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      Daphne du Maurier

      
      DAPHNE DU MAURIER (1907—89) was born in London, the daughter of the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter
         of George du Maurier, the author and artist. A voracious reader, she was from an early age fascinated by imaginary worlds
         and even created a male alter ego for herself. Educated at home with her sisters and later in Paris, she began writing short
         stories and articles in 1928, and in 1931 her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published. A biography of her father and three other novels followed, but it was the novel Rebecca that launched her into the literary stratosphere and made her one of the most popular authors of her day. In 1932, du Maurier
         married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children.
     

      
      Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, plays and biographies. Many of her bestselling novels became award-winning
         films, and in 1969 du Maurier was herself awarded a DBE. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, the setting for many of her
         books, and when she died in 1989, Margaret Forster wrote in tribute: ‘No other popular writer has so triumphantly defied classification
         … She satisfied all the questionable criteria of popular fiction, and yet satisfied too the exacting requirements of “real
         literature”, something very few novelists ever do.’
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      Introduction

      
      One of the reasons I’m such a fan of Daphne du Maurier is that her stories are never comfortable. Even in those which are commonly
         described as romances (erroneously, since she herself said Frenchman’s Creek was the only romantic novel she ever wrote) there is always something to unsettle the reader. It adds to the suspense but,
         more importantly, shows how truly she understood human nature. The flaws and weaknesses in her characters are as skilfully
         drawn as their strengths, and the sinister elements in her plots invariably develop through these imperfections.
     

      
      In Rebecca, it’s the painful immaturity and lack of confidence of the second Mrs de Winter that set events in motion; in The Scapegoat, the selfishness of one man and the needy loneliness of another; in The House on the Strand, a husband’s attempt to escape a wife he no longer loves. But Daphne’s ability to create unease out of human frailty is demonstrated
         most powerfully in her short stories. Even in ‘The Birds’, which on a surface level depicts a bizarre natural event – birds
         provoked into attacking people during a harsh winter – it is man’s complacency about his own superiority that leads to the
         huge number of deaths.
     

      
      Biographers, students and reviewers often seek to explain Daphne du Maurier’s stories through her relationships with the men
         and women in her life. Yet, were she still alive, this would undoubtedly irritate her, for it takes little account of her powers
         of observation or the extraordinary imagination that allowed her to expand a single phrase or small event into narrative fantasy.
         It’s this explanation that she gives in her preface to the first publication of The Rendezvous and Other Stories in 1980. ‘Something observed, something said, would sink into the hidden places of my mind, and later a story would form.’
     

      
      She talks of staring up at a seedy hotel in the Boulevard Montparnasse, and imagining what might go on inside. Or seeing a
         middle-aged man and a young woman dining together in a Geneva restaurant, and wondering what they’re talking about. I do this
         myself – we all do – and like Daphne we tend to assume that the middle-aged man is after sex and the ‘seedy’ hotel is the
         type of place where he’ll go to get it. But it’s the way she transforms these people and places, and the often chilling twists
         of plot and character, that lifts her work above the ordinary.
     

      
      In the same preface, she says that several of the stories were written before she embarked on her first novel (The Loving Spirit, 1931), when she was under twenty-three, and the rest between 1937 and 1947, adding: ‘The early ones especially show something
         of my development as a writer.’ There were ten of these which appeared as part of a Bantam Books collection (Early Stories, 1959) They are: ‘Panic’, ‘The Supreme Artist’, ‘Adieu Sagesse’, ‘Fairy Tale’, ‘La Sainte-Vierge’, ‘Leading Lady’, ‘The Lover’,
         ‘The Closing Door’, ‘Indiscretion’, ‘Angels and Archangels’.
     

      
      With no dates to guide us about the order in which they were written, the most interesting development seems to be her growing
         confidence in the portrayal of character. To my mind, the least sophisticated and successful of these stories are the two
         least cruel, both of which depict physically weak and naïve young people: ‘Fairy Tale’ and ‘The Closing Door’, while the two
         most successful show tough, egoistic older characters, bent on the ruthless destruction of rivals: ‘Leading Lady’ and ‘Angels
         and Archangels’. There also seems to be an increasing awareness of the dramatic possibilities of one character’s sexual exploitation
         of another. The most poignant are ‘La Sainte-Vierge’ and ‘Panic’, although this theme is at its most vicious in ‘Leading Lady’ and ‘The Lover’.
     

      
      These early stories are comparatively short because they were written for magazines, but Daphne’s talent for exploiting imperfection
         is evident in all of them. ‘Panic’ tells of a first attempt at sex which ends in rape and death when a young woman enters
         into a tryst out of bravado and realises, too late, that she can’t change her mind. ‘The Supreme Artist’ depicts a middle-aged
         actor, desperately trying to hang on to his youth; ‘Adieu Sagesse’, a henpecked husband looking for escape; ‘Fairy Tale’,
         the plight of a woman married to a gambler; ‘La Sainte-Vierge’, the easy betrayal of an ill-educated French wife; ‘Leading
         Lady’, a beautiful, but corrupt, woman’s manipulation of men; ‘The Lover’, a young man’s careless abuse of women; ‘The Closing
         Door’, a terminal illness and a butterfly-brained girl’s insensitivity to it; ‘Indiscretion’, an employer’s discovery that
         his assistant has slept with his wife; ‘Angels and Archangels’, the jealousy of a vicar for the popularity of his curate.
     

      
      Some work better than others, although none is as sophisticated as later stories like ‘The Apple Tree’ and ‘The Little Photographer’,
         which have similar themes. Nevertheless, they’re extraordinarily mature for a young writer, largely educated at home, who
         had just turned twenty when they were conceived and written. Daphne is often described as coming from a richly creative and
         artistic family – her father, Sir Gerald du Maurier, was a famous actor-manager, and her grandfather, George du Maurier, was
         an artist and the author of Trilby – but it’s too easy to ascribe her talent to genes. Comparatively few actors, artists and writers produce children who emulate
         their success, and even fewer produce children who outshine them.
     

      
      Like all great authors, Daphne’s secret can only have been hard work and dedication to her craft. Even in these early stories,
         her prose is too elegant and her perceptions too acute for her to have taken a slapdash approach to writing. Her control of
         her plot is loose in places, notably in ‘The Closing Door’, where the story’s direction seems to shift half-way through as
         if a better ending had suddenly occurred to her, but it’s fascinating to chart her progress from these beginnings to the extraordinary
         later works like ‘Don’t Look Now’, ‘The Birds’, and one of my personal favourites, ‘The Way of the Cross’.
     

      
      The four remaining stories in the collection were written from 1937 to 1947 when Daphne was in her thirties, married to ‘Boy’
         Browning and the mother of three children. For some of that time she lived in London, but during the war she moved permanently
         to Cornwall where she set up home in Menabilly, the model for Manderley. She was already well established as a writer by 1937,
         with four novels to her name, but over the next ten years she published another four: Rebecca (Gollancz, 1938), Frenchman’s Creek (Gollancz, 1941), Hungry Hill (Gollancz, 1943) and The King’s General (Gollancz, 1946).
     

      
      Unsurprisingly, since this ten-year period spanned World War II, three of the later stories in The Rendezvous collection – ‘No Motive’, ‘Escort’, ‘Split Second’ – dwell on death. Daphne’s husband ‘Boy’ Browning was away for most of
         this time, in command of airborne troops, and despite the suggested rifts and infidelities within their marriage, there seems
         little doubt there was a strong bond of mutual admiration and affection between them, which may explain the wishful supernatural
         elements to ‘Escort’ and ‘Split Second’ that allow the characters to reach a safe harbour or make a last contact with someone
         they love.
     

      
      In ‘Escort’ – an unashamed war story – a lone merchant ship leaves a Scandinavian port and braves the U-boats in the North
         Sea. Help comes from an unexpected quarter when the skipper loses consciousness, and responsibility for the ship’s safety
         falls to his Number Two. In ‘Split Second’ – which relates tangentially to the war – a pleasant but not overly bright woman,
         who can only function in a structured environment, comes home from an hour-long walk to find her house inhabited by strangers.
     

      
      Both are intriguing, if a little fey, as they focus on the supernatural, but ‘No Motive’ deals with the harsh reality of death.
         It opens with the inexplicable suicide of a happy young wife who is expecting her first child in the spring. Her distraught
         husband, unable to account for it, instructs a private detective to investigate her background. What he finds is tragic.
     

      
      The lead title in the collection, The Rendezvous, has all the elements that appear and reappear in Daphne’s work. An unequal relationship, both in age and social standing;
         the exploitation of one character by another; a fairytale setting; sexual tension, misunderstandings and deep insecurities.
         It’s the story of Robert Scrivener, a famous middle-aged British author, and his pursuit of Annette Limoges, a youthful shop
         assistant from Zurich who admires his work and longs to meet him.
     

      
      It is a funny, brilliantly observed, and very cruel story, which serves as a warning to anyone who believes his own hype.
         Daphne was famous for hating publicity. She particularly hated promoting herself (that means of advertising so loved by publishers)
         and to avoid it, she shut herself away in Cornwall, eschewed the literary circuit and gave very few interviews. Perhaps because
         I have so much sympathy with this view, I love this story for its mockery of pseudo-celebrity … even if it is cringingly embarrassing
         to read!
     

      
      One of the joys of writing this introduction was to come across stories I hadn’t read before. I know all of Daphne du Maurier’s
         novels and later short stories, but these early narratives were new to me. Understandably, because of her young age when most
         were written, they lack the polish of the more famous ones, but it’s intriguing to see the birth of her writing style and
         the many themes and settings that were to reoccur in her work.
     

      
      I’ve been a du Maurier fan since I read Frenchman’s Creek when I was thirteen years old. I rushed to read Jamaica Inn and The King’s General, but I can still remember the breathless excitement with which I read Rebecca. It’s a book that deserves its hype. It has one of the most famous opening lines in literature – ‘Last night I dreamt I went
         to Manderley again’ – and one of the most brilliantly conceived characters, Rebecca de Winter. She is ruthless, vicious and
         deceitful, but so charismatic that, even dead, she dominates the book.
     

      
      Although much of Daphne du Maurier’s fame rests on that novel and the two short stories that were adapted into memorable films,
         ‘Don’t Look Now’ and ‘The Birds’, it’s the totality of her work that earns her a place as a ‘classic’ English writer. My favourite
         du Maurier novel is The House on the Strand, where Cornwall’s geography and history are seamlessly woven into a page-turning narrative that works on every level. My
         favourite short story is ‘The Way of the Cross’ for its masterful depiction of a disparate group of pilgrims in Jerusalem.
         Yet none of the characters in either story is entirely sympathetic.
     

      
      Daphne’s strength was to paint people, warts and all, and that strength showed itself first in The Rendezvous and Other Stories. She doesn’t offer one-dimensional puppets whose only purpose is to move a plot forward; instead she gives us multi-layered
         protagonists who win and lose in equal proportions. We may not always like her characters, but we can’t ignore them. It explains
         why her work still resonates so strongly with readers, for the human condition never changes. Our emotional responses and
         imperfections are the same today as they were fifty years ago, or even two centuries ago. Marriages will continue to fail,
         middle-aged men will lust, young girls will hesitate and everyone dreams of escape.
     

      
      But it’s an extraordinarily talented and perceptive writer who understands that at twenty when, for most of us, it takes a
         lifetime.
     

      
      Minette Walters,

      
      Dorset January 2005

  



      
      
      Preface

      
      The last chapter in my book of memoirs, Growing Pains, is entitled ‘Apprenticeship’; the sub-title of the book itself, The Shaping of a Writer. In brief, the chapter ‘Apprenticeship’ explains how I began to write short stories before embarking on my first novel, and
         some of these stories are included here. One or two were published in The Bystander, thanks to the interest and kindness of my maternal uncle, William Comyns Beaumont, who was editor at the time; and two or
         three of the others also found space in magazines. The rest, to the best of my recollection, were written later, between the
         ages of thirty and forty, when I had become known as a professional writer.
     

      
      The stories are set in various locations – in France, in London, in Cornwall, in Switzerland – for it so happened that I had
         spent much of my time in these places. The early stories especially show something of my development as a writer. I would
         let my imagination have full play as I sat in a café in Paris, or listened to the conversation of my dear French friend Fernande
         Yvon, while she chatted to her fellow-countrymen, and something observed, something said, would sink into the hidden places
         of my mind, and later a story would form.
     

      
      The same thing held good for London, and for my home in Hampstead: conversations overheard in my father Gerald’s dressing-room,
         or at lunch at Cannon Hall on Sundays. Nothing definite, nothing solid or factual, but an impression, an association of persons,
         places and ideas, so that weeks, possibly months, later the germ of a short story suddenly became quite clear in my mind, and I knew that I must write it down and rid my system of it. Whether it would be published
         or not did not bother me; the writing down was all.
     

      
      ‘So?’ asks the reader, disenchanted. ‘Nobody in any of the stories is real? They are all made up?’

      
      Made up … My father Gerald made up his face to become another man upon the stage. Whereas I sit in front of a seedy hotel
         in the Boulevard Montparnasse and imagine what happens inside it, or I wander into a small empty church in Brittany. I see
         two men and a woman greeting one another at Victoria station. Or a young couple hurries past me on a London pavement, averting
         their eyes from a cripple selling matches. I am in the foyer of a theatre. I am in a dressing-room. I watch a queue of people
         hoping for my father’s autograph. A distinguished clergyman comes to a Hampstead garden-party. A middle-aged man and a young
         woman are dining together in a Geneva restaurant; I wonder what they are discussing. Back home in England a laundry-van races
         down a steep hill, narrowly missing me. Staring across Fowey harbour I think of all those who go down to the sea in ships,
         from the crew of a tramp steamer in wartime, sailing in convoy because of the threat of enemy submarines, to the lone yachtsman
         in peacetime, seeking adventure and seclusion. And so on and so on …
     

      
      The people and the places and the events are real to the writer, and that is all that matters. Read for yourself and see!

  



      
      
      No Motive

      
      Mary Farren went into the gun room one morning about half-past eleven, took her husband’s revolver and loaded it, then shot
         herself. The butler heard the sound of the gun from the pantry. He knew Sir John was out and would not be back until lunchtime,
         and no one had any business to be in the gun room at that hour of the day.
     

      
      He went to investigate, and there he saw Lady Farren lying on the floor, in a pool of her own blood. She was dead. Aghast,
         he called the housekeeper, and after consultation they agreed he must first telephone the doctor, then the police, and lastly
         Sir John himself, who was at a board meeting. The butler told the doctor and the police, who arrived within a few minutes,
         what had happened; his message on the telephone had been the same to each. ‘Her ladyship has had an accident. She is lying
         in the gun room with a gunshot wound in her head. I fear she is dead.’ The message summoning Sir John was worded differently.
         It just said, would Sir John please return home at once, as her ladyship had met with an accident. The doctor, therefore, had
         to break the news to the husband when he came.
     

      
      It was a painful, wretched business. He had known John Farren for years; both he and Mary Farren were patients of his – a
         happier married couple did not exist – and they were both looking forward to the baby that was to be born to them in the spring.
         No difficulties were expected; Mary Farren was normal, healthy, and delighted at the prospect of being a mother.
     

      
      
      The suicide, therefore, did not make sense. Because it was suicide. There was no doubt about it. Mary Farren had scribbled
         three words on a writing pad, which she had put on the desk in the gun room. The words were, ‘Forgive me, darling.’ The gun
         had been put away unloaded, as always. Mary Farren had quite definitely taken out the gun, loaded it, then shot herself. The
         police corroborated that the wound had been self-inflicted. Mercifully, she must have died at once.
     

      
      Sir John Farren was a broken man. In that half-hour, talking to the doctors and the police, he aged about twenty years. ‘But
         why did she do it?’ he kept asking in agony. ‘We were so happy. We loved each other; the baby was on its way. There was no
         motive, I tell you, absolutely no motive.’
     

      
      Neither the police nor the doctor had an answer for him.

      
      The usual formalities were gone through, the official business of an inquest, with the expected verdict, ‘Suicide, with no
         evidence to show the state of mind of the deceased.’
     

      
      Sir John Farren talked to the doctor again and again, but neither of them could come to any conclusion.

      
      ‘Yes, it is possible,’ said the doctor, ‘women can become temporarily deranged at such a time, but you would have noticed
         signs of it, and so would I. You tell me she was perfectly normal the night before, perfectly normal at breakfast. So far
         as you know, there was nothing on her mind at all?’
     

      
      ‘Absolutely nothing,’ said Sir John. ‘We breakfasted together, as we always did; we made plans for the afternoon; after I
         returned from the board meeting I was going to take her for a drive. She was cheerful and completely happy.’
     

      
      Lady Farren’s cheerfulness was also corroborated by the servants. The housemaid, who had gone to the bedroom at half-past
         ten, found her ladyship examining shawls that had come by the parcel post. Lady Farren, delighted with the work, had shown
         the shawls to her and had said she would keep both pink and blue, for boy or girl.
     

      
      
      At eleven a travelling salesman had called from a firm that made garden furniture. Her ladyship had seen the man, chosen two
         large garden seats from his catalogue. The butler knew this, because Lady Farren had shown him the catalogue after the man
         had gone, when he had come to enquire if there were any orders for the chauffeur, and her ladyship had said, ‘No, I shan’t
         be going out until after lunch, when Sir John will be taking me for a drive.’ The butler had gone from the room, leaving her
         ladyship drinking a glass of milk. He was the last person to see Lady Farren alive.
     

      
      ‘It comes to this,’ said Sir John. ‘Between that time, which was approximately twenty minutes past eleven, and eleven-thirty,
         when she shot herself, Mary went off her head. It doesn’t make sense. There must have been something wrong. I’ve got to find out what it was. I shall never rest until I do.’
     

      
      The doctor did his best to dissuade him, but it was no use. He himself was convinced that Mary Farren had succumbed to a sudden
         brainstorm, owing to her condition, and, not knowing what she was doing, had made an end of herself. Let it stay there. Let
         it rest. Only time would help John Farren to forget.
     

      
      John Farren did not try to forget. He went to a private detective agency and interviewed a man called Black, recommended by
         the firm as trustworthy and discreet. Sir John told him the story. Black was a canny Scot. He didn’t talk much, but he listened.
         It was his private opinion that the doctor’s theory was right, and a sudden brainstorm, owing to pregnancy, was the motive
         for the suicide. However, he was thorough at his job, and he went down to the country and interviewed the household. He asked
         many questions that the police had not asked, chatted with the doctor, checked up on the mail that had come for Lady Farren
         during the past few weeks, enquired about telephone calls and encounters with personal friends; and still there was no answer
         he could give his client.
     

      
      
      The one obvious solution that had come to his practised mind – that Lady Farren was expecting a child by a lover – did not
         work. Check and double-check revealed no possibility of this. Husband and wife were devoted and had not been apart since their
         marriage three years previously. The servants all spoke of their great attachment for one another. There were no financial
         worries. Nor could the shrewd Black trace any infidelity on the part of Sir John. Servants, friends, neighbours, all spoke
         of his high integrity. Therefore, his wife had not shot herself through any fault of his that had come to light.
     

      
      Temporarily Black was baffled. But not beaten. Once he took on a case, he liked to see it through to the end, and, hardened
         though he was, he felt sorry to see Sir John’s agony of mind.
     

      
      ‘You know, sir,’ he said, ‘in cases of this sort we often have to go back in a person’s life, rather further than the immediate
         past. I’ve been through every inch of your wife’s desk, with your permission, and searched her papers and all correspondence,
         and I have found nothing to give the faintest clue to the trouble on her mind – if there was trouble. You have told me that
         you met Lady Farren – Miss Marsh, as she was then – while on a visit to Switzerland. She was living with an invalid aunt,
         Miss Vera Marsh, who had brought her up, her parents being dead.’
     

      
      ‘That is correct,’ said Sir John.

      
      ‘They lived in Sierre and also in Lausanne, and you met both the Misses Marsh at the house of a mutual friend in Sierre. You
         struck up a friendship with the younger Miss Marsh, and by the end of your holiday you had fallen in love with her and she
         with you, and you asked her to marry you.’
     

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘The elder Miss Marsh made no objection; in fact, she was delighted. It was arranged between you that you should make her an allowance to cover the expenses of a companion to take her niece’s place, and within a couple of months or so
         you were married at Lausanne.’
     

      
      ‘Correct again.’

      
      ‘There was no question of the aunt coming to live with you in England?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Sir John. ‘Mary wanted her to – she was much attached to her aunt – but the old lady refused. She had lived in
         Switzerland so long, she couldn’t face the English climate or the English food. Incidentally, we have been out twice to see
         her since we married.’
     

      
      Black asked if Sir John had heard from his wife’s aunt since the tragedy. Yes. He had written, of course, at once, and she
         had seen the news in the papers too. She was horrified. She could give no reason why Mary should have taken her life. A happy
         letter, written a week before, full of her delight at the prospect of the future baby, had arrived in Sierre only a few days
         prior to the calamity. Miss Marsh had enclosed the letter for Sir John to read. And Sir John gave it to Black.
     

      
      ‘I take it,’ said Black, ‘that the two ladies, when you met them first three years ago, were living very quietly?’

      
      ‘They had this small villa,’ said Sir John, ‘and about twice a year they used to go down to Lausanne and take rooms in a pension.
         The old lady had some sort of trouble with her lungs, but not serious enough for a sanatorium or anything like that. Mary
         was a most devoted niece. It was one of the first things that drew me to her – her gentleness and sweet temper to the old
         lady, who, like many elderly people, semi-invalid, was apt to be fractious at times.’
     

      
      ‘So your wife, the younger Miss Marsh, did not get about much? Not many friends her own age, and that sort of thing?’

      
      ‘I suppose not. It did not seem to worry her. Hers was such a contented nature.’

      
      ‘And this had been her life since she was quite small?’

      
      ‘Yes. Miss Marsh was Mary’s only relative. She had adopted her when Mary’s parents died. Mary was a child at the time.’
     

      
      ‘And how old was your wife when you married her?’

      
      ‘Thirty-one.’

      
      ‘No history of a previous engagement or a love affair?’

      
      ‘Absolutely none. I used to tease Mary about it. She said she had never seen anyone to give her the slightest flutter. And
         her aunt agreed. I remember Miss Marsh saying to me when we became engaged, “It’s rare to find anyone so unspoilt as Mary.
         She’s got the prettiest face and is quite unaware of it, and the sweetest nature and doesn’t realise that either. You’re a
         very lucky man.” And I was.’
     

      
      Sir John sat staring at Black with such abject misery in his eyes that the tough Scot hardly liked to cross-question him further.
         ‘So it really was a love match on both sides?’ he said. ‘You are quite certain there was no pull in your title and position?
         I mean, the aunt might have told her niece that here was a chance she mustn’t miss, another man like you might not come along.
         After all, ladies do think of these things.’
     

      
      Sir John shook his head. ‘Miss Marsh might have had an eye to the main chance, I don’t know,’ he said, ‘but certainly Mary
         had not. Right from the beginning it was I who sought out her, not the other way round. If Mary had been looking about for
         a husband, she would have shown signs of it when we first met. And you know what cats women can be. The friend at whose chalet
         I originally met the Marshes would have warned me that here was a girl, past thirty, in search of a husband. She said no such
         thing. She said, “I want you to meet a perfect darling of a girl whom we all adore and feel rather sorry for because she leads
         such a lonely life.”’
     

      
      ‘Yet she didn’t appear lonely to you?’

      
      ‘Not at all. She seemed perfectly content.’

      
      Black handed back Miss Marsh’s letter to Sir John. ‘You still want me to go on with this enquiry?’ he said. ‘You don’t think
         it would be simpler to decide, once and for all, that your doctor was right about Lady Farren, and she had some sort of a blackout which affected her mind and made her take her
         life?’
     

      
      ‘No,’ said Sir John. ‘I tell you, somewhere there is a clue to this tragedy, and I shan’t give up until I’ve found it. Or
         rather you find it for me. That’s why I’m employing you.’
     

      
      Black rose from his chair. ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘if that’s the way you feel about it, I’ll go right ahead with the case.’

      
      ‘What are you going to do?’ asked Sir John.

      
      ‘I shall fly to Switzerland tomorrow.’

      
      Black handed in his card at the Chalet Bon Repos at Sierre and was shown into a small salon that gave on to a balcony with
         a fine view across the Rhone valley.
     

      
      A woman, Miss Marsh’s companion, he supposed, led him through the salon on to the balcony. Black had time to notice that the
         room was furnished neatly, with good taste, but nothing out of the way, very much the room of an elderly English spinster
         living abroad who did not fling her money around. There was a large picture of Lady Farren on the mantelpiece, taken recently,
         a duplicate of the one he had seen in Sir John’s study. And another on a writing bureau of Lady Farren aged about twenty,
         he judged. A pretty, shy-looking girl, her hair worn rather longer than in the more recent portrait.
     

      
      Black went on to the balcony and introduced himself to the elderly lady seated there in a wheeled chair as a friend of Sir
         John Farren. Miss Marsh had white hair, blue eyes, and a firm mouth. From the way she spoke to her companion, who immediately
         left them together, Black decided she was hard on those who served her. She seemed, however, genuinely pleased to see Black,
         and at once asked after Sir John with much concern and wanted to know if any light at all had been thrown on the tragedy.
     

      
      ‘I’m sorry to say, none,’ answered Black. ‘In fact, I am here to ask you what you know about it. You knew Lady Farren better than any of us, even her husband. Sir John thinks you may have
         some ideas on the subject.’
     

      
      Miss Marsh looked surprised. ‘But I wrote and told Sir John I was horrified and completely baffled,’ she said. ‘I enclosed
         Mary’s last letter. Did he tell you?’
     

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Black, ‘I saw the letter. And you have others?’

      
      ‘I kept all her letters,’ said Miss Marsh. ‘She wrote to me regularly, every week, after she married. If Sir John wants me
         to send him the letters I shall be pleased to do so. There is not one letter that isn’t full of her affection for him, and
         her pride and delight in her new home. It was her one regret that I wouldn’t stir myself to go and visit her. But you see,
         I am such an invalid.’
     

      
      ‘You look hearty enough,’ thought Black, ‘but perhaps you just didn’t want to go.’

      
      ‘I gather you and your niece were much attached?’ he said.

      
      ‘I was deeply fond of Mary, and I like to think she was equally fond of me,’ was the swift reply. ‘Heaven knows I can be cantankerous
         at times, but Mary never seemed to mind. She was the sweetest-natured girl.’
     

      
      ‘You were sorry to lose her?’

      
      ‘Of course I was sorry. I missed her terribly, and still do. But naturally her happiness came first.’

      
      ‘Sir John told me he made you an allowance to cover the cost of your present companion.’

      
      ‘Yes. It was generous of him. Will it continue, do you know?’

      
      The inflection in her voice was sharp. Black decided that his original idea of Miss Marsh as someone who did not wholly disregard
         money was probably sound.
     

      
      ‘Sir John didn’t say. But I feel sure, if it was otherwise, you would have heard from him or from his lawyers,’ said Black.

      
      
      Black looked at Miss Marsh’s hands. They tapped the sides of the wheeled chair in a little nervous gesture. ‘There was nothing
         in your niece’s past that would account for her suicide?’ he said.
     

      
      She looked startled. ‘What on earth do you mean?’

      
      ‘No previous engagement, or love affair gone wrong?’

      
      ‘Good heavens, no.’

      
      Curious. She seemed relieved at the wording of his question.

      
      ‘Sir John was Mary’s only love. She led rather a solitary life with me, you know. Not many young people in the district. Even
         in Lausanne she never seemed to seek out people nearer her own age. It was not that she was particularly shy or reserved.
         Just self-contained.’
     

      
      ‘What about school friends?’

      
      ‘I taught her lessons myself when she was small. She had a few terms in Lausanne when she was older, but as a day girl; we
         lived in a pension close by. I seem to remember one or two girls coming in for tea. But no especial friend.’
     

      
      ‘Have you any photographs of her at that age?’

      
      ‘Yes. Several. I’ve got them all in an album somewhere. Would you care to see them?’

      
      ‘I think I should. Sir John showed me several photographs, but I don’t think he had any that dated from before their marriage.’

      
      Miss Marsh pointed to the bureau in the salon behind and told him to open the second drawer and bring back an album. He did
         so, and putting on spectacles she opened the album and he drew up his seat beside her. They went through the album at random.
         There were many snapshots, none of any particular interest. Lady Farren alone. Miss Marsh alone. Lady Farren and Miss Marsh
         in groups with other people. Snaps of the chalet. Snaps of Lausanne. Black turned the pages. No clue here.
     

      
      ‘Is that the lot?’ he said.

      
      
      ‘I’m afraid it is,’ said Miss Marsh. ‘She was such a pretty girl, wasn’t she? Those warm brown eyes. It is the most dreadful
         thing … Poor Sir John.’
     

      
      ‘You haven’t any snaps of her when she was a child, I notice. These seem to start when she was around fifteen.’

      
      There was a pause, and then Miss Marsh replied, ‘No … no, I don’t think I had a camera in those days.’

      
      Black had a well-trained ear. It was an easy matter for him to detect a falsehood. Miss Marsh was lying about something. About
         what? ‘What a pity,’ he said. ‘I always think it’s interesting to trace the child in the adult face. I’m a married man myself.
         My wife and I wouldn’t be without the first albums of our youngster for the world.’
     

      
      ‘Yes, it was stupid of me, wasn’t it?’ said Miss Marsh. She put the album down in front of her on the table.

      
      ‘I expect you have the ordinary studio portraits?’ said Black.

      
      ‘No,’ said Miss Marsh, ‘or if I once had, I must have lost them. In the move, you know. We didn’t come here until Mary was
         fifteen. We were in Lausanne before that.’
     

      
      ‘And you adopted Mary when she was five, I think Sir John said?’

      
      ‘Yes. She would have been about five.’ Again the momentary hesitation, the inflection in her voice.

      
      ‘Have you any photographs of Lady Farren’s parents?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Yet her father was your only brother, I understand?’

      
      ‘My only brother, yes.’

      
      ‘What decided you to adopt Lady Farren as a child?’

      
      ‘The mother was dead, and my brother did not know how to take care of her. She was a delicate child. We both of us felt it
         was the best solution.’
     

      
      ‘Of course your brother made you an allowance for the child’s upkeep and education?’

      
      ‘Naturally. I couldn’t have managed otherwise.’ Then Miss Marsh made a mistake. But for this one mistake, Black might have let the whole thing go. ‘You ask the most extraordinarily
         remote questions, Mr Black,’ she said with a hard little laugh. ‘I don’t see that the allowance paid to me by Mary’s father
         can be of the slightest interest to you. What you want to know is why poor Mary killed herself, and so does her husband, and
         so do I.’
     

      
      ‘Anything even remotely connected with Lady Farren’s past life is of interest to me,’ said Black. ‘You see, Sir John has employed
         me for that very purpose. Perhaps it is time that I explained to you I am not a personal friend of his. I am a private detective.’
     

      
      Miss Marsh turned grey. Her composure went. She became suddenly a very frightened old woman. ‘What have you come to find out?’
         she said.
     

      
      ‘Everything,’ said Black.

      
      Now it was a favourite theory of the Scots, which he often expounded to the director of the agency for whom he worked, that
         there are very few people in this world who haven’t got something to hide. Time and time again he had seen men and women in
         the witness box, under cross-examination, and one and all were afraid; not of the questions put to them, which they must answer,
         and which might shed light on the particular case then under trial; but that in answering the questions they would, by some
         mishap, by some slip of the tongue, reveal a secret pertaining to themselves which would discredit them. Black was certain
         that Miss Marsh found herself in this position now. She might know nothing of Mary Farren’s suicide or of its cause. But Miss
         Marsh herself was guilty of something that she had long sought to hide.
     

      
      ‘If Sir John has found out about the allowance and thinks I have been defrauding Mary all these years, he might have had the
         decency to tell me himself, and not employ a detective,’ she said.
     

      
      
      ‘Oh, ho, here we go,’ thought Black. ‘Give the old lady enough rope and she’ll hang herself.’

      
      ‘Sir John did not mention the word fraud,’ he replied to Miss Marsh. ‘He merely thought the circumstances were rather strange.’

      
      Black was taking a chance, but he felt the result might be worth it.

      
      ‘Of course they were strange,’ said Miss Marsh. ‘I tried to act for the best, and I believed I did. I can swear to you, Mr
         Black, that I used very little money on myself, and that most of it went for Mary’s upkeep, according to the agreement with
         the child’s father. When Mary married, and as it happened married well, I did not think there was any harm in keeping the
         capital for myself. Sir John was rich, and Mary would not miss it.’
     

      
      ‘I take it,’ said Black, ‘that Lady Farren knew nothing of what was going on?’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ said Miss Marsh. ‘She was never interested in money matters, and she believed herself entirely dependent on me.
         You don’t think Sir John is going to prosecute me, Mr Black? If he won a case against me, which he undoubtedly would, I should
         be destitute.’
     

      
      Black stroked his chin and pretended to consider. ‘I don’t think Sir John intends anything of the sort, Miss Marsh,’ he said. ‘But
         he would like to know the truth of what happened.’
     

      
      Miss Marsh sank back in her wheeled chair. No longer stiff and upright, she looked a tired old lady. ‘Now that Mary is dead,
         it can’t hurt her, the truth coming out,’ she said. ‘The fact is, Mr Black, she wasn’t my niece at all. I was paid a large
         sum of money to look after her. The money should have gone to her on her majority, but I kept it myself. Mary’s father, with
         whom I signed the agreement, had died in the meantime. Living here in Switzerland, no one knew anything about the matter.
         It was so simple to keep it secret. I intended no harm.’
     

      
      
      It was always the way, thought Black. Temptation came to a man or woman, and they succumbed to it. They never ‘intended’ harm.

      
      ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Well, Miss Marsh, I don’t want to go into the details of what you did or how you spent the money intended
         for Lady Farren. What does interest me is this. If she wasn’t your niece, who was she?’
     

      
      ‘She was the only daughter of a Mr Henry Warner. That is all I ever knew. He never told me his address, or where he lived.
         All I knew was the address of his bankers, the branch in London; four cheques were paid to me from that address. After I took
         Mary in my care, Mr Warner went to Canada and died there five years later. The bank informed me of this, and as I never heard
         from them again I believed myself safe to do – what I did – with her money.’
     

      
      Black noted the name Henry Warner, and Miss Marsh gave him the address of the bank.

      
      ‘Mr Warner was not a personal friend of yours?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Oh no. I only met him twice. The first time was when I answered his advertisement to a box number for someone to take charge,
         indefinitely, of a delicate girl. I was very poor at the time and had just lost a post as governess to an English family returning
         to England. I did not want to take a position in a school, and this advertisement came as a godsend, especially as the sum
         to be paid for the child’s upkeep, which the father intended to accumulate, was so generous. I knew I should be able to live
         as I had, frankly, never lived before. You can hardly blame me.’ Something of her former confidence was returning. She looked
         sharply at Black.
     

      
      ‘I am not blaming you,’ he said. ‘Tell me more about Henry Warner.’

      
      ‘There is little to tell,’ she said. ‘He asked very few questions about myself or my background. The only point he made clear
         was that he wanted Mary to remain with me for good; he had no intention of having her back with him again, or corresponding with her. He planned to go to Canada, he told me, and cut himself off from all former connections.
         I was entirely free to bring up his daughter as I thought fit. In other words, he washed his hands of her.’
     

      
      ‘A callous sort of customer?’ suggested Black.

      
      ‘Not exactly callous,’ replied Miss Marsh. ‘He looked anxious and careworn, as though the responsibility of looking after
         the child had been too much for him. His wife apparently was dead. Then I enquired in what way his daughter was delicate,
         because I knew little of nursing and did not particularly relish an ailing child. He explained to me that she was not physically
         delicate, but that she had witnessed a terrible train accident a few months previously, and the shock of this had caused her
         to lose her memory. She was perfectly normal otherwise, perfectly sane. But she remembered nothing previous to the shock.
         She did not even know he was her father. This was the reason, he told me, why he wanted her to begin a new life in another
         country.’
     

      
      Black jotted down some notes. The case at last was beginning to show possibilities. ‘So you were willing to take the risk
         of having this child – suffering from mental shock – on your hands for life?’ he asked.
     

      
      He had not intended his question to be cynical, but Miss Marsh saw a sting in it. She flushed. ‘I am used to teaching and
         used to children,’ she said. ‘Also, independence was dear to me. I accepted Mr Warner’s offer, on condition I took to the
         child and the child took to me. At our second meeting he brought Mary with him. It was impossible not to feel an affection
         for her at once. That pretty little face, those large eyes, and the soft gentle manner. She seemed quite normal, but young
         for her age. I chatted with her and asked her if she would like to come and stay with me, and she said she would; she put
         her hand in mine in the most confiding way. I told Mr Warner “Yes”, and the bargain was struck. He left Mary with me that
         evening, and we neither of us ever saw him again. It was easy enough to tell the child she was my niece, as she remembered nothing of her past; she accepted anything
         I cared to tell her about herself as gospel truth. It was all too easy.’
     

      
      ‘And from that day she did not once recover her memory, Miss Marsh?’

      
      ‘Never. Life began for her when her father handed her over to me at that hotel in Lausanne, and it really began for me too.
         I could not have loved her better had she been in truth my niece.’
     

      
      Black glanced through his notes and put them in his pocket. ‘So beyond the fact that you knew she was the daughter of a Mr
         Henry Warner, you were completely ignorant as to her background?’ he asked.
     

      
      ‘Completely,’ said Miss Marsh.

      
      ‘She was merely a little girl of five years old who had lost her memory?’

      
      ‘Fifteen,’ corrected Miss Marsh.

      
      ‘How do you mean, fifteen?’ said Black.

      
      Miss Marsh flushed again. ‘I forgot,’ she said. ‘I misled you earlier in the afternoon. I always told Mary, and everybody
         else, that I had adopted my niece when she was five. It made it so much easier for me, and easier for Mary too, because she
         remembered nothing of her life previous to the time she came to live with me. She was, in point of fact, fifteen. You will
         realise now why I have no snapshots or photographs of Mary as a child.’
     

      
      ‘Indeed, yes,’ said Black. ‘And I must thank you, Miss Marsh, for being so helpful. I don’t think Sir John is likely to raise
         any questions about the money, and for the present, at any rate, I shall keep the whole story of what you have told me as
         entirely confidential. What I have now to find out is where Lady Farren – Mary Warner – was living for the first fifteen years
         of her life, and what that life was. It may have some bearing on the suicide.’
     

      
      
      Miss Marsh rang for her companion to show Black out. She had not quite recovered her equanimity. ‘There is only one thing
         that has always puzzled me,’ she said. ‘I feel her father, Henry Warner, did not speak the truth. Mary showed no fear of trains
         at any time, and though I made several enquiries of many people, I could learn of no severe train accident that had happened
         in England, or anywhere else for that matter, during the months before Mary came to me.’
     

      
      Black returned to London, but he did not get in touch with Sir John Farren, because he thought it best to wait until he had
         more definite news to communicate. It seemed to him unnecessary to reveal the truth about Miss Marsh and the adoption. It
         would only unsettle Sir John further, and it was hardly likely that this fact had suddenly come to light and driven his wife
         to suicide. The more intriguing possibility was that Lady Farren had received a shock which, in a moment, had pierced the
         veil that had shrouded her memory for nineteen years. It was Black’s business to discover the nature of that shock.
     

      
      The first thing he did in London was to go to the branch of the bank where Henry Warner had kept an account. He saw the manager
         and explained his mission. It appeared that Henry Warner had indeed gone to Canada, had married again when he was out there,
         and had subsequently died. The widow had written, closing the account in England. The manager did not know whether Henry Warner
         had left a second family in Canada, nor did he know the address of the widow. Henry Warner’s first wife had died many years
         previously. Yes, the manager knew about the daughter of the first marriage. She had been adopted by a Miss Marsh in Switzerland.
         Cheques had been paid to Miss Marsh, and they ceased when Henry Warner married a second time. The only positive information
         that the bank manager could give Black which might be helpful was Henry Warner’s old address. And the piece of news, which Henry Warner had certainly not told Miss Marsh, that his profession was the Church, and that at the
         time Miss Marsh had adopted his daughter he was vicar of All Saints, in the parish of Long Common, Hampshire.
     

      
      Black travelled down to Hampshire with a pleasurable feeling of anticipation. He always began to enjoy himself when the clues
         started to unravel. It reminded him of boyhood days of hide-and-seek. It was his interest in the unexpected that had called
         him to be a private detective in the first place, and he had never regretted his call.
     

      
      He believed in keeping an open mind about his case, but it was difficult not to see the Reverend Henry Warner as the villain
         of this piece. The sudden handing over of a mentally sick daughter to a perfect stranger abroad, and then cutting himself
         loose from her and going to Canada, seemed an extraordinarily heartless thing for a clergyman to do. Black smelt scandal,
         and if the taint still lingered in Long Common after nineteen years, it would not be difficult to ferret out what the scandal
         had been.
     

      
      He put up at the local inn, describing himself as a writer on old churches in Hampshire, and with this same excuse he wrote
         a polite note to the present incumbent, asking if he might call. His wish was granted, and the vicar, a young man, an enthusiast
         on architecture, showed him every corner of the church from nave to belfry, with a wealth of detail about fifteenth-century
         carving. Black listened politely, disguising his own ignorance, and finally led the vicar round to talking of his predecessors.
         Unfortunately the present vicar had been at Long Common for only six years, and he knew little about Warner, who had been
         succeeded by someone who had moved to Hull, but Warner had definitely held the living for twelve years, and his wife was buried
         in the churchyard. Black saw the grave and noted the headstone. ‘Emily Mary, dearly beloved wife of Henry Warner who passed
         to rest safe in the arms of Jesus.’ He also noted the date. Their daughter Mary would have been ten years old at the time.
     

      
      Yes, said the present vicar, he had heard that Warner had given up the living in a great hurry and gone to the Dominions,
         Canada, he believed. Some of the people in the village would remember him, especially the older ones. Possibly his own gardener
         would remember most. He had been gardener at the rectory for thirty years. But as far as he, the vicar, knew, Warner had not
         been a historian or a collector; he had done no research work on the church. If Mr Black would care to come to the rectory,
         he had many interesting books on Long Common history.
     

      
      Mr Black excused himself. He had got all he wanted out of the present incumbent. He felt that an evening at the bar of the
         inn where he was staying would prove more profitable, and it did. He learnt no more about fifteenth-century carving, but a
         good deal about the Reverend Henry Warner.
     

      
      The vicar had been respected in the parish, but never deeply liked because of his rigid views and his intolerance. He was
         not the sort of man to whom his parishioners went when they were in trouble; he was always more likely to condemn than to
         console. He never entered the bar of the inn, never mixed in friendly fashion with the humble. He was known to have private
         means, and he was not dependent on his benefice. He liked to be invited to the few large houses in the neighbourhood, because
         he placed social values high; but he had not been particularly popular there either.
     

      
      In short, the Reverend Henry Warner had been an intolerant, narrow-minded snob, which were three poor qualities for a vicar
         to hold. His wife, on the contrary, had been much loved by all, and it had been universally regretted when she died after
         an operation for cancer. She had been a most sweet-tempered lady, very thoughtful for others, most kind-hearted, and her little
         girl took after her.
     

      
      Had the child been much affected by her mother’s death? No one remembered. It was thought not. She went away to school and was only home during the holidays. One or two recollected
         her riding about on her bicycle, a pretty, friendly little thing. The gardener and his wife had acted as married couple for
         the Reverend Henry Warner, the same gardener that was up at the rectory now. Old Harris. No, he did not come down to the pub
         of an evening. He was a teetotaller. He lived up in one of the cottages near the church. No, his wife was dead. He lived with
         a married daughter. He was a great rose fancier and won prizes for his roses every year at the local show.
     

      
      Black finished his pint and departed. The evening was yet young. He dropped out of his disguise as a writer on old Hampshire
         churches and slipped into the role of a collector of Hampshire roses. He found old Harris smoking a pipe outside his cottage.
         There were roses growing up his fence. Black stopped to admire them. The conversation was launched. It took him the better
         part of an hour to lead Harris from roses to past vicars, from past vicars to Warner, from Warner to Mrs Warner, from Mrs
         Warner to Mary Warner, but the picture unfolded, and there was nothing remarkable to see in it. The same tale was repeated
         that he had heard in the village.
     

      
      The Reverend Warner was a hard man, not given to being friendly-like; very sparing, he was, with his praises. Took no interest
         in the garden. Stuck-up sort of chap. But down on you like a ton of bricks if anything was wrong. The lady was very different.
         Proper shame when she died. Miss Mary was a nice child too. His wife had been very fond of Miss Mary. Nothing stuck-up or
         proud about her.
     

      
      ‘I suppose the Reverend Warner gave up the living because he was lonely after Mrs Warner died?’ said Black, offering Harris
         some of his own tobacco.
     

      
      ‘No, it wasn’t nothing to do with that. It was along of Miss Mary’s health, and her having to live abroad after being so ill with the rheumatic fever. They went off to Canada, and we never heard from them no more.’
     

      
      ‘Rheumatic fever?’ said Black. ‘That’s a nasty thing to get.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t anything to do with the beds here,’ said old Harris. ‘My wife kept the place aired and looked after everything,
         just as she used to when Mrs Warner was living. It was at school Miss Mary caught it, and I remember saying to my wife that
         the vicar ought to sue the teachers up there for neglect. The child nearly died of it.’
     

      
      Black fingered the rose Harris had picked for him and placed it neatly in his buttonhole. ‘Why didn’t the vicar sue the school?’
         he asked.
     

      
      ‘He never told us if he did or not,’ said the gardener. ‘All we was told was to pack up Miss Mary’s things, and send them
         off to the address in Cornwall he gave us, and then to get his own things packed, and dust covers put over the furniture,
         and before we knew what was happening a great van came to pack the furniture and take it to store, or to be sold – we heard
         afterwards it was sold, and then that the vicar had given up the living and they was going off to Canada. My wife was most
         upset about Miss Mary; she never had a word from her or from the vicar, and we had served them all those years.’
     

      
      Black agreed that it was a poor return for what they had done. ‘So the school was in Cornwall?’ he observed. ‘I’m not surprised
         at anyone catching rheumatic fever in Cornwall. A very damp county.’
     

      
      ‘Oh no, sir,’ said old Harris. ‘Miss Mary went down to Cornwall for her convalescence. Place called Carnleath, I believe it
         was. She was at school at Hythe, in Kent.’
     

      
      ‘I have a daughter at school near Hythe,’ lied Black with ease. ‘I hope it’s not the same place. What was the name of Miss
         Mary’s school?’
     

      
      ‘Couldn’t tell you, sir,’ said old Harris, shaking his head, ‘it’s too long ago. But I remember Miss Mary saying it was a lovely place, right on the sea, and she was very happy there, fond of the games and that.’
     

      
      ‘Ah,’ said Black, ‘can’t be the same then. My daughter’s school is inland. It’s funny how people get hold of the wrong end
         of the stick. I heard Mr Warner’s name spoken down in the village this evening – queer, if you hear a name once in a day you
         hear it again – and someone was saying the reason they went to Canada was because the daughter had been badly injured in a
         train accident.’
     

      
      Old Harris laughed scornfully. ‘Them fellows at the pub will say anything when they’ve a drop of beer inside them,’ he said.
         ‘Train accident, indeed. Why, the whole village knew at the time it was rheumatic fever and that the vicar was almost out
         of his mind with the worry of it, being sent for so sudden up to the school and all. I’ve never seen a man so demented. To
         tell you the truth, neither the wife nor myself had ever thought him so fond of Miss Mary until that happened. He used to
         neglect her, we thought. She was so much her mother’s girl. But his face was terrible when he came back from being sent for
         to the school, and he said to my wife that it was for God to punish the head teacher there for criminal negligence. Those were
         his words. Criminal negligence.’
     

      
      ‘Perhaps,’ said Black, ‘he had an uneasy conscience and blamed the school for neglect, when at heart he blamed himself.’

      
      ‘Could be,’ said old Harris, ‘could be. He’d always look for the fault in the other fellow.’

      
      Black considered the time had come to pass from the Warners to the roses once again. He lingered five more minutes, made a
         note of the blooms recommended for planting by an amateur like himself who wanted quick results, said good evening, and went
         back to the inn. He slept soundly and caught the first train back to London in the morning. He did not think he would secure
         any more information at Long Common. In the afternoon he took a train to Hythe. On this expedition he did not bother the local vicar, but addressed
         himself to the manageress of his hotel.
     

      
      ‘I am looking around the coast for a suitable school for my daughter,’ he said, ‘and I understand that there are one or two
         in this part of the world that are very good indeed. I wonder if you happen to know the names of any you could recommend?’
     

      
      ‘Oh yes,’ said the manageress, ‘there are two very good schools in Hythe. There is Miss Braddock’s, up at the top of the hill,
         and of course there is St Bees, the big co-educational school right on the front. Here at the hotel we mostly get parents
         with children at St Bees.’
     

      
      ‘Co-educational?’ said Black. ‘Has it always been so?’

      
      ‘Since it was first founded, thirty years ago,’ said the manageress. ‘Mr and Mrs Johnson are still the principals, though
         of course they are both elderly now. It’s very well run and has an excellent tone. I know there is sometimes prejudice against
         a co-educational school, because people say it makes the girls masculine and the boys effeminate, but I’ve never seen a sign
         of that myself. The children always look very happy and just like other children, and they only take them up to fifteen anyway.
         Would you care for me to make an appointment for you to see either Mr or Mrs Johnson? I know them well.’
     

      
      Mr Black wondered if she got a commission on pupils to whom she had recommended the school. ‘Thank you very much,’ he said,
         ‘I would be pleased if you would.’ The appointment was made for eleven-thirty the next morning.
     

      
      Black was surprised at St Bees’ being co-educational. He had not thought that the Reverend Henry Warner would have been open-minded
         on mixed tuition. St Bees it must be, however, from the description given by old Harris, the gardener. St Bees was certainly
         facing the sea, with a fine surround. The other school, Miss Braddock’s, was tucked away behind the hill at the top of the town, with hardly any view at all and no playing fields. Black had made sure of this by
         going to look at the outside before keeping his appointment at St Bees.
     

      
      A smell of shining linoleum, scrubbed floors, and varnish greeted him as he stood at the entrance. A parlourmaid answered
         his bell and showed him into a large study on the right of the hall. An elderly man with a bald head, horn spectacles and
         an effusive smile rose to his feet and greeted him.
     

      
      ‘Glad to meet you, Mr Black,’ he said. ‘So you are looking for a school for your daughter? I hope you are going to leave St
         Bees believing that you have found it.’
     

      
      Mr Black summed him up in a word. ‘Salesman,’ he said to himself. Aloud, he proceeded to spin a neat yarn about his daughter
         Phyllis, who was just reaching the awkward age.
     

      
      ‘Awkward?’ said Mr Johnson. ‘Then St Bees is the place for Phyllis. We have no awkward children here. All the odd spots get
         rubbed off. We pride ourselves on our happy, healthy boys and girls. Come and have a look at them.’
     

      
      He clapped Black upon the back and proceeded to lead him round the school. Black was not interested in schools, co-educational
         or otherwise; he was only interested in Mary Warner’s rheumatic fever of nineteen years ago. But he was a patient man and
         allowed himself to be shown every classroom, every dormitory – the two wings were separated for the two sexes – the gymnasium,
         the swimming bath, the lecture hall, the playing fields, and finally the kitchen. He then returned with a triumphant Mr Johnson
         to the study.
     

      
      ‘Well, Mr Black?’ said the principal, smiling behind his horn rims. ‘And are we to be allowed to have Phyllis?’

      
      Black sat back and folded his hands, the picture of a fond father. ‘Yours is a delightful school,’ he said, ‘but I must tell
         you that we have to be very careful of Phyllis’s health. She is not a robust child and gets colds very easily. I am only wondering whether the air might not be too strong for her.’

      
      Mr Johnson laughed and, opening a drawer in his desk, took out a book. ‘My dear Mr Black,’ he said, ‘St Bees has one of the
         best health records of any school in England. A child develops a cold. He or she is isolated at once. That cold does not spread.
         In the winter months noses and throats are sprayed as a matter of routine. In the summer months the children do exercises
         for the lungs in front of open windows. We have not had an influenza epidemic for five years. One case of measles two years
         ago. One case of whooping cough three years ago. I have here a list of illnesses contracted by the boys and girls over the
         years, and it is a list I am proud to show to every parent.’
     

      
      He handed the book to Mr Black, who took it with every sign of pleasure. It was just the evidence he wanted.

      
      ‘This is remarkable,’ he said, turning the pages, ‘and of course modern methods of hygiene have helped you to have such a
         good health record. It can’t have been the same some years ago.’
     

      
      ‘It has always been the same,’ said Mr Johnson, getting up and reaching for another volume on his shelf. ‘Choose any year
         you fancy. You won’t catch me out.’
     

      
      Without hesitation Black chose the year that Mary Warner had been removed from the school by her father. Mr Johnson ran his
         hand along the volumes and produced the year in question. Black turned the pages in search of rheumatic fever. There were
         cold cases, one broken leg, one German measles, one sprained ankle, one mastoid – but not the case he sought.
     

      
      ‘Have you ever had a case of rheumatic fever?’ he enquired. ‘My wife is particularly afraid of that for Phyllis.’

      
      ‘Never,’ said Mr Johnson firmly. ‘We are too careful. The boys and girls always have a rub-down after games, and the linen
         and clothing are most scrupulously aired.’
     

      
      Black shut up the book. He decided upon direct tactics. ‘I like what I have seen of St Bees,’ he said, ‘but I feel I must be frank with you. My wife was given a list of schools,
         with yours amongst it, and she at once struck it off the list because she remembered being very put off it by a friend many
         years ago. This friend had a friend – you know how it is – but the long and short of it was that the friend was obliged to
         remove his daughter from St Bees and even talked of suing the school for criminal negligence.’
     

      
      Mr Johnson’s smile had gone. His eyes looked small behind the horn-rimmed glasses. ‘I should be very much obliged if you would
         give me the name of the friend,’ he said coldly.
     

      
      ‘Certainly,’ said Black. ‘The friend afterwards left this country and went to Canada. He was a clergyman. And his name was
         the Reverend Henry Warner.’
     

      
      The horn-rimmed glasses did not disguise the odd, wary flicker in Mr Johnson’s eyes. He ran his tongue over his lips. ‘The
         Reverend Henry Warner,’ he said, ‘now let me see.’ He leant back in his chair and seemed to be pondering. Black, trained to
         evasion, knew that the principal of St Bees was thinking and playing for time.
     

      
      ‘Criminal negligence was the word used, Mr Johnson,’ he said, ‘and oddly enough I ran across a relative of Warner’s only the
         other day, who happened to bring the matter up. I was told that Mary Warner nearly died.’
     

      
      Mr Johnson took off his horn glasses and slowly polished them. His expression had quite changed. The over-genial schoolmaster
         had turned into the hardheaded businessman. ‘You obviously know the story from the relative’s point of view only,’ he said.
         ‘Any criminal negligence was on the part of the father, Henry Warner, and not on ours.’
     

      
      Black shrugged his shoulders. ‘How can a parent be sure?’ he murmured.

      
      His words were calculated to draw the principal further.

      
      ‘How can you be sure?’ shouted Mr Johnson, all pretence at geniality gone, and slapping his hand on his desk. ‘Because I would have you know that Mary Warner’s case was one isolated incident that had never happened before and has never happened
         since. We were careful then. And we are careful now. I told the father that what had occurred must have occurred during the
         holidays, and most definitely and finally not at school. He would not believe me, and insisted that our boys here were to
         blame, through lack of supervision. I had every boy over a certain age up here before me, in this very room, and questioned
         them privately. My boys spoke the truth. They were not to blame. It was useless to try to get any sense out of the girl herself;
         she did not know what we were talking about or what we were asking her. I need hardly tell you, Mr Black, that the whole thing
         was the most frightful shock to myself and my wife, and to the whole staff, and the story is one which, thank God, we have
         lived down and which we had hoped was forgotten.’
     

      
      His face showed fatigue and strain. The story may have been lived down, but it had definitely not been forgotten by the principal.

      
      ‘What happened?’ asked Black. ‘Did Warner tell you he was going to remove his daughter?’

      
      ‘Did he tell us?’ said Mr Johnson. ‘No, indeed, we told him. How could we possibly keep Mary Warner here when we found she
         was five months pregnant?’
     

      
      The jigsaw puzzle was fitting together rather nicely, thought Black. It was remarkable how the pieces came to hand if you
         set your mind to the job. Finding out the truth through other people’s lies was always stimulating. First Miss Marsh; he had
         to break through her iron curtain. The Reverend Henry Warner, too, had certainly gone out of his way to build a fictitious
         barricade. A train accident to one, rheumatic fever to another. Poor devil, what a shock it must have been to him. No wonder
         he packed his daughter off to Cornwall to hide her secret, and shut up the house and left the neighbourhood. Callous, though,
         to wash his hands of her when the business was through. The loss of memory must have been genuine enough. But Black wondered what had caused
         this. Had the world of childhood suddenly become nightmare to a schoolgirl of fourteen or fifteen, and nature taken charge
         and mercifully blotted out what had happened?
     

      
      It looked this way to Black. But he was a thorough man; he was being paid well for his time of research, and he was not going
         to his client with a tale half-told. It must be the whole story. He remembered Carnleath was the place where Mary Warner had
         gone for her convalescence after the supposed rheumatic fever. Black decided to go there.
     

      
      The firm for which he worked supplied him with a car, and Black set out. It occurred to him that another word or two with
         old Harris, the gardener, might prove fruitful, and as it was on his way to the West Country he stopped off at Long Common,
         bringing as excuse a small rose tree which he had purchased off a market gardener en route. He would tell the gardener this
         came from his own garden, as a small return for the advice given him the previous visit.
     

      
      Black drew up outside the gardener’s cottage at midday, at which hour he judged the old fellow would be home for his dinner.
         Unfortunately Harris was not at home. He had gone to a flower show at Alton. The married daughter came to the door, a baby
         in her arms, and said she had no idea when he would be back. She seemed a pleasant, friendly sort of woman. Black lit a cigarette,
         handed over the rose tree, and admired the baby.
     

      
      ‘I have a youngster like that at home,’ he said with his usual facility for playing fictitious roles.

      
      ‘Really, sir?’ said the woman. ‘I have two others, but Roy is the baby of the family.’

      
      They exchanged baby gossip while Black smoked his cigarette. ‘Tell your father I was in Hythe a day or two ago,’ he said,
         ‘seeing my girl, who is at school there. And curiously enough I met the headmaster of St Bees, the school where Miss Mary Warner was educated – your father was telling me about
         it, and how angry the vicar was that his daughter caught rheumatic fever – and the headmaster remembered Miss Warner well.
         He insisted, after all these years, that it was not rheumatic fever, but some virus the child had picked up at home.’
     



OEBPS/images/Art_Pi.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781405518116.jpg
THE
RENDEZVOUS
AND OTHER
STORIES

Daphne Du
Maurier





