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            ‘Our island is a “rock”, but our house has become a house of sand.’
   

            - Maurice Edmond de Courvel,

hereditary Steward of the

island of La Roque
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            One
   

         

         It was the beginning of the autumn of 1959. I had just returned to London after a six-weeks’ assignment in Italy and the first news to reach me was of the death of my old friend, Maurice de Courvel.

         I say ‘old friend’ but, twenty years ago, he had been more like a father to me than just a friend. And although I had only seen him twice since then, I had always been proud of the link that existed between myself and this kindly and distinguished old man.

         I could not believe that he had committed suicide. Yet that had been the verdict of the inquest, a report of which I was shown in a coffee-bar on my way back to the office that yellow October day. I was feeling particularly unenthusiastic about going back that morning. I hadn’t had a holiday for eighteen months and nine days. I felt stale - mentally, physically and spiritually - from the roots of my hair to my toenails. Furthermore, I had just had six sweating weeks under the still hot Italian sun, trailing round after a fat, greasy ball of brain, brawn and energy that added up to the great Italian film director, Nicolo Grandi, the purpose of the operation being to provide the magazine I worked for with one of those exclusive features on famous people at work that readers are supposed to revel in. As such assignments go, it had not been by any means the toughest, despite the sun and the inevitable exhaustion. Grandi, shorn of his protective layers of publicity personnel, had proved to be quite a fellow, and there was nothing phony about his genius. I am not a film man: the printed word is my business, but I have learned to recognize the true artist in any medium when I see him - or her; and Grandi was certainly that. I could almost have enjoyed the chore, except for the lack of holiday.

         Which was why, the day after my return to London, instead of taking a taxi straight to the office, I took time out to wander down Piccadilly on foot and stop for a coffee en route. I drifted into one of those plush bars much frequented by pressed-suit executives and their secretaries and had barely sat down with my first cup and my morning paper when I heard a voice I knew.

         It was a chap called Bill Adamson, chief pundit of a steel industry journal, whose offices were above a beauty parlour just round the corner. He made the usual jocular remarks aimed by those jealous members of the fraternity whose boundaries of research are in the main confined to the suburbs of Sheffield and Doncaster; then he slapped his morning paper down on the table beside me and said:

         ‘You knew this chap, didn’t you?’

         I looked vaguely over the front page and he jabbed a finger at a point down towards the bottom of the second column. It took me a full minute to assimilate the dry heading:

         
            Maurice de Courvel
   

            Suicide Verdict
   

         

         and I had to use a considerable effort of will to clear my brain sufficiently to read through the brief report that followed. When I had finished, I read it through a second time, slowly:

         
            At the inquest on M. Maurice Edmond de Courvel, the distinguished French historian, held at Porte Hilaire on the island of La Roque yesterday, the jury returned a verdict of suicide while the balance of the mind was disturbed. Seventy-one-year-old M. de Courvel, Steward of La Roque, was found dead with gunshot wounds at his island home, St Michel, a week ago. An old-fashioned revolver, with his initials carved on the ivory handle, was found beside him. On a desk nearby was a letter addressed to his son and daughter.
   

         

         M. de Courvel was said to have been ‘extremely depressed’ since his wife’s death, after a long illness, two years previously. His son, M. Alain de Courvel, told the court that his father had shut up the family home shortly afterwards and had not, to his knowledge, entered it again until the day of the tragedy. He agreed that his father had suffered acute depression for a considerable time, and stated that neither he nor his sister, Mme Simone Corlander, had any doubt that the letter found on their father’s desk after his death had been a ‘suicide note’.

         When the court closed, M. Guy Le Marnet, President of the Island Assembly (the La Roque Parliament), paid tribute to the late M. de Courvel’s services to the island and spoke of the ‘lasting pleasure and illumination’ he had given to students of history.

         At the foot of the column an Editor’s Note read:

         
            An appreciation of the work of Maurice de Courvel by his fellow historian, John Cumminge, appears on page 8.
   

         

         I was hardly aware that Bill Adamson had sat down opposite me. It was as though a door had opened and I was looking through it down a long tunnel into my own remote boyhood. I could see the garden at St Michel and the plantations stretching away beyond on all sides, and the giant catalpa tree on the broad lawn in front of the house; in my ears was the sound of the sea, mingling with the hum of insects. The feeling of those far-off days was strong within me: the feeling of security in a tight, closed world in which time was in abeyance, the true and rightful feeling of childhood. I was torn from it by a reality that jarred.

         ‘Did you know about it?’

         With an effort I shifted my gaze to Adamson’s face. ‘No,’ I said. ‘No, I hadn’t heard. I’ve been away.’

         ‘I know. That’s why I - ’

         He didn’t finish. He looked uncomfortable for a second and then took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket, handed me one and said: ‘If this is the first time you’ve heard about it, you won’t want to discuss it now. I can get lost if you like; or else we can talk shop. Quite a lot’s been happening since you went away.’

         I nodded, grateful to him, and he plunged into a long narrative of recent events in our respective spheres.

          
   

         After I’d left Adamson, I took a taxi the rest of the way to the office, and on the way tried to get my thoughts in order. In front of Adamson, I’d felt both guilty and foolish. It wasn’t just that news was my business and I hadn’t heard that one of the scholars of his day had committed suicide. It was something much more personal. I felt that, somehow, I had failed Maurice de Courvel. At the same time, I resented being told of his death by a more or less casual acquaintance. Unreasonable, since I’d lost touch with almost everyone on the island in the last ten years, and since I’d only just flown in to town. But then there was rage: bitter, seething rage - with Corby, my Editor! Damn him to hell! Why hadn’t he told me yesterday when I’d phoned him? Why? Simple. Because Corby was a good editor, and yesterday I was due to wind up operations by attending as Grandi’s guest at one of those lavish parties film people like to hold when they finally get a big film into the can. I had been expected to get some nice last-minute angles at that party - and Corby had meant to have them. And while I had sat, tied up in paper streamers, watching a real, live Spanish matador execute the coup de grâce on a boar’s head on top of a table strewn with dirty plates and half-empty glasses, Maurice de Courvel had lain under a sheet in a mortuary, with a bullet wound in him that they said he’d put there himself. To hell with Corby! It was immaterial that there was nothing I could have done. He could have told me just the same. To hell with him!

         Adamson had insisted on my keeping the paper and now I remembered the appreciation by Cumminge and turned to it. It was the usual thing: efficient, well-written and scholarly; cool without being indifferent. But it conveyed nothing of the real Maurice; for the reason, no doubt, that Cumminge had never known the real Maurice.

         When I left the taxi, I went through the foyer of our office building like one of Sitting Bull’s arrows. I wanted to get to Corby’s inner sanctum before general office bonhomie had softened my mood.

         In the event, I said very little. Corby took the wind out of my sails by being unusually remorseful and apologetic. I knew this only meant that he wanted something, but as I wanted more or less the same thing I decided it wasn’t the moment to stand on principles. What Corby wanted was for me to go to the island, get the facts on Maurice and do him something rather special by way of an obituary. He knew my connections with the island and sensed a good story, with strong elements of mystery and lots of drama about what he called ‘feudal lords: the last of their breed, governing from privileged positions, with arbitrary powers’.

         ‘They governed well,’ I pointed out.

         ‘No doubt. But today that in itself constitutes a rarity. And besides, Angus, where else in the civilized world would you find another island paradise entirely ruled by one family?’

         ‘Three,’ I corrected.

         ‘Yes, well, that’s what it would be interesting to find out. Who did hold the balance of power? And why did this nice old man throw in the towel?’

         He was right, of course. There was a mystery on La Roque. And I was the only one, with my special roots there and my links with the families, who would have the slightest hope of getting at the answers. There’s a story told on the island that they used to meet strangers on the beach with bill-hooks and choppers. It may be apocryphal, but it’s still a fact that the average Roquennais trusts no one from further than the next parish. Today, though, they know that the right word in the right place is sharper than the knife.

         They can cut you down before your plane’s landed, and you never feel a thing. All you know is that, after you’ve been a month in the place, you’ve had a wonderful time, been everywhere, met everyone - and learned that half-closing’s on a Wednesday.

         So it was finally agreed that I should leave for La Roque next morning, and five minutes after I’d left Corby all the available cuttings on Maurice de Courvel were on my desk. I gathered them up, left instructions about incoming mail and departed.

          
   

         I studied the cuttings over lunch in the West End, reading the longest of them twice over:

         
            Maurice de Courvel Dead
   

            Found in Derelict House
   

         

          
   

         
            Seventy-one-year-old Maurice Edmond de Courvel, the historian, and Steward
            1
          of the forty-eight-square-mile, privately owned island of La Roque, was found dead last night in the study of his home, St Michel, on the island’s north coast.
   

            Although the house and lands of St Michel had been in the de Courvel family for over three centuries, neither Maurice de Courvel nor any of his family had lived there for some years. The room in which the body was found was littered with furniture and books, covered with dust, and an old-fashioned revolver, with the initials, ‘M.E.D.C.’, inlaid in the ivory handle, lay on the floor beside the chair in which the dead man was found. It is believed that M. de Courvel, who had been living with his daughter, had gone to the house alone some time during the evening. Foul play is not suspected.
   

         

         At the foot of the column, an explanation was given of the asterisked word ‘Steward’. It read:

         Over coffee, I lit a cigarette and sat back to think the thing out. For the life of me, I couldn’t accept the picture of Maurice de Courvel, suicide, on the basis of what I so far knew. But then, neither could I see St Michel as a derelict shell. Obviously, I’d missed some large chunks of the de Courvel family story in the twenty years since I’d lived in their home. Again, I felt the nagging sense of guilt. Apart from the usual Christmas cards, with their conscience- assuaging messages scrawled hurriedly after the signature, there had been very little correspondence between myself and the family over the last five years or so. There was no significant reason for this. Lack of time was my own excuse - possibly theirs, too - added to the fact, in my case, that when you earn your living with the pen, figuratively speaking, you tend to develop a certain compensating reluctance to write anything more demanding in your spare time than the odd paying-in slip.

         My last real visit to the island had been ten years ago, for the wedding of Imogen Le Marnet to Max Cartier. Everything had seemed perfectly normal. Yet - and for the first time an odd note sounded at the back of my brain - three months later there had been another wedding: that of Simone - Maurice’s own daughter - to a chap called Coriander, a wealthy hotelier. I’d found an invitation awaiting me on my return from an assignment and had spent a fortune telephoning to apologize. But it hadn’t occurred to me then - as it did now - to wonder how it was that nobody had mentioned Simone and this Coriander character before. Whirlwind courtships were not exactly a tradition with old Roquennais families. The opposite, in fact. But what the hell - perhaps I was seeing bogies where none existed!

         I said my last real visit was ten years ago. That’s because the very last time I’d seen Maurice and Justine de Courvel had been for two hours only, five years ago, when I’d broken my journey back to London in January, 1954, after ten days down in Sierra Leone. I hadn’t even gone up to St Michel on that occasion. Maurice had been in Porte Hilaire, attending the Assembly, so Justine had rung him after getting my telephone call and arranged for the three of us to meet for lunch at the Yacht Club. Beyond being reprimanded by both of them for cutting my visit so short, I’d had no intimation of anything amiss - or was it that I had been so busy with my own affairs that I had failed to see what signs there were? Justine may already have been ill - but she’d said nothing, and my undiscerning eye had perceived nothing out of the ordinary. When she died, three years later, the message reached me too late for me to attend the funeral. As for Maurice, in that winter of ’54 he’d said nothing to me of his impending retirement.

         Maurice’s retirement: the more I pondered, the more I felt that this was the hinge upon which everything turned. All the mysteries and contradictions surrounding his death had their source, I was convinced, in whatever had led him to retire from the office of President of the island Assembly in mid-term. His lonely death in an empty room of that abandoned house was surely but the final phase in a drama that had had its beginnings many years before. The explicitness of this feeling brought me back to reality with a jolt. I saw that my bill had been placed on the table, and, picking it up, I stubbed out my cigarette, dropped some loose silver on the table and moved towards the cash desk, where I handed over the exact money and walked out into the cool autumn afternoon. A teasing wind had come up, the kind that often precedes rain. After Italy, I would have welcomed rain. Instead, in no time at all I’d be back under a blinding sun. God, how tired I was of the sun!

      

   


   
      
         
            Two
   

         

         In the event, we landed on La Roque in a blinding storm, and, as we rolled on up towards the terminal building, I felt a distinct sense of relief at being safely down. At the best of times, La Roque seems a very small chunk of earth to be floating around on its own in such a large expanse of water. From the air, it’s as if some optimist has produced a pocket handkerchief in which to catch an albatross. Nor, I’ve found, does it help much to know that the airport boasts an accident-free history; ten short years (before which time everyone arrived by boat) hardly establishes a firm sense of precedent.

         As usual, the sheer boisterousness of the rainfall seemed to touch off in the locals a sort of fizzing effervescence that some of my fellow passengers, I noticed, found somewhat less than reassuring. Already confused by being met with the Deluge in Paradise, several of them blanched visibly as the inevitable welcoming party of officials, carrying huge, gaily striped umbrellas, descended upon us in a crescendo of volubility and hilarity.

         There are no Customs to speak of on La Roque, the island’s government remaining accommodatingly incurious as to what its visitors bring in besides their money. I was therefore in and out of the airport whilst most of my fellow passengers were still greeting their friends and relations, and the first taxi in the queue at the front of the building was all mine.

         The fellow who jumped out from the driving seat to take my bags was familiar though now the black moustache and mop of wiry black hair was faintly grizzled with grey. The officiallooking cap was strange on him, but if he had been dressed as Little Bo-Peep I should still have recognized him.

         ‘Paulo, you old so-and-so! What’s happened to the liquor business, then?’

         ‘Señor?’ He halted in surprise, a bag in each hand. Then, as he stood there, a quizzical look on his face, recognition slowly broke through.

         ‘Señor’ Angus! Mother of God!’ He dropped my luggage with rather more abandon than I cared for, grabbed my hand and pumped it wildly. I could almost have believed the old devil was actually pleased to see me.

         The last time I had seen Paulo Garcia he had been head barman at the Yacht Club in Porte Hilaire, a position he had held for as many years as I cared to remember. He had won for himself a special place in my father’s heart by being, in his spare time, an enthusiastic and almost fantastically successful fisherman. It was strange to see him, as it were, out of water.

         ‘They kicked you out in the end, then?’

         He flashed a white-toothed grin that seemed to stretch from one ear-lobe to the other and pulled the cab door open with a flourish.

         ‘Señor, I retire!’

         I acknowledged the royal air with a slight bow, deriving both amusement and comfort from this evidence that at least one person on La Roque hadn’t changed one whit.

         As we drove off, he explained that during his last years of office his feet had played him up and he had decided to hand over to his son, Luis.

         ‘You remember ‘im, Señor? ’E was my assistant. ’E played a guitar very good.’

         I said I did and he looked pleased. He went on to explain, at length and with considerable histrionic emphasis, that to drive a cab had always been his retirement ambition and now that he had achieved it he intended to carry on until - ‘ ’Ow you say, Señor?’ - I suggested ‘die in harness’ a trifle unhappily and he seized on the phrase with delighted gusto.

         Like most of the island’s manual workers, Paulo Garcia was part, if not wholly, Spanish: in other words, a blood member of the island’s founder race. His people it had been, who, more than four hundred years ago, had discovered the island, called it Terra Verde and had started the first community of fruit-trading settlers - some thiry years before the wealthy merchant-captain, Raoul de Courvel, had arrived on the scene and, with a varying number of pieces of gold - according to which history in the Porte Hilaire library you prefer - bought the island for himself and his heirs. Since that day, the French way of life and its language have predominated - though, as to the latter, only just. There are, in fact, four languages spoken on La Roque: French by the controlling class and its aspiring satellite factions; Spanish by the peasant farmers; English by a growing number of increasingly influential ‘tax refugees’; and an orally-evolved and virtually unteachable explosion of sound known as ‘Roquennais-French’, which, mercifully, is confined for the most part to those conversations of the plantation workers not meant for the outside ear. Those acquainted with the British skill for avoiding the tedium of learning other people’s languages will not be surprised to learn that for quite some time now English has been the one language on La Roque that almost everybody speaks.

         Paulo’s own skill in that direction may have left something to be desired, but he drove a cab, I discovered, with the same nice combination of dash and accuracy with which he had dispensed drinks.

         ‘You come for ’oliday, Señor?’ he enquired, turning in his seat to look at me, while negotiating a narrow hairpin bend and narrowly missing the airport bus trundling up from town.

         ‘You could say that.’

         ‘You find things different, I think. You know, Señor, about - ’ He paused and half-turned again to look at me, concern written large on his expressive countenance.

         ‘Monsieur de Courvel. Yes.’ I stopped; then, on an impulse: ‘Do you know why he died, Paulo?’

         I’d expected some reaction, but what I got startled me.

         A sound like the hissing of a trapped alley-cat came from his lips. He shook his head violently from side to side and then brought his huge hand down on the horn with such force that for a second we sounded like the Queen Mary entering New York harbour in heavy fog. Finally, he spoke, nodding his head up and down as thought it were on elastic.

         ‘There are some, Señor, who do! Sí! Sí! Sí! - ’ an emphatic nod with each affirmative - ‘but they won’t tell you! Oh, no!’ - now a shake - ‘You know why, Señor?’

         I said I didn’t and he gave vent to a further explosive snarl. ‘Because they are the sons of the Devil! That is why.’ A few more nods and then a deep sigh.

         To say the least, I was taken aback. ‘But I understand’, I said, ‘that his family - ’

         I was not allowed to finish. ‘ ’Is family! Bah!’

         The ferocity of this dismissal of Alain and Simone de Courvel, the close friends of my boyhood, startled and dismayed me. I suddenly felt a curious disinclination to pursue the matter further. But let loose a tiger and you have no choice but to run. My tiger had caught the smell of the chase and was in it for blood.

         ‘When,’ he demanded, ‘is a family a family. Eh? When it desert you, eh? When it no longer care about you, eh? When it leave you die, an old man in an empty ’ouse? That is a family - eh?’

         His face registered a deep, personal anguish and he took both hands off the wheel and gestured towards heaven. He brought them back again just in time to prevent us from plunging through a low brick wall and several hundreds of feet down into the sea and began to shake his head slowly from side to side in an expression, apparently, of an uncontrollable inner suffering.

         ‘But - ’

         ‘No, Señor!’ - I doubt if, in fact, he remembered I was there - ‘A family it look after you! It care! It comfort you in trouble. When you are old, when you are no more strong, then a family fight for you. It keep you up!’ - both hands in the air - ‘not down, not leave you go away alone - Mother of Heaven! - like an animal, Señor, like an old dog, to die! No, no! Oh, no, no, Señor!’

         I felt a sickness rising inside me. ‘There must have been reasons,’ I murmured.

         ‘Certainly, Señor! There were reasons! Plenty reasons! For some, plenty good reasons! But for Señor de Courvel’ - and here he directed over his shoulder a look of such balefulness that I could only hope it was by intent aimed at the ‘some’ to whom he had referred - ‘all bad ones, Señor! All bad ones!’

         I was silent. My mind was baulking at the implications. Allowing for the Spanish temperament, plus the possibility of more than a grain of some personal prejudice against the ruling class - which nevertheless did not seem to extend to Maurice de Courvel himself - there were sinister notes in Paulo’s outburst that I could not explain. Grief I understood, knowing the immense respect and affection which all Roquennais had felt for the old man: shock, too, by reason of the way in which he had died; but this violent undercurrent of hatred of his family was something else, something inexplicable, and profoundly disturbing.

         I began to wonder to what extent it would be prudent to continue discussing the subject with Paulo. If there had been such changes in the de Courvel family as his remarks hinted, better, perhaps, to seek some explanation of them from a less prejudiced source.

         About half a mile out of town, Paulo’s attention was diverted by one of those roadside ‘incidents’ so common on La Roque: in this case a confrontation between a tourist- driven hired car (identifiable by the customary large yellow L above the front number-plate) and an elderly Roquennais leading two mules and a cartload of compost. Paulo swerved violently on the wet road as he endeavoured to catch the drift of the altercation in passing and, before it was too late, to make some suitable contribution of his own. After that, the impositions of tourists in general and particular occupied him fully until he pulled us up on our noses outside the Hotel Place Royale. At that moment the rain stopped.

          
   

         I had never before had occasion to stay at any of the hotels on the island, and was confident of not being known to any of the management or staff at the Royale. This was how I wanted it, and I hoped I would be able to avoid running into anyone I knew, or who knew me, until after I had been able to go up to St Michel and take a look at the place on my own. It was unlikely that I would be able to get inside the house, but I had a trained nose, better than any bloodhound’s, for what in my trade as a journalist we are supposed to call ‘atmosphere’, and I was anxious to discover what, if any, of this ephemeral substance I would pick up at the place of my old friend’s death.

         I had a large whisky sent up to my room, drank it while I unpacked, had a quick shower, changed my shirt, and then went out in search of transport.

         The Royale had its own car-hire facilities and I settled for a nicely inconspicuous cream-coloured Citroën and within ten minutes had signed all the necessary forms and a cheque and was on my way.

         I found there had been some changes in the traffic routing in the town since my last visit and twice managed to go down one-way streets the wrong way before I finally got clear. Once out on the northern coast-road, nothing had changed. It was the same neat, clean countryside, steaming slightly from the recent rain and becoming more familiar with every mile. At Porte du Spain, about four miles out of town, I left the coast and began the climb into the lovely Arle Valley. Here, under the shelter of Mont Colombe, were the big banana plantations owned by families I knew, many of them with sons or daughters who had been among my personal friends.

         The road took me along the shores of the only natural lake on the island, the water shimmering under a moist haze. The lake was a reservoir and a bird sanctuary, a beautiful place even at the height of the tourist season. As I drove along its banks, a sudden fierce nostalgia swept over me for those long-gone days of my boyhood in this place: the days when we had picnicked - I and the de Courvel twins, Alain and Jean, and their sister, Simone, and Imogen and Nicholas Le Marnet and the two Cartiers - here and on the banks of the Arle River where it ran down to the sea.

         For a while, the reasons for my return to the island seemed totally unbelievable, as sights and sounds of the past floated back. I had been thirteen the year my father came to La Roque to write his last book. He had come alone, as my mother had died when I was seven and there was no other family besides myself, struggling my way through public school. In the long summer holiday he had sent for me and I had arrived, perspiring and puffing in my thick English flannels and school blazer. My father was staying at a small pension on the waterfront in Porte Hilaire, where he had made friends with all the fishermen, and the first night there I sat up in bed reading Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea by the light of a lamp that flickered on and off every time I moved. That was the first and last book I opened that holiday. For a writer, my father was a very physical man, and he had planned for me a programme of fishing, swimming, walking and riding that in two days had me reeling into bed at night like a drug-addict. Moreover, he had some friends, he said, whom he wanted me to meet. He would have taken me to see them sooner, had not my pale English face made him ashamed of me. At all events, on the third day he took me up to St Michel and I met the de Courvel family for the first time. Maurice was one of my father’s oldest friends, dating back to a chance meeting in Paris in their student days.

         For me, the de Courvels and their world were earth- shattering. Not even the endless variations and uncertainties of life with my father had prepared me for the pattern of existence at St Michel. Life was lived in just two elements - air and water. Within a week I was at home in both, and my pale skin was so burnt by sun and salt that only my blue eyes and red hair distinguished me from the hordes of part- Spanish, part-French boys on the waterfronts.

         I discovered that the de Courvels were not just a family, they were a dynasty: tightly interwoven with the two other island families of prominence, the Le Marnets and the Cartiers. These were La Roque: they always had been and it seemed then that they always would be.

         I spent three more summers with my father on La Roque.

         Towards the end of the third, he was drowned on a fishing expedition leaving me at sixteen completely alone in the world. With nowhere to go, it had seemed natural at the time to become absorbed into the de Courvel family; it was only much later that I had realized how much I owed to Maurice and Justine. The next three years were among the happiest of my life. The memory of them sustained me throughout the war in Europe and when my wife, Maggie, was killed in a London air-raid just one year and six days after we were married.

         Now, as I drove in the yellow sun through the Arle Valley, an uncomfortable thought took hold of me. Over the years the whole de Courvel family had become illumined in my mind by the after-glow of happy memory. Occupationally conditioned as I was to facing realities, it was unnerving to think that I could have been guilty all those years of the blind idealism of youth. Yet the possibility was there.

         Now the first plantations of the St Michel estate came into sight, flanking the road on both sides. And here was another surprise. They were as green, as flourishing and as full of activity as they had ever been. There was not a sign of the neglect and decay I had been given to expect. Baffled, I turned the car up the narrow lane that led to the gates of the house, and about twenty yards short of them, I stopped, turned off the engine and lit a cigarette. For some reason, I wanted to slow down my approach to the house, to come upon it gradually, on foot, with time to absorb whatever I would see.

         I found the gates open, as they had always been, and I stood for a moment, looking up the broad, tree-lined drive. I could see the house itself standing sideways to the lane, the drive broadening out in front of it and bordered by a wide lawn which directly faced the front porch.

         As I approached, I saw that it was here, round the house itself, that the changes I had anticipated were to be found. The garden had been long abandoned. The lawn was overgrown and one of the lower branches of the huge catalpa tree that stood in its centre had been blown down and was hanging, gaunt and mutilated, in the long, straggling grass. I remembered how Nicholas Le Marnet and I had played chess under that very branch in the long summer evenings, how, above us, Jean de Courvel would sprawl in the fork of the trunk, reading, and how tea with strawberries and cream would be served to as many as a dozen people in the tree’s shade on any day of the week as a matter of course.

         I dropped my cigarette into one of the weed-choked beds, hoeing it in with the toe of my shoe. Then, I walked on up the drive past the two coach-houses, where a small van was parked, its back doors open revealing ladders and miscellaneous builder’s materials. Near it, propped in some bushes, was a man’s bicycle.

         As I came level with the van, I noticed that further down the drive, just beyond the door of the house, a small blue car was parked and crouching just in front of it, almost hidden by the bonnet, was a little fair-haired girl, playing with something on the ground. Before I could decide what to do the child straightened up and came darting round the car towards me. She stopped in her tracks when she saw me, staring at me with wide-eyed apprehension and hugging to her chest a small frightened ginger kitten. Before I could draw breath to make some sort of reassuring noise, she darted back towards the house and disappeared inside.

         This was it, then. In no time at all the alarm would be given and a reception committee would be gathering on the doorstep. It was annoying, but there was damn all I could do about it, so I confined myself to hoping that, with luck, the child simply belonged to one of the workmen. The odds that any of them would know me, even if I recognized any of them, were remote.

         As I drew level with the house, I saw with a further shock just what those two years of abandonment had done to it. The Palladian-style portico was now a mess of unswept rubble, the creeper that had grown so elegantly round the pillars that supported the roof along the front of the house was tangled and trailing, and there was a large crack in one of the ground-floor windows.

         The front door was open, but even without the presence of the workmen this would not have surprised me, as I had never known it to be otherwise except in the middle of the night. Inside the sight was even more depressing. The hall, once a lovely place of cool quiet, with shining, polished-wood furniture and Maurice’s splendid old grandfather clock noting the seconds with sonorous dignity at the foot of the stairs, now looked like a builder’s yard. Ladders, half-used tins of paint, lengths of timber and festering pieces of rag and old newspaper littered the floor. Everything looked dark and dingy, and there was an unpleasant smell of decay. The only cheering aspect was the fair-haired child, who was now standing at the far end of the hall, talking to the ginger cat, perched on some steps. She had forgotten all about me. The cat, however, took one baleful glance in my direction, leapt off the steps and darted up the passage leading to the kitchens. The child followed.

         I could hear hammering now, and the sound of voices, but it seemed that the front of the house was deserted. On my left was the door of the study. This was the old man’s room, the room in which he had lived out so much of his life and in which he had died. The door was shut and I stood for several seconds, staring at it. I felt exactly as I had as a boy when I had watched them bringing in the boat from which my father had been washed overboard. It was like standing on the brink of something so intimate to another’s experience that a feeling almost of guilt took hold of one. Death was the ultimate individual knowledge. It could not be shared, any more than a key that is made to fit a certain lock can be used to open another.

         Nevertheless, I was determined to enter that room. Only when I walked up to the door and turned the handle, did it occur to me that the door might be locked. But it wasn’t. I pushed it open and stood with my hand still on the knob and looked into the room.

         I could hardly believe what I saw: it could have been an auctioneer’s storage room. The room was furnished exactly as it had always been, but a mass of furniture had been piled in from other parts of the house. All of it thrown together anyhow, one article on top of or alongside another in no sense of order that I could see. Directly opposite the door three bedsteads were propped in layers against what I recognized as the dresser that used to stand in the kitchen. Tables were piled on each other like trays, the tops resting on the feet of the one below, and the wells in between were crowded with bric-à-brac of every description, from paper fans to marble busts. Pictures were stacked three and four deep against anything that would support them, and the floor was covered - literally - with rolled carpets and with books. There were books everywhere: in piles, in rows, alone, open, and, over by the fireplace, a three-tier dinner wagon was loaded with them. And all this was in addition to Maurice’s own huge glass-fronted bookcases which lined the walls of the room and which, I knew, included the books of French history he had written himself.

         Almost at my feet lay a huge tome bound in black leather and with brass fastenings. I recognized it immediately and felt a dragging sense of depression at its present condition. This was one of the de Courvel treasures, the ancient family Bible, over two hundred years old, in which it had of more recent years become traditional for each eldest son of the family and his bride to sign their names upon marriage. I recalled being shown the signatures of Maurice and Justine de Courvel and thinking that one day Alain’s name would appear there, alongside that of some girl as yet unknown to us. But Alain had never married, so Maurice’s and Justine’s names would still be the last to appear. I took a step forward, knelt and opened the book. The yellowed pages now had a grey film of dust, which I tried to blow away as I opened the massive covers. On the fly-leaf I found the familiar list of names, some of them thin, spidery and fading, others bold and black and seemingly indestructible, all speaking for the hand that had penned them so long ago. As I stared at them, a heavy sadness descended on me and I looked again round the room. Was this, then, what the de Courvel family had come to? Chaos, abandonment, an empty silence?

         Then, as I still knelt, I heard a movement behind me. My skin pricked like a dog’s and I raised myself upright and turned towards the door. A woman was standing there. At first, the spectacles and the strained lines between the eyes deceived me. Then recognition came, slowly, like a familiar place emerging out of a mist. I was face to face, after ten long years, with Simone de Courvel.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three
   

         

         It was several seconds before either of us spoke. I was shocked at the change in Simone’s appearance. Ten years was a long time between visits, but it wasn’t exactly the gulf between youth and old age: yet, looking at Simone now, I was almost tempted to believe so. She had never been a conventional beauty; her mouth was too wide, but with her upturned nose and great grey-green eyes there had been a gamin, elfin quality about her that had always been appealing. Now, the fair, wind-blown hair seemed to have flattened into an untidy yellow, the eyes were lost behind thick-rimmed glasses and the once glowing skin had become pinched and strained-looking.

         For courtesy’s sake, I struggled for recovery. It was clear she was as stunned as I by the unexpected meeting. Her colour came and went and her eyes looked almost frightened. At length I managed a weak grin.

         ‘Hello, Simone.’

         It sounded flat even to me, and I took a step forward and drew both her hands in mine. Immediately, I sensed I had made a mistake. Her face went very white, and her hands, as cold as ice, shrank away from mine. I let go of her and the set lines round her mouth relaxed; she tried to smile.

         ‘Angus - ’ She stopped: then tried again. ‘It can’t be true! I - I don’t believe it!’ She drew a deep breath and shook her head.

         At that moment, the little fair-haired girl came running up and stood behind Simone, staring at me. I saw the likeness between them and remembered: of course, there had been children - a boy who had died and then a girl. What was her name? It bothered me that for the life of me I couldn’t remember. But something else bothered me, too. There was an odd look about the child. To me, it seemed something more than the wondering withdrawnness that is natural to some children. To have described it as a ‘vacant’ look would have been to overstate, yet there was something strangely and disturbingly lacking in the expression on the small, pale face.

         Simone didn’t appear to notice the child’s arrival. She had made a big effort towards composure, but her face now was flushed and she began to talk with such nervous speed that, good though my French is, I had difficulty in keeping up with her.

         ‘Why didn’t you let us know?… It’s so incredible!… I - we - someone would have met you. But it’s so long! (a reproachful look, then contrition). Of course, we’re as much to blame, but time goes so quickly … there’s never a moment to write.’ There was a pause for breath, and a long look, then she began again, this time rather more slowly. ‘But how are you, Angus? You know - about - ’ She became flustered once more and her glance darted across towards the fireplace where the old man’s chair still stood.

         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry, Simone.’

         As quickly as the excitement had risen in her, it drained away again; her voice, when she next spoke, was almost mechanical.

         ‘Yes, you must have heard.’

         ‘I didn’t until yesterday,’ I said. ‘I’d been in Europe. When I got back, I saw the papers.’

         ‘Ah, yes,’ she said. ‘The papers.’ There was another pause. ‘We were going to get in touch with you - but - ’ Her voice trailed off.

         ‘Of course,’ I said.

         Her eyes, apologetic, met mine; she was making a visible effort to pull herself together. ‘We really ought to go somewhere where we can talk,’ she said. ‘I’d ask you to come home with us, but - ’ She stopped abruptly and I sensed some acute discomfort in her.

         ‘It’s all right, Simone.’

         ‘Oh, but no!’ she cried, ‘it’s not! The only thing - ’ Again she stopped, and now her face looked agonized. It was then that the truth hit me with all the directness of a well-aimed poleaxe. She didn’t want to take me home with her. She didn’t want to prolong this reunion one second longer than was absolutely necessary. In a nutshell, she wanted me the hell out of here.

         I fought off another numbing attack of shock and hastened to her aid.

         ‘Actually,’ I said, ‘I’m afraid I’ve got to go straight back. I’m expecting a call from the office.’

         ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Really?’

         If it hadn’t been so tragic I could have laughed out loud at the thinly disguised relief in her face. Simone had never been our best actress.

         ‘Well,’ I said, ‘you know how it is. I left a few loose ends.’

         ‘You have to return soon, then?’ She made a token grimace of regret, but the eagerness in her voice was palpable. I felt almost guilty at having to spoil it for her.

         ‘Well, not immediately,’ I said. ‘I’m due a break, so I may stay on a few days.’

         The split second of shock and dismay no longer surprised me, but neither did the obligatory smile that followed give me any comfort. What had happened to the warm, generous and uncomplicated friendliness that had always been inherently part of the Simone I had known? Where was the rapport I had once come to feel existed between us?

         Well, now was no time for analysis. I owed her an explanation for my unheralded presence here, and it had better be a good one.

         ‘I’m afraid I hadn’t really taken it in, about the house being empty,’ I said. ‘I thought it was just press exaggeration. I know how they do things.’

         ‘Oh, I see,’ she said, ‘you thought - ’

         ‘Yes,’ I said quickly. ‘I thought I should find someone here.’ I smiled. ‘As it happens, I did.’

         She forced a smile in return, but underneath it her face was still bleak, as she stood twisting the strap of her handbag. The impression of some inward struggle was stronger than ever. Simone was being consumed by something much more than simple grief. But what? As I looked into her tired green eyes, I tried to recapture a picture of the girl I had known, but it was no use. She was gone for ever, and all that was left was this pale, anxiety-ridden woman who, at - what was it, thirty-four … thirty-five … already looked aged by some prolonged inner suffering. Suddenly, I realized that she had spoken.

         ‘Sorry,’ I said.

         She gave a quick, surface smile. ‘I only wondered,’ she said, ‘if you’d like to come out and have lunch with us tomorrow. Would that be possible? I’m sorry about this evening, but - ’

         ‘Tomorrow would be fine.’ I wondered what it had cost her to suggest it. Probably she’d decided she couldn’t put it off indefinitely, so, after playing for time, she’d get it over with. ‘If you want to change your mind for any reason,’ I said, ‘give me a ring. I’m at the Royale. They’ll take a message if I’m not there. If I don’t hear, I’ll take it it’s O.K. You’d better tell me, though, how I find you.’

         ‘Oh yes! Of course!’ She started rummaging in her bag and I handed her the pen and small note pad I always carry around with me.

         She propped the pad against the wall beside her, scribbled on it and then handed it back to me. ‘It’s easy to find,’ she said. ‘You turn left at the St George’s Mission and then left again. Here - ’ She took the pad off me again, scribbled some more and then handed it back, turning so swiftly that she collided with the child, who had come forward to try and see what was being written.

         ‘I’ll find you all right,’ I said, and I wondered what on earth Simone de Courvel, wife of the wealthy Raymond Coriander, could possibly be doing anywhere near the St George’s district of Porte Hilaire, which, if not actually a slum, was as near to it as made no matter.

         ‘We must go now,’ said Simone, and once again she cannoned into the little girl, who had now begun to look apprehensive. Simone seemed to remember her daughter for the first time, for she stopped, took the child by the shoulders and pushed her towards me. ‘This is Hélène,’ she said. ‘I don’t think you’ve seen her before.’

         ‘No.’ I bent and looked into the child’s grave eyes. ‘Hello, Hélène,’ I said. ‘How are you?’ It sounded far more formal than I had intended, but somehow the child’s stiff manner inhibited me. She didn’t answer, but simply stared at me with those great grey-green eyes and with that curious empty expression. I was saved from any further attempts at communication by Simone, who turned the little girl briskly round and propelled her towards the door. To me, over her shoulder, she said: ‘We only meant to come for an hour, but you know how it is.’

         That was just it: I didn’t. As I followed them out, I closed the door of Maurice’s room behind us, wondering what, if anything, that room could have told me had I been able to linger there alone a little longer. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps there was nothing more to tell. Depression and suicide … somehow it seemed less unlikely now than it had before. But the basic questions remained.

         Outside, Hélène broke away from us and ran ahead to the small blue car, where she began wrestling with the handle of the door. She stood back as I walked up and bent to open it for her. When she was comfortably installed. I went round to the other side, where Simone was already at the wheel.

         ‘We’ll see you tomorrow then, Angus.’ She spoke lightly, but the anxiety was still in her eyes.

         I nodded. ‘Take care, Simone,’ I said.

         To my surprise, her head jerked up and for a moment she looked as though she were going to burst into tears. Possibly my alarm showed, for instead she smiled. But it was the uncertain smile of an injured child and in place of relief I experienced a violent sense of dismay. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. But I had no idea what it was, nor what had caused it. And I had not the faintest clue how or where to look for the answers.

          
   

         Before I returned to town, there was one more thing I had to do.

         The village of St Michel stands another hundred feet or so above the Manoir, at the top of a long, winding hill that climbs up from the plantations to the headland called Point St Michel above the bay. I drove through the village to the far end, where the road begins to give way to the springy turf of the cliff. For it is here, alone and facing the sea, that the parish church of St Michel was built in the fifteenth century, its graveyard a part of the cliff itself, marked out only by a low stone wall and a few cypress trees.

         I knew exactly where to find the de Courvel family grave, but, even if I had not, the great mass of fresh wreaths and flowers would have drawn me to it. I stood for a while, reading the newly-carved lettering on the stone:

         
            Maurice Edmond de Courvel,
   

            Seigneur du Fief de St Michel,
   

            Sénéchal d’Isle de La Roque, 1954-1959,
   

            Président de l’Assemblée, 1949-1954,
   

            Mari de Justine de Courvel, née du Bois.
   

            Mort Septembre 28 1959
   

         

         And below this, in smaller lettering, under the de Courvel crest - an opened book borne between two soaring wings - the family motto:

         
            ‘Mon Dieu et mon Espoir Voici’
   

         

         I had brought no wreath, it was not time for that. Perhaps, when I had discovered why he lay here, it would be time. But until then, flowers were not what I had come to offer Maurice de Courvel, and a wreath was not what his spirit asked of me.

          
   

         Back in town, I garaged the car, showered and went in to dinner. I lingered over the meal and afterwards carried my drink into the lounge, where I pretended to read the local evening paper but in fact thought over my meeting with Simone and considered my next move. It was nine-thirty; for the majority of Roquennais, the night was still young. What I had decided to do now was tricky. It involved bringing together certain people and checking for reactions. Nothing more. But long experience of interviewing people had taught me that much could be learned from reactions. Especially those produced by the unexpected. And especially when certain of the people involved weren’t exactly buddies. As, for example, Max Cartier and Alain de Courvel … As I remembered it, they’d never enjoyed an empathetic relationship. What had they now? I wondered.

         I left the lounge and went into the telephone booth in the lobby. I looked up the number I wanted and picked up the receiver. I spoke in French and a courteous Spanish operator answered me in the same language and put me through. A man’s voice answered my query in cool, impersonal French.

         ‘I’m sorry, Monsieur, but Monsieur Cartier is not at home.’

         ‘Do you know where I can find him?’

         ‘Monsieur and Madame are at the Yacht Club, Monsieur.’

         ‘Thank you.’ I rang off, checked again in the directory and asked for another number. This time, I recognized the voice at the other end immediately.

         ‘Hello, Alain. It’s Angus. How are you?’

         ‘Who?’

         But was it surprise, I wondered? Or had Simone flashed him the signal?’ Before I could repeat myself, he came back to me.

         ‘Angus! Good God!’ It sounded genuine enough, but, if so, what was wrong with Simone’s reflexes? She had had well over an hour.

         ‘I’m at the Yacht Club,’ I lied. ‘I wondered if you’d care to join me.’ I had to risk his refusing and asking me to go to him instead, in which case so be it. There was silence at the other end of the line and I could almost hear him thinking. He isn’t coming, I decided. He considers the rendezvous inappropriate in the circumstances and me tactless for suggesting it. Then I heard him draw breath.

         ‘You know about Father, Angus?’

         ‘Yes.’ I had the grace to feel ashamed at what I was trying to do to him. ‘It was in the papers. I’m sorry, Alain.’ I was right. He wasn’t coming. ‘If you’d rather not - ’ I began.

         ‘It’s all right.’ To my surprise, he came back quickly, like a man who knows something is inevitable and wants to get it over with. ‘I’ll be with you in about fifteen minutes.’

         I heard the line go dead, and felt myself in a curious way dismissed. It occurred to me that there was something odd in his not having asked me to go to his place. I’d never seen where he’d chosen to live since he’d left St Michel, though I knew he had a flat or house somewhere in the centre of town. It would surely have been more natural for him to have suggested we meet there? But the invitation hadn’t come. Well, that suited me - but it was odd all the same.

          
   

         The lounge bar of the Yacht Club was so full that for a second I had to stand in the doorway to get my bearings. It amused me to think that if someone from outer space arrived and demanded, ‘Take me to your leader,’ this is probably where they’d end up. It was the place where, on almost any evening of the week, and especially at weekends, almost all the really important representatives of island power, bar the very old, ill or tired, would be gathered. As now. The room hummed like a dynamo and glowed under the discreet lights as the talk rose from the groups round the tables and the colours of the women’s dresses mingled with the occasional flash of jewellery.

         Behind the bar, young Luis Garcia, in black bow-tie and trousers, white frilled shirt and a maroon jacket, was learning his father’s trade the hard way, but he seemed well compensated by the raven-haired, bosomy barmaid down the other end of the counter. I ordered a Scotch from her and sat down on one of the stools to take stock.

         Almost immediately, I spotted the tall figure of Max Cartier down at the far end of the room. He was standing beside a table, at which I could see Imogen in brilliant green, and a couple unknown to me.

         I picked up my drink and began to make my way towards them. As I approached, Max took a vacant chair from the next table and sat down beside Imogen: whereupon all four of them began to laugh uproariously at something the other fellow had said. It was Imogen who saw me first. She stopped laughing, clapped a hand to her chest and sat for a moment looking at me, her mouth open. Then, as the others looked at her, she found her voice. ‘Angus!’ she cried.

         For a moment, it seemed as if the whole room stopped whatever it was doing to look at me. But in the second it took me to get over my embarrassment everything went back to normal. Except, that is, for the four at the table in front of me. Her shock over, Imogen’s delight was rapturous. Max, whose handsome face had first sagged with surprise - he’d put on flesh, I noticed - rallied with the charm and bonhomie one could always count on from him. I remembered how I’d always admired him for the things I lacked: good looks, wit and that supreme kind of self- assurance that could turn almost any situation that arose to its own advantage. Nevertheless, there had always been a bantering cynicism in him that at times could irritate, and even now, his surprise over, his face began to assume that lazy, half-mocking expression I’d once known so well.

         After the greetings and introductions were over, I called a waiter and ordered drinks all round. Max pulled a chair up for me between him and the Englishman they’d called Tony Fellowes - a vacuous type if ever there was one, I decided - and I was put through a third degree as to my activities since we’d last all met.

         Characteristically, it was Imogen who first grasped the nettle: ‘You’ve heard about Maurice, Angus?’ I said I had and we all agreed how sad it was. There was some augmentation of the theme, and while it continued I studied them both. Neither seemed to me to have changed much, except that Max now sported a military-style moustache, and was distinctly over-weight. Imogen, on the other hand, was as beautiful as ever. The years had been as good to her as they had been cruel to Simone. It was easy to see her still as she had been as a girl: her long, almost black hair tied back with a wide, brilliantly-coloured ribbon. What a creature she’d been even then, her will and her personality dominating us all! Looking back, I realized that a large proportion of the response she had evoked in each one of us had been pure and simple fear. With Imogen, we had never known at any given moment where we stood, what might be expected of us, what humiliations awaited us if we failed to measure up to her ruthless spirit of adventure. At times, her utter disregard of danger had seemed to reach beyond the boundaries of mere courage into something mercilessly, almost sadistically, forgetful of either self or others. Hers, for instance, had been the dare that had sent Jean de Courvel striding into the sea at Mt Michel’s bay on the night of his eighteenth birthday in an attempt to swim the four miles round the coast to Ste Marie Pier. We’d been discussing the fact that someone or other (damn him) had once done it, and Jean, who had been a good swimmer, proclaimed that it was nothing to write home about. Imogen had laughed derisively, whereupon Jean had simply got to his feet and walked towards the water. Despite our half-disbelieving cries to him to return, he had dived into a wave, emerging the other side to begin, slowly but inexorably, to swim out to sea. After a while, we’d packed up our picnic equipment, piled it and ourselves into a couple of cars and roared off up the coast road in pursuit. We’d crawled after him almost into Porte Hilaire, but there we had had to turn inland, and when we came back to the coast road again at Les Pyramides, the other side of town, there had been no sign of him. We had waited there so long that finally we’d decided he’d duped us and slipped aboard a boat at Porte Hilaire. Heaping abuse on him, we had then torn on round to Ste Marie, ready to denounce him loudly in the Dolphin bar. I don’t think it had seriously occurred to any of us that he wouldn’t be there. It had been Nicholas who had finally phoned the coastguards. They told him that Jean had been picked up in the Roads just off Porte Hilaire in a distressed condition. He had died before a doctor could be got out to him. Well, it wasn’t Imogen’s fault, I suppose, that Jean had had a weak heart. Who could have known it if he, himself, and none of his family had? For all that, I’d always had the uneasy feeling that Maurice had never really forgiven her. Certainly Alain hadn’t, and I can’t say I blamed him.

         ‘You’re thinner, Augus,’ she was saying. ‘You need feeding up. You must come and stay with us.’ She gave her brilliant smile, but as I looked at her I realized suddenly that for the first time Imogen’s magic had failed for me. Why, I didn’t know. Passage of time? Perhaps. But I sensed it was something more: something to do with Simone, with the change I had found in her and the difference between what Simone was now and what Imogen was, and always had been: a survivor.

         I realized Max was speaking and looked at him enquiringly.

         ‘Where are you booked in?’ he demanded.

         ‘The Royale, but - ’

         ‘We’ll pick up your things when we leave,’ said Imogen. ‘It will be all right, chéri, we know Coriander.’

         Coriander? Of course, Simone’s father-in-law owned the damn place. One more thing I’d forgotten.

         ‘It’s very nice of you,’ I said, ‘but I think I’d better stay put. I’ve got some unfinished work,’ I lied. ‘I promised I’d complete it over here.’

         ‘No problem,’ said Max. ‘You can have my study. There’s a typewriter in there, and I can get you a girl to work the thing if you like.’

         ‘There!’ said Imogen with malicious sweetness, ‘one of Max’s little girls. What more can a man give?’

         Max frowned. He looked incredibly pompous and I had trouble keeping a grin off my face.

         ‘What my wife means,’ he said, ‘is that I can detail someone to come to the house every day. No trouble.’ He drained his glass with dignified detachment.

         ‘Thanks again,’ I said. ‘But I really would rather not, if you don’t mind.’ And if you do, I thought.

         Max shrugged. For him, the discussion was already forgotten. Imogen, however, had the look I knew well. She would try again later.

         Fellowes raised his glass at someone over my shoulder and Max’s eyes followed the other man’s glance. He nodded, looking pleased at the diversion.

         ‘Hello, Ray,’ he said. ‘Come and join us.’

         A tall, thick-set man of about my own age, with a pink, rather fleshy face, moved up beside Imogen and bent and kissed the side of her neck.

         ‘Greetings,’ he said, raising his glass first to her and then to us all.

         Imogen’s smile was coquettish, but I had the feeling that she hadn’t enjoyed the intimacy overmuch. ‘You two don’t know each other, do you?’ she asked, waving a hand in my direction.

         ‘This is Angus Logan, Ray. He used to live with the de Courvels before the war. Angus, this is Ray Coriander.’

         I rose and took the hand he offered. It was wet where he’d slopped his drink over it. ‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘I met your wife this afternoon. I expect she told you.’

         There was a curious stillness. Corlander’s face sagged into an expression of bewilderment. ‘I met her at St Michel,’ I offered. ‘She had your little girl with her.’

         Now, I sensed, rather than saw, glances being exchanged. But there was no mistaking the amused grin that spread across Corlander’s face. He glanced towards Imogen. ‘Before the war, you said?’ Then he looked back at me. ‘Time marches on, old boy. The lady you saw was undoubtedly my ex. The present lady’s name is Phyllis and offspring we have none.’

         I needed time to assimilate this, but I was not given it.

         ‘You went to the house, Angus?’ Imogen queried.

         I nodded.

         ‘That was a shock, too, I should think,’ said Corlander.

         He laughed noisily, and I could have kicked his nice white teeth in. I found I disliked him intensely, and, recalling Simone’s face, it occurred to me that it would be a pity if she was grieving at all for the loss of this particular piece of real estate. Perhaps he sensed my reaction: at all events, he made to turn away.

         ‘We’re at the Casino if you’d all like to drop in later,’ he said. ‘I must get back now.’ He gave a comprehensive nod and wave, slopping more drink on to the table. ‘See you.’

         He hadn’t gone more than a step, however, before he turned back, looking directly at me. ‘Give my love to Simone when you see her again,’ he said. There was a distinctly bantering look in his eyes now, and I must have looked what I was feeling because he broke into a self- conscious laugh before making off through the crowd towards the door.

         There followed a second’s rather special silence, broken by Imogen, who had apparently decided that the only way to deal with a potentially dangerous animal was to confront it head-on. ‘You hadn’t heard, then, Angus?’ she said.

         ‘No.’ I hoped she wouldn’t pursue the subject. For one thing, I didn’t want to discuss Simone in front of the Fellowes; for another, I still wasn’t sure I could respond sufficiently dispassionately. At the same time, I blamed myself for much of what had happened. If I’d kept in touch with the family, I’d have known the score, saving myself and everyone else a lot of embarrassment. As it was, all that could be said for the present situation was that at least it had given me an insight into what in all probability had contributed towards Simone’s present condition. The thought of her married to Ray Corlander was both sickening and incredible.

         ‘It never stood a chance, of course,’ Imogen said.

         I looked at her without speaking, and a faint, patronizing smile touched her lips. ‘Well - I don’t mean to sound unkind, Angus, but you know Simone. She’s a sweet girl, always has been, but hardly a ball of fire, would you say?’

         When I still didn’t answer her, she began to look uncomfortable and went on the defensive. ‘What I mean is, Ray’s got a lot on his hands now. He and his father between them more or less run the entire tourist business on the island. It’s a situation that needs a rather special kind of partnership.’

         ‘You mean like a three-ring circus.’

         Imogen’s face froze and Fellowes’ tiny wife gave a nervous whinny.

         Alain de Courvel could not have timed his arrival more felicitously. Seeing his tall, thin figure in the doorway, I murmured an apology and got up and began to thread my way towards him.

         He was lighting a cigarette when I reached him and glanced up at me over the top of his lighter. He seemed not to have changed at all, although the wariness that had always been a part of his dark good looks now seemed accentuated by a tension in him that I suppose was natural in the circumstances.

         He returned my greeting with a nod and I led him over to the bar and ordered a Pernod for him and a lager for myself. I told him how shocked I’d been at the news of his father and he nodded again.

         ‘I went up to the house this afternoon,’ I said. ‘I saw Simone.’

         He extended an inviting hand towards one of the stools that had become vacant at the bar and when I shook my head sat down himself.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I know.’

         So either she had rung him or he had rung her, and he had decided to be frank. That was one obstacle out of the way at least.

         ‘Why did he do it, Alain?’

         He shrugged, raising his eyebrows as he did so, but without looking at me.

         ‘I mean to find out,’ I said.

         His head jerked round at this and I think he would have said something, but at that moment Luis Garcia gave us our drinks and greeted us with much smiling enthusiasm. When he’d moved away again, Alain took his Pernod and began to sip it, and his face, I saw, now had a closed look.

         ‘I’m over there,’ I said. ‘Shall we go over?’

         He looked surprised, but obediently took up his glass and began to follow me across the room.

         When we approached the Cartiers, however, I felt him stiffen and almost stop. Pretending not to notice, I pushed on, halting a few inches from Tony Fellowes’ shoulder.

         ‘Look who’s here,’ I said.

         They all looked. Imogen smiled, but without warmth, inclining her head to Alain in a royal gesture of distant courtesy. Max rose, his face creasing into a faint, laconic smile.

         ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘Welcome, my friend.’

         I glanced back towards Alain, and for the first time I felt a twinge of alarm. His face, as he looked at Max, had the hard look of granite. But that was not all. In his eyes, I saw the warning signals of imminent disaster. Whatever I had expected to discover in this meeting between these two, one thing was clear without the faintest shadow of a doubt.

         In Alain de Courvel, a vague dislike, rooted in mere temperamental incompatibility, had turned to a reasoning, virulent hatred.

      

   

OEBPS/9788726565324_cover_epub.jpg
House of Sand*

BARBARA ROWAN






