing. Her bathing dress and the rubber cap and shoes were rolled up in the white towel – a hotel towel – and hung over the edge of the balcony rail outside her door. There were two novels, closed, on a corner of her dressing-table, no sign anywhere of sewing things, manicure things, pens, pencils, paper, and so forth – they were probably in the dressing-table drawers.’ He eyed them with a glint of teasing. ‘You will make what you like of all this as I go along.

‘Now, the body. The body was lying as you saw it. There seem to be no marks of any kind, no scratches or bruises, nothing – except the one stab wound. This was made by the paper knife, as you saw. Several of the tourists bought these knives this morning in the town …’

Mr Cecil had bought one himself, too divine for one’s desk at Christophe’s with that wrought black and gold handle, so decorative; and Louvaine had bought one, because Leo had admired it; and thought that one day she would give it to him and say, ‘Little did they realize when I bought it flat out in front of them all, that I was buying it for you …’ for on such foolish secrets her secret love of necessity for the time being fed; and Miss Lane had bought one. They were labelled exuberantly, ‘Butifull Toledo steel works, mad only in San Juan’, and it was not for tourists to enquire how Toledo steel came to be made only in San Juan, or where were the foundries and workshops necessarily implied.

‘The blade is five inches long,’ said Cockie, ‘and thin and sharp. It could penetrate the breast without undue force being used.’

‘You mean that a man or a woman …?’

‘Certainly,’ said Cockie. ‘Now, the point of penetration is fairly low on the left breast, over the heart, but not more than an inch from the central line of the breast bone. The kimono thing she was wearing has straight edges; it would be tied round her waist by the sash and form a sort of deep V. The knife hasn’t penetrated the stuff, it has gone between the two edges of the V.’ He added that they could make what they liked of that: and furthermore that she had nothing on under the gown.

‘The coverlet under her is rumpled a bit, of course, and there are a few smears of blood on it. The disarrangement suggests that she was lifted on to the bed from the side away from the windows, which is a little odd because the shortest way from the spot where she was killed, in the table corner, would be to the other side of the bed. The front of the kimono is spotted and smeared with blood, but not as much as you’d expect; and the blood seems rather pale and watery there, as if it were diluted.’ He held up a hand to ward off premature interruptions. ‘The wound would probably have spurted blood. If she’d put up her hands to defend herself, her hands and arms would have had a good deal of blood on them; but in fact they seem quite clean except for a few small smears. The shawl underneath her is quite clean, except for a damp patch where her head lay; and as we know, her hair was still quite wet.

‘That’s the bed. Now, the table and chair. The table has been pulled out into the room a bit, and the chair is behind it: as you go in through the balcony door, they’re in the right-hand corner, but the table had been moved so that anybody sitting at it would be looking, as it were slantwise, towards the balcony door; and anybody standing half turned in the doorway would be talking to the person across the little table. The chair is pushed back as though someone rose quickly from it: I only say “as though” but I think Miss Lane was a very tidy person and in the ordinary way, she would probably have replaced the chair. The chair has a few smears of blood; but the table is spattered all over with blood – except for an oblong patch, roughly in the centre which is free of any blood marks at all. The spots of blood, as I stood in the doorway, were tapered in my direction, if you see what I mean.’ No one appearing to see what he meant at all, he amended crossly that they were shaped like tadpoles with their tails pointing towards him.

‘Couldn’t be clearer,’ said Cecil, sotto voce to Louli; but Louli had learned her lesson by now, and looking nervously at Leo, she mumbled to shut up and listen.

‘Turning to the bathroom,’ said Cockie, not deigning to throw them a glance, ‘I found blood smears almost everywhere. The shower had been used since the maid did the bathroom, the hand towels were damp and blood-stained, just dropped about anyhow. One of the bath-towels, we know, was outside on the rail with her damp bathing things: the other was rather interesting – it was very damp and it was stained with blood all along one edge. There were smears on the wooden floor between the bathroom and the bed, where blood had been washed off or water mopped up; and the same between the table and the foot of the bed.’ He stopped abruptly and tilted back his chair, his toes just touching the ground. A glass of grappa was standing full before him and he emptied it, coughing, at one gulp.

Mr Cecil thought that it was all madly interesting, but didn’t tell them much.

‘It tells us a very great deal,’ said Cockie severely.

Leo Rodd had a bash. ‘It tells us that – let’s see. She came up from her bathe – no, go back earlier than that. She came in from lunch, she changed into her kimono, possibly with her undies still on, and presumably lay down like the rest of us. Then she put on her bathers, tossing her underclothes, then or before that, into the bathroom to be washed. When she came back from the bathe, she put her wet things on the rail and slipped on her kimono with nothing underneath it. She pulled out the little table from the window a bit and was sitting there when …’

‘What for?’ said Cockie.

‘What for?’

‘Why did she sit down at the little table?’

‘Well, I don’t know – to write some letters or something.’

‘But there were no writing things on the table,’ said Helen. ‘Or sewing things. Or manicure things.’

‘M’m. I see,’ said Leo.

‘Perhaps she was reading,’ suggested Louvaine, reasonably.

‘One doesn’t sit at a table to read,’ said Miss Trapp, ‘and her books were on the dressing-table. And anyway, she’d come in to lie down.’ Miss Trapp herself had sent her in to lie down.

‘Perhaps she had lain down. After all, she was in her room for two and a half hours before we found her. Then she got up and sat down at the table.’

‘I say again – what for?’ said Cockie.

‘Perhaps she sat down to talk to the murderer?’

‘Leaving him standing up? There wasn’t anything else in the room to sit on.’

‘That would suggest a servant,’ said Miss Trapp, eagerly; but nobody bothered about Miss Trapp and her servant problem any more.

‘Then what was on the table?’ said Cockie.

‘You’ve told us yourself that there was nothing on it,’ said Leo. But he remembered. ‘Ah! – but you said there was a patch that wasn’t spattered with blood – an oblong patch.’

‘Like ferns in a book,’ said Louvaine. She shied away from that dawning, irritable frown. ‘No, no, I’m not talking nonsense: don’t you remember when one was a child, one used to put leaves and things down on a clean page and spatter ink with a comb? It was heavenly. And then you lifted up the leaf and all the rest of the page was speckled.’

A slight altercation followed between those who had never heard of it in their lives, and those whose childhood rainy days had been made exquisite with ink and comb. Mr Cockrill continued to draw on his wispy cigarette. He considered it his duty, in the very curious, not to say dangerous, circumstances in which they found themselves, to tell them the facts. If they could not trouble to use the information, that was no affair of his.

Miss Barker, however, was getting quite well trained. She nervously brought the subject back from the realms to which her simile had consigned it. ‘I only meant that the square patch was like the leaf. In other words, Inspector, there was something on the table when the table was spattered with blood; and it’s been taken away.’

‘Yes,’ said Cockrill.

‘Something square: a book or a box.’

‘Something oblong, actually; if a book, possibly an open book.’

‘There were two books in the room?’

‘Neither of them is bloodstained.’

‘Now that I do call exciting,’ said Cecil. ‘A book or a box – and the murderer’s taken it away. Whatever can have been in it?’

Inspector Cockrill had a very shrewd idea of what might have been in the book or the box and thought Mr Cecil too might be less than sincere in his wide-eyed wonder. But they moved on, away from that particular problem. ‘Well, anyway, Inspector, she was sitting there in her white kimono and the murderer came in through the balcony door …’

‘Why the balcony door, Leo?’

‘Because of the way the chair was facing, the way the table was turned. Aren’t I right, Inspector?’

‘You’d make a good detective,’ said Cockie; higher praise no man could bestow.

‘They faced each other across the table. The murderer was – was either a man or a woman,’ said Leo, slowing down. And he added, tentatively, but encouraged by Cockrill’s recent praise, ‘But probably a woman – or a man whom Miss Lane knew pretty well.’

‘Very good indeed,’ said Cockrill, surprised.

‘And about her own height or a little taller; and right-handed.’

‘Now you’re simply showing off,’ said Mr Cecil.

‘He’s doing very nicely,’ said Cockie. ‘But you’d better explain your deductions, Mr Rodd, to these simple minds.’

Leo deprecatingly obliged. ‘As for the height and the right-handedness, you could see from the hilt of the knife, when she was lying there, that the thrust went from right to left and slightly downwards and any detective story tells you what that shows. As to the murderer being a woman or a man – well, it’s true that a man would be the likeliest to be taller; Miss Lane wasn’t short by any means.’ He gave them his bitter smile and added that he trusted they would balance the fact that he was the only man present of the requisite height, against the fact that he could hardly be called right-handed. ‘But I still think it may have been a woman, and that’s because of the kimono. If the knife didn’t go through the kimono, if it went between the two edges, then the kimono must have been fairly wide open, or anyway, open a long way down; and I should think Miss Lane was the sort of girl who would automatically pull it together if she was in the presence of a man – unless she knew him extremely well, and even then I think she’d probably just hitch herself tidy and comme il faut.’

There was a loud chorus of admiration. ‘Elementary, elementary,’ said Leo. ‘Come on, Mr Cecil – you have a go now.’

‘There’s nothing left to have a go at,’ said Cecil, a little bit put about by all this fuss and adulation over somebody else. ‘They talked across the table – not for very long, because the other person didn’t sit down …’

‘There was nothing for them to sit on; they just had to stand up.’

‘They could have gone and sat on the bed,’ said Cecil, crossly. ‘I mean, if it had been a real discussion, a real heart-to-hearter. Anyway, I say it was a short discussion, they quarrelled, the paper knife was on the table, because after all it was a paper knife and anyway it was new, she probably just put it down there to look at and gloat over a bit like one does with anything new: and the murderer picked it up and lunged at her, hence the tadpoles, and …’

‘Here, hoy, why “hence”? Explain your deductions, as the Inspector would say.’

‘Oh, but anybody knows,’ said Cecil, his good humour returning, ‘that if you flick a paint-brush or a pen, the drops fall into a little round dobble that tails off away from the thing that’s flicked. She was standing behind the table and the blood sort of – well, squirted out and the drops on the table do taper away from her, as it were. But it only confirms that she was standing behind the little table, facing towards the balcony door, and that we know.’

‘That we deduce,’ said Cockie.

Cecil thought it was all too horrid, anyway, quite sickening, and that they should hurry on to the bathroom. ‘You won’t find the bathroom any more attractive,’ said Inspector Cockrill.

‘Well, as it happens the only interesting thing there is the bath-towel,’ said Cecil. ‘I mean, obviously the murderer went in there and cleaned up; he may even have had a shower, he may even have washed his clothes, though how he could walk about afterwards all damp one doesn’t quite see …’

‘Unless, of course,’ said Cockie, sweetly, ‘he happened to be in a bathing dress.’

‘A bathing dress?’

‘My dear Mr Cecil – the six suspects chosen by the police of San Juan are sitting round this table at this moment; and at the time that the crime was committed – isn’t it a fact that all of you were wearing bathing dresses.’

‘The six …? But, Inspector … I mean, you don’t really think …?’

‘I don’t think anything,’ said Cockie. ‘I’m talking about what the people here think, and unfortunately it’s what they think that matters. And I simply say that it is perhaps a slight – confirmation – that the murderer was able to wash himself clean of bloodstains and then walk about with damp clothes without attracting notice. It does suggest a bathing dress.’

‘Of course if it was one of the other hotel people, Inspector, they could have gone to their own room and changed.’

‘Yes, but Leo,’ said Helen, ‘then surely they’d have gone and washed in their own room as well? Why stay on the scene of the crime?’

‘Because the scene of the crime was the one place where it was safe enough to leave traces of blood. Isn’t that true, Inspector? If the murderer had gone to his own bathroom, there would probably have been some traces, however faint, and the police would have discovered them.’

Inspector Cockrill privately thought that the Hotel Bellomare could have been transformed to a blood bath before the police of San Juan would have taken the slightest notice. He agreed, however, that the murderer, as long as he was fairly safe from interruption, was wise to remove all traces of the crime on the spot. ‘Now, Mr Cecil – you were commenting on the bath-towel, and you’re quite right to do so. Very damp; and with bloodstains all down one of the long edges, lengthways, that is.’

‘M’m,’ said Mr Cecil. ‘Very damp. Well, bath-towels often are very damp; and we don’t know that it wasn’t Miss Lane herself who used the shower, before ever the murderer came near the room. But the thing is – the blood.’ He gave a distasteful shudder at the ugly word, but was really too much concentrated upon the subject before him to do more than token service to his delicate susceptibilities. ‘There was blood on it – but only down one edge. And the other thing, that sort of goes with it, is that there wasn’t much blood round the knife and the edges of the kimono and it seemed to be a bit diluted So, Inspector, I should say that – yes, that the towel was sort of folded, or rolled if you like and, as it were, ringed round the hilt of the knife; so that there wouldn’t be too much blood spilled about when she was moved on to the bed. When she was on the bed, the towel was removed, her hands were put back round the knife – they were only quite laxly curled round it, they weren’t gripping it – and the towel was chucked out into the bathroom.’ He eyed Cockie like an alert sparrow; and Cockie reflected, as he had earlier reflected about the Gerente, that it never did to underrate people. He said graciously that that was very good indeed. Mr Cecil went quite pink with gratification, thought over the problem and said that that was all.

Cockie switched off his graciousness like a lamp. ‘All?’

‘I can’t think of anything else of interest.’

Nobody else could either. ‘Good heavens I’ said Cockie. ‘You amaze me.’ You told them everything, you put the facts before them fair and square: they discussed them all intelligently, made some superficial but quite well-reasoned deductions – and then totally ignored the most interesting; possibly the most important, certainly the most unaccountable – of the lot. He was disgusted with them. He got up abruptly from the table. ‘Well, I shall go to bed now and get some rest. I advise you all to do the same. You’re going to need it.’ They understand nothing, he thought, marching away from them impatiently: they don’t even understand the danger they’re in. Well, I’m supposed to be on holiday – let them get on with it! He stood on one leg at his bedroom door, to crush out the stump of his cigarette on the sole of blue canvas, Juanese espadrille. There arose a repellent stench of burning rope.

Chapter Six

LEO RODD sat on the edge of the four-poster bed, tugging with his one hand at the lace of his shoe and waiting, nerves scraped raw, for his wife to offer to do it for him. ‘In one minute – in one minute now, she’ll stop fiddling with her hair and turn round and pretend to notice for the first time and say, “Shall I have a go?” as though it were some sort of competition, something that we could do about equally well, a sort of jolly puzzle …’ He wondered whether a day might ever come when Louvaine would get on his nerves like this: sweet, feckless, gay Louvaine, with her casual hand put out now and again to his assistance, without concealment, without apology; would she too one day have evolved this grating formula of delicate tact, shall-I-have-a-go, let-me-try-darling, can-you-manage-all-right-my-pet …? ‘At any rate,’ he thought, ‘she’d have done something by now, not stood there fiddling with her hair for the past half hour.’

Helen glanced at his reflection in the looking-glass, standing there combing and recombing her perfectly set brown hair. ‘Whatever I say will be wrong. If I offer to do it, he’ll say that for God’s sake, he isn’t an infant in arms. If I wait any longer he’ll ask if I happen to have noticed that he’s recently lost one of his hands.’ But one could not stand there all the morning. She put down the comb and turned away from the table, pretending to see for the first time that he was in difficulties. ‘Shall I do it, darling?’ She knelt down and steadied his foot on her knee like a girl in a shoe-shop. ‘There you are. Give me the other one.’ She stood up again and covertly looked him over to see that there was nothing more he needed. ‘Well, I’ll go on down now, and wait for you on the terrace …’ (‘And then you can meet your girl on the balcony, quite by chance,’ she thought, ‘and start your day with a word of love – as you’re longing to do.’) She went out on the balcony and down the wooden steps to where the tables were laid for breakfast out on the terrace. Nobody was there yet but Mr Cecil, exquisite in white linen trousers and a peach coloured shirt. ‘My dear, did you hear the departures? They’ve all rushed off, quacking with excitement, down to the quay. Fernando has arranged for some of the smugglers’ boats to take them out for joy rides and all I can say is, I hope they’re sick, unfeeling beasts.’

‘One of them will be at any rate,’ said Helen, smiling.

‘Poor Grim’s had a terrible night, dear, positively haggard. Do you want me to order some of this repulsive bread and jam for you? – it’s all there is.’
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