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            CHAPTER ONE

            Kent, England

1932

         

         It is an impossibly great trial to be married to a man one loves and hates in equal proportions.

         It was late June and I was dining alone in the breakfast room when Milo blew in from the south.

         ‘Hello, darling,’ he said, brushing a light kiss across my cheek. He dropped into the seat beside me and began buttering a piece of toast, as though it had been two hours since I had seen him last, rather than two months.

         I took a sip of coffee. ‘Hello, Milo. How good of you to drop in.’

         ‘You’re looking well, Amory.’

         I had thought the same of him. His time on the Riviera had obviously served him well. His skin was smooth and golden, setting off the bright blue of his eyes. He was wearing a dark grey suit, lounging in that casual way he had of looking relaxed and at home in expensive and impeccably tailored clothes.

         8‘I hadn’t expected to see you back so soon,’ I said. His last letter, an offhanded attempt at keeping me informed of his whereabouts, had arrived three weeks before and hinted at the fact that he should probably not return home until late July.

         ‘Monte Carlo grew so tedious; I simply had to get away.’

         ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Nothing to replace the dull routine of roulette, champagne, and beautiful women like a rousing jaunt to your country house for toast and coffee with your wife.’

         Without really meaning to do so, I had poured a cup of coffee, two sugars, no milk, and handed it to him.

         ‘You know, I believe I’ve missed you, Amory.’

         He looked me in the eyes then and smiled. Despite myself, I nearly caught my breath. He had that habit, of startling, dazzling one with his sudden and complete attention.

         Grimes, our butler, appeared at the door just then. ‘Someone to see you in the morning room, Madam.’ He did not acknowledge Milo. Grimes, it had long been apparent, was no great admirer of my husband. He treated him with just enough respect that his obvious distaste should not cross the boundary into impropriety.

         ‘Thank you, Grimes. I will go to the morning room directly.’

         ‘Very good, Madam.’ He disappeared as noiselessly as he had come.

         The fact that Grimes’ announcement had been so vague as to keep Milo in the dark as to the identity of my visitor was not lost on my husband. He turned to me and smiled as he buttered a second piece of toast. ‘Have I interrupted a tryst with your secret lover by my unexpected arrival?’

         9I set my napkin down and rose. ‘I have no secrets from you, Milo.’ I turned as I reached the door and flashed his smile back at him. ‘If I had a lover, I would certainly inform you of it.’

          

         On my way to the morning room, I stopped at the large gilt mirror in the hallway to be sure the encounter with my wayward husband had not left me looking as askew as I felt. My reflection looked placidly back at me, grey eyes calm, waved dark hair in place, and I was reassured.

         It took time, I had learnt, to prepare myself for Milo. Unfortunately, he did not often oblige me by giving notice of his arrival.

         I reached the door to the morning room, wondering who my visitor might be. Grimes’ mysterious announcement was a reflection on my husband’s presence, not the presence of my visitor, so I would not have been surprised to find as commonplace a guest as my cousin Laurel behind the solid oak door. I entered the room and found myself surprised for the second time that morning.

         The man seated on the white Louis XVI sofa was not my cousin Laurel. He was, in fact, my former fiancé.

         ‘Gil.’

         ‘Hello, Amory.’ He had risen from his seat as I entered and we stared at one another.

         Gilmore Trent and I had known each other for years and had been engaged for all of a month when I had met Milo. The two men could not have been more different. Gil was fair; Milo was dark. Gil was calm and reassuring; Milo was reckless and exciting. In comparison to Milo’s charming 10unpredictability, Gil’s steadiness had seemed dull. Young fool that I had been, I had chosen illusion over substance. Gil had taken it well, wished me happiness in that sincere way of his, and that was the last that I had seen of him. Until now.

         ‘How have you been?’ I asked, moving forward to take his hand. His grip was warm and firm, familiar.

         ‘Quite well. And you? You look wonderful. Haven’t changed a bit.’ He smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners, and I felt instantly at ease. He was still the same old Gil.

         I motioned to the sofa. ‘Sit down. Would you care for some tea? Or perhaps breakfast?’

         ‘No, no. Thank you. I realise I have already imposed upon you, dropping in unannounced as I have.’

         A pair of blue silk-upholstered chairs sat across from him, and I sank into one, somehow glad Grimes had chosen the intimate morning room over one of the more ostentatious sitting rooms. ‘Nonsense. I’m delighted to see you.’ I realised that I meant it. It was awfully good to see him. Gil had kept out of society and I had wondered, more than once, in the five years since my marriage what had become of him.

         ‘It’s good to see you too, Amory.’ He was looking at me attentively, trying to determine, I supposed, how the years had changed me. Despite his claim that I was still the same, I knew the woman before him was quite different from the girl he had once known.

         Almost without realising it, I had been appraising him as well. Five years seemed to have altered him very little. Gil was very good-looking in a solid and conventional sort 11of way, not stunning in the same sense as Milo, but very handsome. He had dark blond hair and smooth, pleasant features. His eyes were a light, warm brown, with chocolaty flecks drawn out today by his brown tweed suit.

         ‘I should have written to you before my visit,’ he went on, ‘but, to tell the truth … I wasn’t sure you would see me.’

         ‘Why wouldn’t I?’ I smiled, suddenly happy to be sitting here with an old friend, despite what had passed between us. ‘After all, the bad behaviour was entirely on my part. I am surprised that you would care to see me.’

         ‘All water under the bridge.’ He leant forward slightly, lending sincerity to his words. ‘I told you at the time, there was no one to blame.’

         ‘That is kind of you, Gil.’

         He spoke lightly, but his lips twitched up at the corners as though his mouth could not quite decide if he was serious, could not quite support a smile. ‘Yes. Well, one can’t stop love, can one?’

         ‘No.’ My smile faded. ‘One can’t.’

         He leant back in his seat then, dismissing the intimacy of the moment. ‘How is Milo?’

         ‘He’s very well. He returned only this morning from the Riviera.’

         ‘Yes, I had read something about his being in Monte Carlo in the society columns.’ I could only imagine what it might have been. Within six months of my marriage I had learnt it was better not to know what the society columns said about Milo.

         For just a moment the spectre of my husband hung between us in the air.

         12I picked up the box of cigarettes on the table and offered one to him, knowing he didn’t smoke. To my surprise, he accepted, pulling a lighter from his pocket. He touched the flame to the tip of his cigarette and inhaled deeply.

         ‘What have you been doing these past few years?’ I asked, immediately wondering if the question was appropriate. It seemed that some shadow of the past tainted nearly every topic. I knew that he had left England for a time after we had parted ways. Perhaps his travel since our parting was not something he wished to discuss. After all, there had been a time when we had travelled together. In the old days, before either of us had ever thought of marriage, our families had often been thrown together on various holidays abroad, and Gil and I had become fast friends and confidants. He had good-naturedly accompanied me in searching out scenic spots or exploring ancient ruins, and our evenings had been occupied by keeping one another company in hotel sitting rooms as our parents frequented foreign nightspots until dawn. Sometimes I still thought fondly of our adventures together and of those long, comfortable conversations before the fire.

         He blew out a puff of smoke. ‘I’ve travelled some. Kept busy.’

         ‘I expect you enjoyed seeing more of the world. Do you remember the time we were in Egypt …’

         He sat forward suddenly, grounding out his cigarette in the crystal ashtray on the table. ‘Look here, Amory. I might as well tell you why I’ve come.’

         Years of practise in hiding my thoughts allowed me to 13keep my features from registering surprise at his sudden change of manner. ‘Certainly.’

         He looked me in the eyes. ‘I’ve come to ask a favour.’

         ‘Of course, Gil. I’d be happy to do anything …’

         He held up a hand. ‘Hear me out, before you say yes.’ He was agitated about something, uneasy, so unlike his normally-contained self.

         He stood and walked to the window, gazing out into the green lawn that went on and on before ending abruptly at the lake that marked the eastern boundary of the property.

         I waited, knowing it would do little good to press him. Gil wouldn’t speak until he was ready. I wondered if perhaps he had come to ask me for money. The Trents were well-off, but the recent economic difficulties had been far-reaching and more than a few of my friends had found themselves in very reduced circumstances. If that was the case, I would be only too happy to help.

         ‘I don’t need money, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ he said, his back still to me.

         Despite the tension of the situation, I laughed. ‘Still reading my mind.’

         He turned, regarding me with a solemn expression. ‘It’s not so hard to read your mind, but your eyes are harder to read than they used to be.’

         ‘Concealment comes with practise,’ I replied.

         ‘Yes, I suppose it does.’ He walked back to the sofa and sat down.

         When he spoke, his tone had returned to normal. ‘Have you seen anything of Emmeline these past years?’

         I wondered briefly if he had decided not to ask me the 14favour, reverting instead to polite conversation. Emmeline was Gil’s sister. She was younger than me by three years and been away at school in France during much of our acquaintance, but we had been friends. After my engagement to Gil had ended, however, Emmeline and I had drifted apart.

         ‘Once or twice at London affairs,’ I answered.

         ‘Was she … do you remember the chap she was with?’

         I cast my mind back to the last society dinner at which I had seen Emmeline Trent. There had been a young man, handsome and charming, if I recalled correctly. Something about my memory of him nagged at me, and I tried to recall what it was.

         ‘I remember him,’ I said. ‘His name was Rupert something-or-other.’

         ‘Rupert Howe, yes. She plans to marry him.’

         I said nothing. There was more to come; that much was certain.

         ‘He’s not a good sort, Amory. I’m sure of it.’

         ‘That may be, Gil,’ I said gently, ‘but, after all, Emmeline is a grown woman.’ Emmeline would be twenty-three by now, older than I had been when I married.

         ‘It’s not like that, Amory. It isn’t just that I don’t like the fellow. It’s that I don’t trust him. There’s something … I don’t know …’ His voice trailed off and he looked up at me. ‘Emmeline has always liked you, looked up to you. I thought that, perhaps …’

         Was this why he had come? I had no influence on Emmeline. ‘If she won’t listen to you,’ I said, ‘whatever 15makes you think she will care what I have to say?’

         He paused, and I could see that he was formulating his words, planning out what he would say. Gil had always been like that, careful to think before speaking. ‘There’s a large party going down to the southern coast tomorrow. Emmeline and Rupert, and several other people I’m sure you know. We’ll be staying at the Brightwell Hotel. I came to ask you if you would go, on the pretext of a holiday.’

         I was surprised at the invitation. I had not seen Gil in five years and suddenly here he was, asking me to take a trip to the seaside. ‘I still don’t understand. What can I do, Gil? Why come to me?’

         ‘I … Amory,’ his eyes came up to mine, the brown flecks darker than they had been. ‘I want you to accompany me … to appear to be with me. You understand?’

         I did understand him, just as easily as I once had. I saw just what he meant. I was to go with him to the seaside, to give the impression that I had left Milo. That my marriage had been a mistake. Emmeline had seen the society columns, the reports of my husband gallivanting across Europe without me; she would believe it.

         I suddenly comprehended that there would be good reason for me to talk to Emmeline, how I would have authority when Gil didn’t.

         Gil had said he didn’t trust Rupert Howe. I knew he was right. I knew Gil had seen in Rupert the same thing that had caught my attention when I had met him.

         Emmeline’s Rupert had reminded me of Milo.

         My decision was almost immediate. ‘I should be 16delighted to come,’ I said. ‘I should like to keep Emmeline from making a mistake, if I possibly can.’

         Gil smiled warmly, relief washing across his features, and I found myself returning the smile. The prospect of a week at the seaside in the company of old friends was not an unappealing one, at that.

         Of course, had I known the mayhem that awaited, I may have been a bit more reluctant to offer my services.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Gil left immediately, declining my offer to stay even for lunch.

         I walked him to the door, and there was an easy silence between us, the companionability of shared conspiracy.

         He took my hand as we stepped out onto the drive and into the warm morning light. ‘If you don’t want to do this, you have only to say so. I have no right to ask anything of you, Amory. It’s just that I knew at once that you would understand.’ He offered me a slightly unsteady smile as the past resurfaced. ‘And I seem to recall that you were always keen on a bit of adventure.’

         I had been once. Gil had teased me for my sense of daring, my daydreams of great exploits. However, life so seldom became what we expected it to be; adventure had been very sparse these past few years.

         ‘I am happy to do what I can, Gil. Truly.’

         He brushed his thumb lightly over my hand. ‘What will you tell your husband?’

         18‘I don’t know that I’ll tell him anything.’ I smiled weakly. ‘He probably won’t notice I’m gone.’

         Gil’s eyes flickered over my shoulder. ‘I’m not so certain of that.’

         I didn’t turn around, but instead leant to brush a kiss across his cheek. ‘Goodbye, Gil. I’ll see you soon.’

         He released my hand as he turned towards his motorcar, a blue Crossley coupe. ‘Yes, soon.’

         I watched his car as it drove down the long driveway; I didn’t turn around even as I sensed Milo behind me.

         ‘That was Gil Trent, wasn’t it?’

         I turned then. Milo was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed, his pose as casual as his tone had been. He was wearing riding clothes, a white shirt under a black jacket and fawn-coloured trousers tucked into shining black boots. The picture of a country gentleman.

         ‘Yes. It was.’

         One dark brow moved upward, ever so slightly. ‘Well. Did you ask him to stay for lunch?’

         ‘He didn’t care to.’

         He tapped his riding crop against his leg. ‘Perhaps he hadn’t expected me to be here.’

         ‘Yes, well, you do flit about, darling.’

         We looked at one another for a moment. If Milo was waiting for more, he was going to be disappointed. I had no desire to satisfy his curiosity. Let him wonder what I was up to for once.

         ‘Going riding?’ I asked breezily, moving past him and into the shadowed entryway. His voice followed me into the dimness.

         19‘Care to join me?’

         The invitation stopped me, and I was instantly irritated with myself. I turned. The light behind him in the doorway turned him to shadow, but I could tell he was watching me.

         I wanted to go, but I knew that it really mattered very little to Milo if I did or not.

         He waited.

         ‘All right,’ I said at last, weakening. ‘I’ll just run up and change.’

         ‘I’ll wait for you at the stables.’

         I went up to my room, preoccupied by the morning’s strange turn of events. Fancy Gil Trent coming to see me, after all this time. There had been something a bit mysterious in his manner. I wondered if things were as straightforward as he had made them seem. Could there really be something so very wrong with Rupert Howe? I tried again to remember the young man, but could recall only a fleeting impression of suave attractiveness. I hoped that Gil was merely playing the role of overprotective brother, but I knew that he was not inclined to exaggeration, nor would he have judged Rupert Howe harshly without good reason.

         Good reason or not, I reflected, it was likely a lost cause. I was not under any illusions that I would somehow be able to deter Emmeline from her course if she had truly determined to wed the man, but I supposed it wouldn’t hurt to try.

         However, if I were honest, I had to admit that part of me had urged on my acceptance of Gil’s proposal for 20motives that were not entirely altruistic. The truth was that I was finding it more and more difficult to ignore the fact that I was terribly unhappy. Perhaps I had not admitted it completely, even to myself, until today.

         It was as if Milo’s homecoming, Gil’s arrival, or some combination of the two had ignited within me the sudden realisation that my lifestyle had become dissatisfying as of late. Though I stayed as busy as possible, there was only so much for which involvement in local charities could compensate. London had felt stifling these past few months, but I was still too young to have settled seamlessly into quiet country life. In short, I was unsure what I wanted. Perhaps aiding Gil would help to alleviate my recent malaise, allow me the satisfaction of usefulness, however temporary it might be.

         There was, of course, my reputation to be considered. I had agreed to accompany Gil with little thought to any possible consequences, social or otherwise. Now that I had time to reflect, I was perfectly aware of how it would look for me to accompany him to the seaside, no matter how many of our mutual acquaintances would be there. If I wasn’t careful, scandal could quite conceivably ensue. Yet I found suddenly that I didn’t really care. It was no one’s business but my own what I chose to do.

         I had changed into my riding costume, ivory-coloured trousers and a dark blue jacket, and I stopped before the full length mirror, noticing the way that the trousers and well-cut jacket outlined my figure, how the colour of the jacket seemed to breathe a bit of blue into my grey eyes. Milo had, in fact, bought these clothes for me. His taste 21was impeccable, if expensive, and the costume’s overall suitability to my shape and colouring were indicative of his affinity for detail when it came to the fairer sex.

         I wondered what Milo would think of my little holiday, but I pushed the thought away. He did as he pleased. There was no reason why I should not do the same.

         My mental reservations systematically overruled, I went downstairs to meet my husband for our morning ride.

         I arrived at the stables as he was leading out his horse, Xerxes, a huge black Arabian with a notorious temper. Only Milo could ride him, and the horse seemed excited at the prospect of a jaunt with his master, stamping his feet and snorting as he walked into the sunshine.

         I watched my husband as he spoke to the horse, patting its sleek neck, the glossy black mane the same colour as Milo’s own coal-dark hair. There was a smile on Milo’s face, and it remained there when he saw me approaching. He was happy to be home again, if only so that he was near the stables. If there was one thing Milo genuinely loved, it was his horses.

         Geoffrey, the groom, led my horse Paloma out of the stable behind them. She was a smooth chestnut with white forelegs and face, and she was as sweet as Xerxes was temperamental.

         I patted her soft nose as I approached. ‘Hello, old girl. Ready for a ride?’

         Milo turned to me. ‘Shall we?’

         We mounted up and set off at a brisk trot.

         I felt some of the tension of the morning slip away as we rode in comfortable silence. The weather was warm, with a 22soft breeze, and the sun beamed down, unhindered, save for the presence of the occasional fluffy white cloud. Really, the scene was almost idyllic.

         Milo looked at me suddenly and flashed me a grin that I felt in my stomach. ‘I’ll race you to the rise.’

         I didn’t hesitate.

         ‘Let’s go, Paloma.’ A slight nudge with my heels was all it took, and she was off, racing across the open field as though she had heard the opening shot at Epsom Downs.

         Xerxes took no prodding and we flew, side by side. It had been a long time since we had done this. The rise lay across the field, as the flat land gave way to a set of low, wooded hills. By crossing the field and riding upward, along a path that angled to the north and then westward, like a horseshoe on its side, you came to an outcropping that looked out across the estate. Milo and I had shared many an evening on that rise in the very early days of our marriage. It had been at least a year since I had set foot there.

         The race was a close one. Xerxes had brute strength, but Paloma was lithe and sure-footed. Xerxes outpaced us across the field, but the path upward allowed Paloma to pull ahead, and by the time we reached the rise, I was a length or two ahead.

         I reined in Paloma as I reached the giant oak, our finish line, just as Xerxes charged up behind us.

         ‘I’ve won!’ I cried. The exhilaration of it all hit me and I laughed. Milo laughed too, a sound both strange and familiar, like hearing a melody you once loved but had forgotten existed.

         23‘You’ve won,’ he conceded. ‘You and that blasted docile horse of yours.’

         He dismounted in one fluid motion, tossing Xerxes’ lead across the low-hanging branch of a tree. He moved to my side and reached up to help me dismount.

         His hands remained for a moment on my waist as my feet hit the ground, and we looked at one another. There was a momentary flicker of heat there, lingering between us, and the uncanny sensation that things were as they once were and we still loved one another.

         But, then, I was not sure that Milo had ever loved me at all.

         I stepped past him, securing Paloma’s lead, and then began to walk up the slight incline to the tip of the rise. Below me, Thornecrest, the imposing country house and manicured grounds that had been in Milo’s father’s sanctuary, spread out before us. It was a large, grand property, and Milo kept it up beautifully. Whatever qualities he lacked as a husband, he did not show the same neglect to his heritage.

         Milo walked up to stand beside me, not quite close enough to touch. Standing here, looking out across the land with my husband at my side brought back memories of times here that I would rather have forgotten. No, that was a lie. I didn’t want to forget. But it hurt to remember.

         I was not sure what had brought on this fit of melancholy, but I suspected it had something to do with Gil’s visit. Though I had tried to suppress such thoughts, I had remembered Gil more than once over the past few years and wondered what might have been.

         24‘A lovely day for riding,’ I said. It was true, but the words sounded flat, and it seemed they hung heavily in the air.

         If Milo noticed the strange aloofness that had arisen between us, he gave no sign of it. ‘Yes, though the paths up the rise are a bit overgrown. I’ll speak to Nelson about it.’

         I said nothing. For some reason, I could not seem to conjure up my usual equanimity where Milo was concerned. We were usually so easy with one another; even the distance that had grown between us had developed into an artificial joviality. However, I felt there was something different about this moment, as though it was building to some climax of which I was unsure.

         I was uneasy, but my disquiet, the way my heartbeat increased in peculiar anticipation, appeared to be lost on Milo. He was never uneasy. He was always so calm, so very sure of himself, and because of this, Gil’s visit had had no impact.

         ‘The Riviera was beautiful,’ he continued with characteristic nonchalance, plucking a leaf off a nearby tree and examining it disinterestedly before tossing it away, ‘though not as warm as I like. I thought perhaps we might go back in August, when it’s warmed up.’

         ‘No.’ I said it so suddenly, so forcibly, it took me a moment to realise that I had spoken. And then I knew what else I would say.

         Milo turned. ‘No? You don’t want to visit Monte Carlo?’

         ‘No. Because, you see, I’m taking a trip.’

         ‘One of your little excursions with Laurel?’ He smiled. ‘Well, I dare say you’ll be back by August.’

         ‘You don’t understand, Milo,’ I said. I took a breath, 25smoothed my features, made my voice calm and sure. ‘I’m going away, and I’m not sure when I shall be back.’

          

         We did not dine together that evening.

         Milo had been surprised, I think, by my proclamation on the rise, but he had not protested, had not even really questioned me. I had said what I had to say, that I was going away for a time, and then I had mounted Paloma and ridden back to the house alone. He didn’t follow me, and I didn’t know what time he had come back.

         I spent most of the day laying out my things for the trip and drawing up a list of details for Grimes to tend to in my absence. Though it gave me something to occupy my time, the list was really unnecessary. Grimes was a treasure. Without my requesting it, he brought me a tray to my room, and, mostly to please him, I ate a little and drank a good deal of strong tea.

         It was nearly dark when the knock sounded. I knew instantly that it was Milo. Grimes’ knock was softer, much more deferential. Milo’s confidence came through in his rap at my door, as though it was a mere formality and the door would open with or without my consent.

         ‘Come in.’ My back was to him, and I continued to pack as he entered and shut the door behind him.

         The irony of our being here together in my room was not lost on me. We had not shared a bedroom for several months. He had come back from one of his trips quite late one night and slept in the adjoining room to keep from waking me. Late home the following night as well, he had slept there again. Neither of us said anything about the 26arrangement, and he had stayed there. We had become adept at not addressing the steadily growing distance between us.

         ‘Packing, I see,’ he said, when I didn’t acknowledge him.

         ‘Yes.’ I folded a yellow dress and set it in the suitcase on my bed.

         ‘You didn’t say where you’re going.’

         ‘Does it matter?’

         He was beside me now, leaning against one of the bedposts, observing my preparations in a disinterested sort of way.

         ‘How long will you be gone?’ His tone was indicative of total indifference. I was not even sure why he had bothered to come and enquire.

         I straightened and turned to look at him. He was closer than I had expected. His eyes were so very blue, even in the poor light of my room. ‘So much concern, so suddenly,’ I said airily. ‘I’m quite grown up, you know. You needn’t worry about me.’

         ‘Are you sure one suitcase will be enough?’

         ‘I’ll send for my things if I need them.’

         He sat on my bed, beside the suitcase, absurdly handsome as he looked up at me. ‘Look here, Amory. What is this about? Why all the secrecy?’ His tone was light and I wondered briefly if it would even matter to him if I should leave for good.

         ‘You needn’t overdramatise things,’ I said, deliberately evading his question. ‘You travel about as you please. Why shouldn’t I?’

         ‘No reason, I suppose. Although, I hadn’t expected you 27to leave as soon as I arrived home. The house will be rather empty without you.’

         I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. It was typical of Milo to behave as though I were the one who had little interest in our marriage. It was also typical of him to do what he was doing now: inserting himself into my life with the full force of his charm when it was convenient for him and inconvenient for me.

         ‘I didn’t know you were arriving home,’ I said.

         ‘Yes, I know.’ His eyes came up to mine. ‘And I don’t think you knew you were leaving either.’

         ‘Meaning what?’

         He picked up a black silk nightgown from my open suitcase, absently rubbing the fabric between his fingers. ‘This has something to do with Trent, doesn’t it? With his visit today.’

         ‘You haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.’

         ‘Has he been coming here often?’

         ‘Not very,’ I answered, only a little ashamed of my purposefully vague answer.

         He favoured me with a smirk that somehow managed to be becoming. ‘Whatever you may think of me, my dear, I am not a fool.’ Languid amusement played at the corners of his mouth. ‘So Gilmore Trent rode down here on his steed and swept you off your feet, victorious at last. He took rather a long time about it.’

         ‘Don’t be an idiot, Milo,’ I said, snatching the nightgown from where his fist had closed around it.

         He let out a short laugh. ‘For pity’s sake, Amory. You can’t seriously mean to run off with him.’

         28I shut the suitcase, pressing the clasps into place with a unified click, and looked at Milo. ‘I am not running off with anyone. I am taking a trip.’

         He rose from the bed, his features a mask of wry indifference. ‘Leave me if you must, darling. But don’t go crawling back to Trent, of all people. Surely you must have some pride.’

         My eyes met his. ‘I have been married to you for five years, Milo. How much pride can I possibly have left?’
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         I had our driver drop me at the station early the next morning. I’d had a wire from Gil saying that he would take the morning train from London and meet me when I changed trains at the next stop so we could ride down to the coast together.

         I hadn’t expected Milo to see me off, but I was a bit disappointed that I saw nothing of him before I left. Then again, I hadn’t anticipated a fond farewell. My comment about the state in which our ravaged marriage had left my pride had been rude, if true.

         Of course, he had taken it in stride. He had laughed and said in that terribly cool and indifferent way of his, ‘Very well, darling. Do as you wish.’ And then he had risen and left the room, and that had been that.

         I stopped on my way to the station to bid farewell to my cousin Laurel and to explain to her the reason behind my sudden departure. Laurel and I had grown up together 30and were the closest of friends. She was the single person in whom I felt I could freely confide.

         ‘A trip to the seaside with Gil Trent?’ she asked, brows raised as we sat in her parlour. ‘I didn’t think you had it in you, Amory.’

         ‘I may just surprise us all,’ I answered. ‘Perhaps I have a reckless streak none of us has foreseen.’

         We were joking, of course, but her final assessment of the situation was accurate. ‘Helping an old friend or not, this certainly can’t improve things between you and Milo.’

         ‘I sometimes wonder if anything will,’ I said.

         The thought troubled me as I reached the station, but I did not allow myself time for further reflection as the train moved over the landscape. First and foremost, I was to help my friend. Gil was depending on me. My marriage woes had lasted this long; they could wait a bit longer.

         I switched to the southbound train at Tonbridge station, and a few moments later Gil found me in my compartment and dropped onto the seat beside me as the train set back into motion.

         ‘Hello,’ he said. He smiled then, brightly. ‘I’m glad you’ve come, Amory.’

         ‘I told you I would come, Gil.’

         He removed his hat and tossed it on the empty seat facing us, brushing his fingers through his hair. ‘Yes, I knew you had every intention of coming.’ He spoke ruefully. ‘But one must never underestimate the persuasive powers of Milo Ames.’

         ‘Let’s not talk about Milo, shall we?’

         ‘I have no desire to talk about your husband,’ he said, ‘but I don’t want you to be hurt. Was he angry with you?’

         31‘No,’ I answered with a sigh. ‘Milo doesn’t get angry. I don’t think it much matters to him that I’ve gone.’

         Gil was silent for a moment. ‘Have you left him?’ he asked at last.

         ‘I hadn’t realised how inclined to melodrama men are,’ I said. ‘No, I haven’t really left him. Not completely, I suppose. I told him I was taking a trip to the seaside.’

         ‘Did you tell him you were going with me?’

         I picked up the magazine I had been reading and flipped it open to a random page, ready to be done with this conversation. ‘Milo’s very clever, really. He just pretends to be glib because others find it charming. Naturally, he made the connection between your visit and my going away.’

         ‘And he didn’t try to stop you from coming?’

         ‘No. He didn’t.’

         Gil shook his head and smiled wryly. ‘Then he really isn’t as clever as you believe him to be.’

          

         The train pulled into the station that afternoon, and the weather was lovely. The sun shone brightly, and the warm air smelt of sea and salt. Standing on the platform, I breathed deeply and felt, for just a moment, that sense of wellbeing I had felt as a small child at the seaside, perfect happiness and contentment.

         ‘Here’s the car.’ Gil led me to the sleek blue automobile that the hotel had sent to collect us. We pulled away from the station and followed a road that led gradually upward, passing through the thriving village as we went.

         ‘There it is,’ Gil said a moment later, pointing to the top of the hill.

         32The Brightwell Hotel sat on a cliff overlooking the sea. It was a lovely white building, sprawling, sturdy and somehow elegant at the same time. There was something stately about the place, but welcoming as well. It looked as though it would be equally suited to princes or pirates, the sort of place one could be proud of visiting without been perceived to be too fond of squandering one’s money. These days a good many people frowned upon unnecessary lavishness.

         Gil and I emerged from the car and moved together up the walk, stepping through the door into the hotel. The interior was as pleasing to the eye as the exterior had been. The lobby was a large spacious room with a desk directly facing the doors. The floors were of gleaming white marble, and light filtered in through the numerous windows, bouncing off the yellow walls, infusing the room with a warm glow. There was a good deal of furniture in white and various shades of blue, scattered artfully about, with very deliberate carelessness. A potted plant or two, strategically placed, added to the overall effect.

         As Gil collected our room keys, I felt I could spend quite a happy week in this place.

         ‘Why, if it isn’t Amory Ames!’ A high, almost shrill voice called out across the lobby. I turned and saw a woman in an outrageous hat and brightly-coloured clothes soaring towards me like a parrot in flight.

         ‘Oh dear,’ said Gil and I in unison.

         Yvonne Roland, terror of London society, descended upon us.

         ‘Amory, Amory darling!’ she clutched my arms and brushed kisses an inch away from each of my cheeks, the 33scent of talcum powder and roses enveloping me. ‘It’s been ages … Since before my last husband died, I think … or maybe just before … Poor dear Harold … And how are you, dearest?’

         She didn’t wait for me to answer before turning on Gil. ‘And Gilmore Trent! How delightful to see you. But you’ve come together.’ She turned to me, grabbing my hand. ‘How delightful.’

         A thought suddenly seemed to strike her. Her eyes narrowed and darted from me to Gil and back again. ‘But, my dear, I thought you had married … what was that fellow’s name … the wickedly good-looking one?’

         ‘I’ve just come to visit the seaside with some friends,’ I said vaguely.

         A rather sly smile crossed her face. ‘Ah! I see. Well, you can count on me as the soul of discretion … If you only knew the secrets I’ve kept … never revealed I knew all about Ida Kent, even after she’d run off with that butcher.’ She wrinkled her nose in distaste. ‘Sordid business … but you and Gil? I’m delighted. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m taking tea on the terrace. I’ll be seeing you both later.’ She winked ostentatiously and was gone.

         ‘Good heavens,’ Gil breathed.

         I nodded. Mrs Roland was a wealthy widow who flittered about society like a flamboyant and overly-chirpy bird. She had been widowed three times, accumulating successively more wealth as each husband faded beneath her bright and tiresome exuberance. I was inclined to believe her husbands had gone to the grave for the sheer peace of it. Still, she was harmless enough.

         34‘At least things won’t be dull at the seaside,’ I said with a smile. ‘Mrs Roland may not exactly be with us, but she will certainly be among us.’

         ‘Well, then,’ he said, lightly touching my elbow, ‘I suppose we may as well go up and prepare ourselves to join Mrs Roland and the others for tea on the terrace.’

         I followed him to the lift, which sat to the left of the front desk. We rode up in silence to the first floor, both of us lost in our own thoughts.

         As we stepped out of the lift, Gil turned to me and handed me the key to my room. As his hand brushed mine, I suddenly felt that there was something rather clandestine about all of this. Separate rooms or no, we had just checked into a hotel together, and I felt a bit unsettled about the fact.

         We looked at one another. I wondered if the thought had occurred to him as well.

         ‘My room’s just three doors down,’ he said. ‘I’ll meet you here in a quarter of an hour?’

         ‘All right.’

         He left me and I entered my room. It was good-sized and decorated in an understatedly-elegant manner: gleaming wooden floors with thick rugs, silk flocked wallpaper, and smooth, heavy bed linens, all in pale, tasteful colours. The sitting area had a fashionably modern sofa and two silk-upholstered chairs. A writing desk sat against the wall. As in the lobby, the furnishings seemed to say: ‘Don’t mind us. We will just sit here and be expensive.’

         I took off my hat and gloves, dropping them on one of the chairs, and went to the window. My room faced the sea, and I pushed aside the filmy, ivory curtain, admiring for a moment 35the smooth expanse of blue. It was a decidedly romantic view and, coupled with the vague feeling of wrongdoing I had experienced in the hallway, I began to wonder if I had made the right choice in coming. I quickly pushed the doubts away; there was nothing wrong in it, after all.

         I changed from my tailored dove grey travelling suit into a flowing white and red flower-printed chiffon dress with a soft belt that tied in a loose bow at my side. I then went to the bathroom and splashed cool water on my face, reapplied what little make-up I had worn, and combed my hair, smoothing the dark waves which were a little mussed from the journey. Putting on a white, lightweight cloth hat with a jaunty brim and red grosgrain ribbon, I was ready to take tea with Gil’s sister and whoever else was in the party.

         The sudden realisation that I had very little idea who exactly was sharing our holiday made me feel a bit silly. Undoubtedly, I had rushed into this seaside trip with very little forethought, but I supposed it was too late to do much about it now.

         Gil met me in the hallway at the designated time. He had freshened up as well, and we made a handsome pair walking down the long, golden hallway together. For a briefest of instants, I wondered what life might have been like had I married Gil. Would we have been happy? It was impossible to know.

         ‘I would rather have had a good nap,’ he said as we entered the lift. ‘But I suppose tea is as good a time as any to make our entrance.’

         ‘Indeed,’ I answered. ‘It will give the scandal time to build until dinner.’

         36He smiled, but I could sense his hesitation. ‘You don’t mind a bit of scandal, do you, Amory?’

         The last of my doubts dissipated and I returned his smile. ‘What’s a little scandal? One only lives once, after all.’

         We exited the lift and walked across the gleaming lobby, through a comfortable sitting area, to French doors on the west side of the building. Stepping out into the bright light, I admired the spacious terrace. Gil explained that it extended all along this side of the building, wrapped around across the south side, overlooking the sea, and then continued around the east side. There was another terrace, he told me, a short way down the cliff, accessible by a winding flight of white wooden stairs. ‘It’s rather a scenic spot, but the wind is high today,’ he said. ‘I expect most of the guests will have tea on the main terrace.’

         ‘Gil!’ We looked to see Emmeline Trent waving to us from a bit farther down. With Gil’s hand at my elbow, we made our way to where she had risen from her seat to greet us.

         Emmeline hugged her brother then turned to me. Like Gil, Emmeline seemed to have changed very little since I had seen her last. A thin, pretty girl, she shared her brother’s colouring, the dark blonde hair and warm brown eyes. She smiled brightly as she extended her hand to squeeze mine affectionately. ‘Dearest Amory. I’m so happy to see you again. I didn’t know you would be here. How delightful.’

         ‘It was something of a last minute decision. It’s lovely to see you, Emmeline.’

         She turned then, her eyes alight with happiness and pride, stretching out her hand to the gentlemen beside her. 37‘You’ve met, I think? You remember my fiancé, Rupert Howe. Rupert, Amory Ames.’

         The young man standing by her side was as I remembered him: tall, handsome, and impeccably groomed, with dark brown hair and eyes to match. Bright teeth formed what seemed a practised, too-polite smile. There was no warmth in his eyes, not for me, and certainly not for Gil.

         ‘Charmed, Mrs Ames,’ he said.

         I was not at all charmed. I could tell at once that he was too polished, too aware of his own appeal. Perhaps he did not remind me of Milo so very much, after all.

         As if our thoughts had taken different routes to the same location, Emmeline asked, ‘Is your husband here?’

         I paused, allowing a slightly awkward silence to settle in our midst. ‘No,’ I said at last. ‘No, Milo and I are … well, I’ve come at the invitation of your brother.’

         Emmeline coloured. ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ She gave her brother a rap on the arm. ‘You didn’t tell me, Gil! Do forgive me, Amory. I didn’t realise …’

         ‘Think nothing of it,’ I said lightly, ‘all water under the bridge.’

         I noticed then that Rupert Howe watched me speculatively. I had not time to guess what he was thinking before a voice spoke from behind us.

         ‘It’s too windy to take tea out of doors.’

         We turned to see Olive Henderson, a young woman I had known for many years more than I cared to. She was the daughter of a well-known banker, and we had frequently come into contact with one another at social occasions, 38though we really weren’t well acquainted. I had always taken her for a thorough little snob, though she was pretty when her smile warmed her green eyes and softened her naturally petulant expression.

         ‘It would have been much better in the indoor sitting room, I’m sure,’ she said. ‘I’ve just had my hair waved.’

         ‘Calm down, old girl,’ said Rupert. ‘It won’t blow you away.’

         She looked at him through narrowed eyes as she patted at her perfectly-coiffed dark hair, but said nothing further. I was prepared to greet her, but she shot a glance at Gil and I before she sat down without speaking to us.

         Slowly the party began to collect, and I found that the Trents’ friends were none of the same group with which we had often associated five years before. I supposed I couldn’t have expected that things would remain the same, but I still found that I was vaguely disappointed.

         ‘Amory, meet Mr and Mrs Edward Rodgers,’ Gil said, introducing me to a couple that just reached our table. They greeted me, and I was struck by the contrast between them, which was, visually, something akin to a cinema star on the arm of a parish priest.

         ‘How do you do?’ Mr Rodgers said unenthusiastically. He was young and solemn, a solicitor by trade I would later learn. His brown eyes scanned me in a cursory way, and he appeared to have found little to interest him, for he soon seated himself and poured his tea.

         Anne Rodgers was a platinum blonde, and though her features were somewhat plain, she possessed a way of moving that had attracted the attention of every man in 39the vicinity when she had walked out onto the terrace in a clinging dress of rose-coloured silk.

         She greeted me warmly, her eyes moving over me in an appraising yet not unfriendly manner.

         ‘I adore your dress. Schiaparelli, isn’t it?’ she said, sinking down into a chair beside her husband and stirring four sugars into the cup he set before her. ‘Thank you, darling,’ she told him, reaching to pat his hand, and he smiled warmly at her. They seemed something of an odd pair, but I was far from an expert on what made a happy marriage.

         Next to arrive at the terrace were Nelson Hamilton and his wife, Larissa. They walked directly to where Gil and I stood, Mr Hamilton’s quick strides leaving his wife behind. As Gil made the introductions, I tried but failed to recall ever having seen them at any events in London.

         ‘Pleasure, Mrs Ames,’ Mr Hamilton said, grasping my hand in his very warm one. He gave me a thorough going over with his eyes, and I felt justified in examining him in turn. He was older than the others of our party, perhaps in his mid-forties, with greying dark hair, a ruddy face, and a well-groomed moustache. He was the jovial sort, I perceived immediately, with a ready smile and an easy, almost too-friendly way of talking to people. He was, I thought, the sort of person one liked at once, but for whom the fondness fades after a short time.

         ‘My wife, Larissa,’ he said gesturing perfunctorily to the woman who stood a bit behind him. That introduction deemed sufficient, he moved off to engage Rupert in an earnest conversation about some business deal, the particulars of which soon became lost in the jumble of 40conversation. Mrs Hamilton’s gaze followed him for just a moment before returning to me.

         ‘I’m pleased to meet you, Mrs Hamilton.’

         ‘And I you,’ she replied.

         As so often happens, Mr Hamilton’s vibrant personality had attracted a partner without his effusive joie de vivre. Larissa Hamilton was quiet and soft-spoken. She was at least fifteen years younger than her husband and attractive in an unassuming way, pretty without realising that she was. There was something forlorn about her, and I was unaccountably reminded of one of Waterhouse’s Ophelia paintings. She had a nice smile that warmed her expression but not, it seemed, a great deal of confidence. She was, if I judged correctly, thoroughly cowed by her husband. More than once, I saw her start when his hearty laughter broke out behind us.

         Another gentleman approached our cluster of tables, and I recognised him at once as Lionel Blake, a rising star of the British stage. His Hamlet had caused quite a stir and was perhaps the most talked-about interpretation of the character since John Barrymore had come over from New York to play the role a few years before. He was very good-looking, with dark hair and piercing eyes that were an unusual shade of green.

         ‘I’ve long planned on attending one of your performances,’ I told him when we had been introduced. ‘I’ve heard you’re marvellous.’

         ‘You’re too kind, Mrs Ames,’ he said, ‘but I’m afraid the reports may be exaggerated.’

         He pulled out my chair for me, and I sat. There was an 41easy grace in his movements that I would imagine translated well to the stage, and I noticed that he spoke carefully, as if pronouncing lines.

         The last to arrive was Veronica Carter, a woman I knew by reputation, if not by actual acquaintance. She was the daughter of a well-known industrialist and, despite rumours of cracks in the family’s financial empire, my impression of her was that she fed on her father’s wealth and had no further aim in life than her own amusement. A vibrant redhead, she was dressed flashily and excessively made up, over-emphasising a beauty that would have been more striking had it not been so heavily accentuated. She made a name for herself in the gossip columns, the most recent scandal, so the story went, involving a very married member of Parliament. Nothing I had heard of her gave me any incentive for liking her.

         She did not take long in cementing my initial impression. As we all settled down to drink our tea, she fastened me in her cold blue eyes that matched the china of her teacup. ‘Miss Ames, is it? Your name is familiar. Have we met before?’

         ‘Mrs Ames,’ I corrected. ‘And no, Miss Carter. I don’t believe we have.’

         She bit her scarlet lip artfully, as if in contemplation. ‘Where have I heard that name? Let me think. I’m sure I … Ah, yes. I met a gentleman called Ames only last month. On the Riviera. A deliciously handsome gentleman.’

         ‘My husband, Milo.’ If my tone sounded bored it was because I truly was. It was embarrassingly obvious that she was attempting to create some sort of awkward scene, 42as though I would be surprised to learn Milo had been behaving badly.

         ‘Oh,’ she said, a thin, pencilled brow arching, her features conveying mock surprise. ‘Excuse me. I didn’t realise he was married.’

         I smiled coolly. ‘You mustn’t feel bad; he sometimes forgets it himself.’

         There was a moment of silence. Veronica Carter looked genuinely astonished at my flippancy. No doubt she had expected a harsh reply from a jealous wife. Gil cleared his throat uneasily, and Lionel Blake openly smiled.

         Conversation descended into trivialities and generally pleasant small talk as we were lulled by the sounds of the sea and the clinking of china. Nevertheless, there was a strange sort of tension in the group, despite the fact that these were people who spent a good deal of time together, people who had willingly agreed to meet at this seaside hotel for a mutual holiday. Then again, perhaps it was just that none of them liked each other very much. That was the way it often was with the affluent; birds of a feather did flock together, friends or no. Such a gathering was by no means my ideal way in which to pass a week, but I was doing it for Gil. And, really, it was always nice to spend time at the seaside.

         We all sat on the terrace, enjoying our tea and tolerating one another’s company. None of us realised, of course, that within twenty-four hours, one of our party would be dead.
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            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         The hotel was aglow that evening. Dinner at the Brightwell Hotel was, it seemed, quite the affair, with black tie, dancing, and champagne all par for the course.

         I wore a fitted gown of mauve silk with sheer flutter sleeves and flowing tulle panels inset into the skirt, the cut quite flattering to my thin, tallish frame, if I say it myself. Gil looked dashing in his dinner jacket, slim and broad-shouldered. He was of that class of men that was bred for evening wear.

         The dining room was both elegant and elaborate, without any accompanying flashiness. The walls were a striking shade of salmon with settings that managed to walk a surprisingly successful line between formal Victorian and sleek, modern art deco. The round tables, clothed in white silk, glittered with crystal, silver, and silver-edged porcelain.

         There was no formal seating arrangement, and Gil and I sat at a table with Mr and Mrs Hamilton on my left, and Emmeline and Rupert on Gil’s right.

         44Emmeline bore all the markings of a woman madly in love. Her bright eyes followed Rupert Howe’s every motion. She touched him at every opportunity, brushing her shoulder against his, her hand pressing his arm. She was clearly proud that this handsome, charming man was hers. Lovesickness was a disease whose symptoms I knew well.

         For his part, Rupert seemed to pay her the majority of his attention. He would smile at her, lean and whisper things in her ear. Yet, for all that, there was something restless about him. He seemed slightly ill at ease, as though his heart wasn’t entirely in the performance. I wondered how deep his feelings for her truly ran.

         ‘Lovely evening, isn’t it?’ said Larissa Hamilton in a soft voice beside me. I turned to greet her. Her pale blue gown with ruffled skirt and sleeves was lovely and I told her so.

         ‘Thank you. Nelson picked it out,’ she said, smoothing the skirt. ‘He’s got quite an eye, really.’

         I had noticed as much. At that moment, his eye was on Anne Rodgers as she sauntered into the room in a beaded lavender gown that was cut just high enough to avoid absolute scandal. Mr Rodgers followed behind her, apparently oblivious to the effect his wife’s appearance was having upon the gentlemen present.

         ‘Nice crowd here tonight, eh, Rupert?’ Mr Hamilton asked, when the Rodgers had reached the table and seated themselves. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket.

         ‘Very nice indeed,’ Rupert agreed, offering Mr Hamilton his lighter, before turning his attention back to Emmeline and adding in a tone still loud enough to be heard by half the table, ‘Though it would be nicer if it were just the two 45of us. I look forward to the days when we can travel alone.’

         Emmeline blushed and smiled, and Gil stiffened ever so slightly beside me. He tried to hide it, but it was perfectly apparent how little he cared for Rupert Howe.

         ‘Nelson likes blue, but I love the shade of your gown,’ said Mrs Hamilton, suddenly picking up our conversation where it had dropped off several moments ago.

         ‘Yes, you look quite stunning, Mrs Ames.’ It was Lionel Blake who spoke as he approached and took his seat at a neighbouring table.

         ‘Thank you both. And call me Amory, please. I wish you all would.’

         ‘Anne-Marie. Such an uncommon name,’ said Veronica Carter from across the table, looking at me through the smoke of the cigarette she held carelessly between two fingers. It was the first time she had spoken to me since I arrived at dinner and the mispronunciation, combined with the somewhat sneering tone in which she said it, led me to believe it was not a mistake that she had misheard my given name.

         ‘It’s Amory,’ Gil corrected her.

         She did not reply, but descended again into silence, a sulky expression marring her pretty features.

         ‘Amory Ames. Such a striking name,’ said Mrs Hamilton. ‘There is almost something musical about it. What a happy coincidence your husband’s name so complemented your Christian name.’

         I began to give her the long answer, but decided against it. ‘Thank you,’ I replied simply.

         The truth was that I didn’t take Milo’s name, per se. In 46actuality, I was born Amory Ames. I had met Milo Ames, who was no relation of mine, and had been amused by the coincidence. We married and I had been stuck in limbo, bearing a name that was not entirely my own, yet not truly my husband’s. It was, somehow, strangely indicative of our entire relationship.

         Dinner was delicious, light soups, impeccably cooked sole, followed by a mousse that melted in the mouth with sweet, rich coffee. Conversation was light, superficially pleasant. Afterwards, everyone began breaking off into pairs for dancing.

         In the style of many of the more prestigious London hotels, the Brightwell had engaged an orchestra for the summer. As they struck up the opening strains of ‘All of Me,’ Gil stood and held out his hand. ‘Dance with me, Amory?’

         ‘I would love to.’

         He led me to the dance floor. There was an instant of hesitation before he pulled me towards him and our bodies touched. For a moment, my mind drifted back to one of the last times we had danced together, our engagement party. I had been so in love that night, so very sure of the future. What fools the young are, so full of confidence and blissful ignorance.

         The orchestra was really very good and the music flowed sweetly over the room, the lyrics of this particular song hauntingly appropriate. Neither of us spoke, but danced lost in our own memories. I felt oddly happy, happier than I had for a long while.

         The dance came to an end, and Gil and I stepped apart, 47but only just. Our eyes lingered. ‘Amory …’ he began.

         ‘Do you mind, old boy?’ It was Rupert who had ambled over to us. He turned to me and held out a hand, brows slightly raised in enquiry.

         I took his hand as Gil stepped out of the way, annoyance barely perceptible in his eyes, and I allowed myself to be pulled into Rupert Howe’s arms.

         The music started up again and a young man stepped to the microphone and began to sing. Rupert, as much as I hated to admit it, danced beautifully.

         ‘The music is very good,’ I noted, to break the silence.

         ‘They’re no Henry Hall and his orchestra, but they’re passable,’ Rupert replied. ‘Something to dance to, at any rate. I’ve seen the men here looking at you, Mrs Ames. You’re going to be a popular partner tonight.’

         ‘I can’t imagine why I should be,’ I answered, immune to his flattery, ‘with so many ladies from which to choose.’

         Rupert let out a short laugh. ‘Thorough bores, most of them. The married ladies are dowdy frumps.’ He smiled. ‘Yourself excluded, of course. Mrs Rodgers fancies herself a society beauty, but she’s well past her prime, and Mrs Hamilton is too much of a mouse to make any long-lasting impression. As for the unattached ladies, Veronica Carter is not so grand as she thinks she is, and Olive … well, let’s just say Olive and I don’t get along as well as we used to.’

         So discreet, I thought irritably. If he and Olive had a past, it was unkind of him to flaunt it, especially given the circumstances. I glanced at Olive Henderson, who had been sitting quietly at our table, making very little conversation throughout dinner. I certainly didn’t know her well, but it 48seemed to me that something was troubling her. Perhaps her tender feelings had not been forgotten as effortlessly as Rupert’s apparently had.

         ‘And what of your charming fiancée?’ I enquired.

         The briefest flash of something crossed his eyes, as though he had momentarily forgotten Emmeline. Then he smiled, and I was surprised at the warmth in it. ‘It goes without saying that I adore Emmeline.’

         ‘Do you?’ I asked breezily. ‘I should think you would. She’s a lovely girl.’

         ‘Very lovely,’ he replied, unaffected by my pointed remarks. ‘How nice that you find the same admirable qualities in her brother.’

         So it was to be a game of verbal sparring, was it?

         ‘Gil and I have been friends for a very long time.’

         ‘And more than friends, I understand,’ he went on. ‘It’s admirable, really, that you have been able to remain on such good terms … despite your unfortunate marriage.’

         I smiled, unwilling to be bated by his audacity. ‘We are not all possessed with your good luck in finding a mate.’

         The music ended and I stepped back. He leant slightly forward, a smirk marring his handsome features. ‘It was a pleasure, Mrs Ames.’

         I found myself unable to return the compliment.

          

         I was spared the overbearing charms of Rupert Howe for the rest of the evening. I danced in turn with Mr Rodgers, Lionel Blake and Mr Hamilton.

         I learnt that Mr Rodgers was a solicitor, the majority of his experience in criminal court. He talked unenthusiastically 49of his work while we danced, and he seemed to find his stories as dull as I did.

         ‘Not many imaginative crimes these days,’ he said as the dance came to an end. ‘Mainly stupid people doing stupid things.’

         ‘Really?’ I asked. ‘I somehow thought that criminals were getting cleverer as time went on.’

         ‘Nonsense. It’s almost impossible to get away with things these days, with all the modern advancements. Take the Crippen case. Even twenty years ago, the fellow couldn’t escape the law. Caught him by wiring the ship he was trying to get away on. Things are far more advanced now. You would think criminals would learn, but they don’t. I suppose that’s because it’s as I said: stupid people doing stupid things.’

         I danced next with the polite and very well-behaved Lionel Blake. His natural gracefulness translated well to dancing, and I had the fleeting thought that he might have a career in musical cinema should he tire of the stage. As we moved around the floor he told me of the play in which he was soon to appear, a murder mystery set in a country manor.

         ‘I’m afraid it’s not a terribly good play,’ he said with a rueful smile, ‘but the chief backer is rather a good friend of mine. When he asked me if I would do it, I felt that I could not really refuse.’

         ‘The play may not be very good, but you’ll be wonderful,’ I said encouragingly. ‘I’ve heard marvellous things about you. I’m certain the play will be a great success with you in it.’

         50His eyes dropped from mine, as though he was embarrassed by my compliment, and he quickly began to speak of the weather. This apparent timidity was not at all what I expected of a handsome actor, especially not one as well-received as Mr Blake had been. But perhaps I was unfairly typecasting.

         Mr Hamilton was my next partner. He was his jovial self, and I noticed his gaze travel admiringly down my neckline more than once.

         ‘Have you known the Trents long?’ I asked, in an attempt to draw his eyes upward.

         ‘We got chummy with Rupert and Emmeline in London. It seemed we were always turning up at the same events. Rupert is from my part of the country, you know. Mr Trent I don’t know well. What I do know is that he and Rupert don’t care much for one another. That’s always been apparent.’ He laughed, as though he had made a joke. I had not, it seemed, been the only one to notice the tension between Gil and Mr Howe.

         ‘Have you been to the Brightwell before?’ I asked, as his eyes wandered once again.

         ‘No, never. We came at the invitation of Rupert and Emmeline. When they invited us to join them, we thought it sounded nice. Larissa’s got some ridiculous fear of the sea, but I told her that was all nonsense. I knew she’d enjoy it once she got here.’

         I glanced at Mrs Hamilton and saw her watching us. She didn’t seem to be enjoying herself much at all to me. I couldn’t help but wonder how aware she was of her husband’s wandering eye. I hoped that she would begin 51to relax and have a nice evening, but a moment later I saw Rupert Howe asking her to dance, and she looked as uncomfortable as ever.

         ‘You look simply divine this evening, Mrs Ames,’ cried Mrs Roland, as she appeared beside me from out of nowhere. She was dancing with a gentleman perhaps a foot shorter than she, but they were managing to keep an excellent rhythm to the orchestra’s rousing rendition of ‘Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea’.

         ‘Thank you, Mrs Roland,’ I said. ‘You look quite striking yourself.’ It was true. She wore a long gown of bright blue bedecked with silver beads that clicked together as she swayed to the music.

         ‘So many handsome gentlemen here, don’t you think?’ she asked me with a wink, before her partner whirled her away. ‘I shouldn’t wonder if there was a trail of broken hearts left after this week.’

         I hardly thought that likely. From what I had seen thus far, it was Emmeline who was in danger of being broken-hearted.

         Our dance seemed to have worn Mr Hamilton out, for back at the table, he wiped his face with his handkerchief before he pulled a cigarette from his pocket. Rupert Howe, returning to the table with Mrs Hamilton, offered him his lighter, and he puffed contentedly on his cigarette, his gaze travelling from one attractive woman to the next while his wife sat silently beside him.

         The night was spent pleasantly enough, but as the evening drew to a close, I was more than ready for bed. It had been a long day, and I was tired in mind as well as body. 52I bid everyone good evening, and Gil accompanied me to my room.

         ‘I’m happy you’re here, Amory,’ he said, as we stopped outside my door. The hallway was deserted, and we were alone in the soft yellow glow cast by the sconces against the striped, yellow-papered walls.

         ‘I think you’re right about Rupert Howe,’ I said, avoiding what he had left unsaid. ‘He doesn’t seem at all trustworthy. There is something about him …’

         ‘Yes, I’m glad you noticed.’

         ‘You’ll need more than a feeling to convince Emmeline, I’m afraid. I can tell she’s rather taken with him.’

         ‘I wish there was some way to send the fellow packing,’ he said, his eyes flashing suddenly.

         ‘I’ll have a heart to heart with her tomorrow,’ I said, ‘tell her the woes of married life to serve as a warning.’

         His eyes met mine, both sympathetic and hopeful. ‘Do you think it will do any good?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         He nodded, suddenly brusque. ‘Well, I guess we shall find out. I’ll see you in the morning.’

         ‘Good night, Gil.’

         I entered my room, shut the door behind me, and stood there for a moment, lost in thought. I had a feeling that Emmeline Trent was not going to be convinced by me or anyone else to give up Rupert Howe. His charm was transparent enough, but the veil of love could do wonders to even the most reprehensible character. It was, as I had predicted, a lost cause. I think Gil knew it too. But I admired his wanting to try.

         53Sighing, I moved into the bedroom, kicking off my shoes as I went. The thick rug was soft beneath my feet.

         I stepped out of my dress and threw it over the back of a chair, then peeled off my stockings, letting them fall where they lay. They would keep until morning. Sometimes I regretted not having a lady’s maid, but for the most part, I was happy to keep to myself. Despite assurances of confidentiality and trustworthiness, I hesitated to submit the every movement of my life to someone else’s scrutiny.

         I put on my black satin nightgown, and pulled a loose négligée over it. I found, despite my weariness, that I was not exactly sleepy. I picked up a book and moved to a chair near the window. Pushing the window open, to feel the breeze and better hear the sound of the sea, I began to read.

         The chair was comfortable, and the lulling noise from outside combined with sodden prose to do just the trick. I drifted off to sleep, but awoke suddenly a few moments later to voices below my window.

         ‘I mean what I say.’ I recognised instantly that the hushed, angry whisper belonged to Gil.

         ‘I have no doubt you do. But what do you expect me to do about it?’ The languid insolence convinced me that the second voice was that of Rupert Howe.

         I realised that the two men were likely standing at the corner of the building, their voices carried up and into my room by the wind. Closing the window would only draw unwanted attention, so I sat very still, attempting not to listen but doing a very poor job of it.

         ‘I want you to leave my sister alone. Get out of here and don’t come back.’

         54This was met with a harsh, disdainful laugh. ‘You really think I would do such a thing?’

         ‘Oh, I’m sure you would. Men like you always have a price.’

         ‘Save your breath … and your money. I’m not going anywhere.’

         ‘I’m warning you …’

         ‘And I’m warning you,’ Rupert interjected smoothly. ‘I have those letters you’ve written me, trying to get me to break it off, threatening me with direst consequences.’ His voice dripped with mockery. ‘I’m sure Emmeline would be very interested to see them.’

         ‘Howe …’

         ‘And as for the charming Mrs Ames, I’m sure she’d be interested to know a thing or two as well.’

         ‘Leave her out of this.’

         ‘It’s you that brought her into it, not I.’

         ‘She’s none of your business …’

         The voices stopped suddenly, and I surmised another hotel guest had appeared on the terrace, perhaps a couple taking a stroll in the moonlight. Rupert and Gil must have walked away then, for the conversation faded away into the wind.

         I found their exchange to be troubling, to say the least. No doubt Gil had been trying his best to help his sister, but I was not certain that I would have chosen that exact method. He had sounded so very harsh. Then again, there had been something very ruthless in Rupert Howe’s tone and they did say that fire was often best fought with fire. Perhaps it would all work out, one way or the other.

         55Waiting a few minutes to be sure they had gone, I pulled down the window and switched off the light.

         I made my way to the bed, removed my robe, and slid between the smooth sheets. Despite the vague sensation of uneasiness I had begun to feel, my exhaustion won the day and I fell almost instantly asleep.
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            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         Morning dawned bright and cheerful. I had slept very well, untroubled by dreams, unpleasant or otherwise. The events of the previous night seemed very far away, and I rose with a feeling of optimism that did not wane as I prepared to meet Gil for breakfast.

         I came down into the lobby and made my way to the breakfast room. It was at the south side of the hotel, a sunny, golden space which looked out over the terrace, with a sweeping view of the sea. The sky was a vibrant shade of blue, and our dining was accompanied by the sound of gulls and the waves on the rocks below. It was a lovely view for a lovely morning.

         Gil stood and smiled as I approached his table. ‘Good morning. You’re looking fresh and delightful this morning.’

         ‘Thank you.’ I was pleased with the compliment. I wore a cheerful yellow silk dress that was in keeping with my good spirits. The colour seemed to brighten my pale skin, 57which I was certain could benefit by a few days in the sun. Though naturally fair, I hoped to have time to improve my complexion a bit while here.

         I filled my plate from the overflowing sideboard. The food was excellent, as it had been the night before. We were served the full spectrum of breakfast fare, including sausage, bacon, eggs, baked beans, black pudding, fried bread, kidney, kippers, tomato, mushrooms, and a variety of fruits. I ate more than could have conceivably been healthy.

         I could not help but feel very much pleased with the Brightwell Hotel. I thought it was a place I should like to visit again, perhaps under less strenuous circumstances. For, despite the loveliness of the morning, there was still a tension that seemed to hover in the air.

         As we ate, I noticed that a change had come over Gil since last evening. He looked as though he hadn’t slept well. His eyes were tired, and there was a very definite tightness about his mouth that remained there even when he smiled. No doubt he was still troubled by his conversation with Rupert Howe the evening before. I decided it would probably be best to avoid bringing up the conversation that I had overheard. If he wished to tell me about it, I had no doubt that he would do so in his own good time.

         ‘You look as if a long walk along the beach would do you good,’ I said, as I pushed my plate away, unable to consume another mouthful.

         He smiled, wearily it seemed. ‘As lovely as that sounds, I’m afraid I have things to attend to this morning. But soon. Soon I would like to have a walk and a long talk.’

         ‘It will be all right, Gil.’ I said. ‘I’m sure of it.’

         58He looked up at me, but there was something vague about his expression, as though his mind was not completely on our conversation. ‘Yes, I’m sure you’re right.’

         I picked up the coffee pot and poured the steaming liquid, refilling his cup.

         He held up his hand as I picked up the sugar tongs, preparing to give him two lumps. ‘Just milk, please.’

         ‘Oh, yes. I had forgotten.’

          

         Gil left me after breakfast, the air of preoccupation still hanging over him. I would have liked to help, but I could think of no way to prove useful at the moment. I was his partner in this, yes, but I was no longer his confidant as I once had been. The easiness that existed between us was fragile. Once again I contemplated how rottenly I had treated him. Happily, he seemed to have forgiven me, and I hoped that we could one day be real friends once again.

         With nothing to do for the moment but amuse myself, I went to my room and changed into my backless peach-coloured swimsuit, over which I wore beach pyjamas of flowing white trousers and a loose crêpe de Chine jacket with wide stripes of peach, white, and teal. I topped it off with a white straw hat. A glance in the mirror confirmed that I looked suitably turned out, and I made my way downstairs. I exited the side entrance of the building, which wound around to the seaside terrace, from which the long flight of steps led down to the beach.

         I reached the seaside terrace and saw Mrs Hamilton sitting alone at a table, taking a cup of tea. There was something of the little lost girl about her, as though someone had forgotten her.

         59‘Hello,’ I said, stopping near her table.

         ‘Hello.’ When she smiled she seemed much less retiring, as though the simple upturning of her lips brought her confidence.

         ‘It’s a lovely day.’

         ‘Yes, quite.’ Her eyes darted out towards the sea. ‘Though the sea seems rather rough today.’

         The water did not seem overly agitated to me, but perhaps the pronounced sound of the waves echoing up from the base of the cliff had given her that impression. I remembered what her husband had said about her dislike of the sea.

         ‘You’re all alone here?’ I asked.

         ‘Nelson has gone down to the beach.’ She nodded her head towards the sandy stretch of ground below. I imagined that, by leaning slightly in her seat, she would be able to make out the guests there at the water’s edge. I wondered if she liked to keep an eye on her husband. ‘I don’t care for it myself. I thought tea on the terrace would be lovely. Then perhaps I shall find a nice quiet place to read. I’m told the hotel has a comfortable sitting room. I rather like to be alone.’

         So I had surmised correctly that Larissa Hamilton was not enjoying her holiday at the seaside. No doubt her husband had convinced her to come. Nelson Hamilton was undoubtedly the decision maker in their marriage. And he seemed more than happy to indulge her in her proclivity for solitude.

         As if she could read my thoughts, she smiled. ‘I don’t mind. Really. I’m happy to sit alone reading. I’ve the latest 60Warwick Deeping novel to keep me company.’

         ‘Sometimes it’s rather nice to have a bit of time to oneself,’ I agreed.

         ‘Yes. I’ve been accused of being unfriendly, but it’s really just that I’m not very good with people, especially those I don’t know.’

         ‘That’s perfectly understandable,’ I told her.

         Her smile returned, as though she was glad to have found someone who understood her. ‘Well, I hope you enjoy your time at the beach,’ she said.

         ‘And I hope you enjoy your tea and reading,’ I said sincerely, as I continued my journey towards the water.

         A set of white wooden stairs at the end of the terrace led downward towards a little landing at the top of the cliff. From there two sets of staircases led ever downward, the steps on the right leading towards the path to the beach, the stairs on the left coming to the terrace partway down the cliff, the one about which Gil had told me yesterday.

         I took the steps to the right, which led downward until they ended in a sandy path that snaked its way down to the beach. There were other hotels, I supposed, that offered visitors easier access to the water. However, an establishment such as the Brightwell was not one to make apologies. Indeed, the private beach it offered its guests was well worth the slight inconvenience of access. The beach at the base of the cliff was cut off on either side by cliffs that extended farther into the water, creating its own secluded beachfront. There was no access except by the Brightwell steps or by boat.

         A good number of Brightwell guests were at the beach, and I saw several members of our party. Emmeline sat in 61a chair not far from the path. Beyond her Lionel Blake sat reading, his lips moving silently. I wondered absently if it was a script he was memorising.

         Veronica Carter lay in the sun, posing in a rather small bathing suit. She seemed to be tanning nicely, and I suspected that her red hair might not be natural; her skin tone was certainly not like most redheads I had known. Olive Henderson sat beneath an umbrella in striking green-and-blue printed beach pyjamas, looking out with disdain upon the proceedings.

         Beyond them I saw Nelson Hamilton talking to Anne Rodgers, who stood in her figure-hugging pink bathing suit, hands on her hips, bright blonde hair shining in the sun. I wondered briefly where her husband might be, but decided that he didn’t seem much the type to enjoy lounging in the sand.

         The only other person I recognised was Yvonne Roland, who was walking along the surf much farther down the beach, her gaudy red robe flapping in the wind like a brilliant cape.

         I stepped off the path and into the sand, walking towards the others, enjoying the warm wind whipping at my hair beneath my hat. The walls of the cliff caught the sound of the sea, and the crash of the waves echoed around us.

         Emmeline was alone for the moment, as Rupert was frolicking in the surf, trying to show off his good figure to the best advantage. She looked up as I approached. ‘Hello, Amory. Come and sit with me.’ She indicated the empty beach chair beside her. ‘Unless you plan on going for a swim …?’

         62‘Oh, not yet, I should think. I like to warm a bit before I plunge into the water.’ I sank into the chair and, kicking off my shoes, dug my toes into the warm sand.

         A sudden burst of laughter turned our attention to where Rupert had been knocked down by a large wave. He stood, dripping, and wiped the water from his face.

         Emmeline smiled, her eyes not leaving her fiancé. ‘Rupert’s very handsome, isn’t he?’

         ‘Yes, very.’ I decided for the direct route. ‘When I first met your Rupert, he reminded me of Milo.’

         She seemed surprised. ‘Really? How so?’

         ‘Dark good looks, easy charm, elegant manner, that sort of thing.’

         She looked down at her hands. ‘I’m sorry to hear about your marriage … It makes it somewhat awkward since I’m also happy to see you with Gil.’

         ‘I should have thought you would both be angry with me after what happened.’

         ‘Oh, no! Gil could never be angry with you, Amory. Not really.’ She looked up at me then, sincerity shining in her face. ‘And I felt sorry for him … but I was happy for you. I remember seeing you with Milo in London after things had … had ended with Gil. You seemed so frightfully happy, so very much in love. And I would have sworn he adored you.’

         I shrugged, scooping up a handful of sand and letting it run through my fingers. ‘Perhaps he did, for a time. Such things don’t last.’

         ‘Don’t they?’

         ‘No, I’m afraid not. You see, what men like Milo love 63most are themselves. Marriage was a diversion, and now the amusement has run its course.’ I dropped the rest of the sand, brushing the last few clinging grains from my hands. How much of what I was saying was the truth, I wasn’t sure, but the words served my purpose. I had not come to contemplate my marriage, but to cause Emmeline to contemplate hers.

         Of course, I didn’t want to overdo it. I smiled. ‘But we needn’t dwell on the melancholy. The day is much too lovely.’

         ‘Yes,’ Emmeline agreed. I couldn’t help but notice that there was something in her eyes that hadn’t been there before when her gaze wandered back to Rupert.

         We chatted lightly for a while after that, and then Rupert walked over.

         ‘What are you ladies gossiping about?’ He asked, wiping the water from his face and pulling on his robe.

         I stood. ‘Just a feminine tête-à-tête, Mr Howe. Nothing to interest you, I’m afraid. But I’ll leave you to your fiancée. I think I shall take a stroll.’

         ‘Have tea with us this afternoon, won’t you, Amory? On the cliff terrace,’ Emmeline asked.

         I looked up at the terrace high above us. ‘Of course. I shall see you then.’

         I left them and began to walk along the shore.

         Lionel Blake looked up from his book as I prepared to pass him and wished me good morning. His green eyes, accentuated by his surroundings, seemed almost to glow, like cat’s eyes.

         I smiled an unenthusiastic greeting at Olive and Veronica 64as I passed, neither of which acknowledged me with more than a raised eyebrow or slightly upturned lip. The feeling, then, was mutual.

         The next pair my path crossed was Nelson Hamilton and Anne Rodgers. His gaze travelled up and down me like a boat looking for a pleasant spot to land. ‘Mrs Ames,’ he said. ‘Care for a swim? Anne and I were just about to take a dip.’

         ‘Thank you, no. I think I’ll just walk a bit.’

         ‘Well, perhaps later,’ he said with a wink.

         Wretched man. The more I saw of him, the more I disliked him and pitied his wife.

         I passed them all, somehow avoiding Yvonne Roland, and enjoyed a relaxing solitary walk. I ambled along for a nice stretch, until the beach was cut off by the cliff extending out into the water and then I turned around. By now the sun was high and increasingly warm. I decided to cool myself with a swim. I pulled on my bathing cap, tucking in a few loose strands of hair, and waded in. The water was almost cold and very refreshing. By the time I had finished sea bathing it was lunchtime and the beach was deserted.

         I mounted the long, white stairway back to the hotel. When I at last reached the top, I was thoroughly winded and quite sleeply from my exercise. Still full from breakfast, I decided to forgo lunch and take a brief rest in my room before meeting the others for tea.

          

         A bit later, refreshed from my nap, I changed into a light dress in a pale floral print. I went to Gil’s door and knocked, thinking that perhaps he would join us for tea, but there 65was no answer at his door. I decided to see if perhaps he had already gone down.

         When I exited the lift into the lobby, I caught sight of Emmeline. She waved and walked towards me, a slight frown creasing her brow.

         ‘Rupert said he would meet me here twenty minutes ago,’ she said, ‘but he hasn’t come down. I’ve rung his room, but he isn’t there.’ She seemed more anxious than the situation dictated. Then again, I could sympathise. In the early days of my marriage, once I had discovered a thing or two about my husband, I had been anxious when he was out of my sight as well.

         ‘Perhaps he’s already gone out to the terrace.’

         ‘Perhaps, but he distinctly said he would meet me in the lobby.’

         I refrained, of course, from commenting that men of Rupert Howe’s ilk often did not do as they said they would. It was an uncharitable thought, perhaps, but that didn’t make it any less true.

         We crossed the lobby and exited to the terrace. Many of the tables were filled with hotel guests enjoying the afternoon sun, but Rupert was not among them.

         I spotted Mr and Mrs Hamilton at one of the tables, and we approached them.

         ‘Howe?’ Mr Hamilton replied in answer to our enquiry, ‘Haven’t seen the chap all afternoon. Neither has Larissa. Have you, dear?’

         ‘I … No,’ she answered, softly. I clenched my teeth at the way the poor woman was barely given a chance to speak.

         Lionel Blake, at a nearby table, confirmed that Rupert 66had not been seen by anyone currently on the hotel terrace. ‘I was here before anyone else came out for tea, and I have not seen Mr Howe.’

         ‘Well,’ Emmeline said, ‘he may have gone down to the cliff terrace. He may have misunderstood and thought we would meet him there.’

         ‘We can probably see from here,’ I said, pointing to an overlook that allowed a sweeping view of the sea, and looked down upon the cliff terrace below.

         We walked to the overlook, which had a waist-high stone wall that served as a barrier between the overlook and a very steep drop. The wind was strong this afternoon, and I doubted there would be anyone having tea on the cliff terrace. Backed against the rocks of the cliffs as it was, the area would be buffeted by the strong breezes that were rolling in off the sea.

         Emmeline put her hand atop the wall and leant, catching herself when the top stone wobbled beneath her hand. ‘Goodness. That could be a hazard.’

         An ill feeling swept over me at that moment. Emmeline had backed slightly away from the wall. She had not looked over the barrier, but I had leant over far enough to see the cliff terrace and the crumpled form that lay below.

         Rupert.
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            CHAPTER SIX

         

         The next hour passed in a blur. I had taken Emmeline away from the overlook, and some of the hotel staff had rushed down to the cliff terrace. There was nothing to be done; Rupert Howe was dead. Emmeline, quite naturally, had gone to pieces and a doctor had been called to see to her.

         I went to the hotel’s sitting room to be alone until the authorities wished to hear my account of the accident, what little I knew of it. Rupert had, I supposed, leant too far over the edge. A stone had probably given way and he had tumbled down …

         The sitting room, decorated in calming shades of yellow, white, and green, did little to ease my troubled nerves. I was more than a little shaken by the experience. I had not particularly liked the man, but to see his body lying at the base of a cliff was not something I would have wished upon him in the worst of circumstances.

         68The news spread quickly, but I was mercifully left alone until Gil found me in the sitting room. ‘Amory, are you all right?’ He reached out as if to embrace me, then seemed to think better of it and took my hand instead. I was surprised how much comfort I derived immediately from the simple warmth of his grip.

         I drew in a breath. ‘It was awful, Gil,’ I said, surprised by the steadiness of my voice when my insides were still trembling. ‘Quite the most terrible thing I’ve ever seen.’

         ‘Let me order you a drink.’

         I shook my head. ‘No. No, thank you. I’ll be all right.’

         He sat down beside me on the sofa, his hand still holding mine. ‘Emmeline’s resting now. I’ve just come from there. The doctor’s given her something. Poor darling. She’s taken this very hard.’

         ‘She loved him very much,’ I answered softly. I couldn’t imagine what she must be feeling. I barely knew the man, and I still felt very shaken by it all.

         ‘She’s better off,’ Gil said, almost under his breath.

         I hadn’t time to reply before my name was spoken from the doorway.

         ‘Mrs Ames?’ A gentleman in a grey suit and hat entered the room. He was around fifty, of average height and build, with an air of confidence about him that was immediately noticeable, the sort of unassuming person to whom one’s eyes were unaccountably drawn.

         I stood. ‘Yes.’

         ‘I’m Detective Inspector Jones, CID.’

         ‘CID?’ I repeated, surprised. What on earth would the Criminal Investigation Department be doing here? To the 69best of my knowledge, they had never been much concerned with accidents.

         ‘Yes,’ he answered, then turned to Gil. ‘And you are, sir?’

         ‘Gilmore Trent. My sister, Emmeline, was engaged to Mr Howe.’

         ‘Allow me to express my sympathies.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         ‘And now, I wonder, Mr Trent, if you would mind my speaking to Mrs Ames alone?’ he asked, perfect politeness doing little to mask rather obvious authority.

         This seemed to rub Gil the wrong way. ‘Is that really necessary, Inspector? Amory … Mrs Ames has had a bad shock.’

         The inspector’s brown eyes flickered across my face in a searching glance then returned to Gil. ‘She looks like she’ll hold up, Mr Trent.’

         I saw Gil’s mouth draw into a hard line, but I patted his hand. ‘It’s all right, Gil. Let me speak to the inspector, and I’ll come and find you. I could use a good, strong cup of tea.’

         ‘Very well.’

         The inspector offered him what was not a very warm smile. ‘I should like to speak to you later, Mr Trent.’

         ‘If you wish,’ Gil answered.

         He left the room without further comment, and I turned to the inspector. ‘Now, what may I do for you?’

         He indicated the seat from which I had arisen. ‘Sit down, won’t you?’

         I took a seat on the pale green sofa, and he sat in a chair opposite as he removed his hat, exposing dark hair that was turning silver, and pulled a notebook and a pencil from his 70coat pocket. ‘If you don’t mind, please tell me exactly what happened this afternoon.’

         I related the events that had led to the discovery of Rupert’s body, from Emmeline’s expecting to see him in the lobby to my viewing his body from above. He let my story flow on, uninterrupted, as he jotted down notes.

         ‘There was a loose stone on the wall,’ I concluded. ‘I wonder if he might have lost his balance. It’s all so terrible.’

         He looked up from his notebook, his eyes very mild and steady. ‘It’s more terrible than you think, Mrs Ames. It appears that Mr Howe was murdered.’

         ‘Murdered?’ The word was an unexpected jolt to my system. A feeling of denial swept through me, and something more … fear. I sucked in a breath, trying to steady myself. I could sense the inspector’s calm gaze on my face. I had the feeling that he was gauging something in my reaction.

         ‘I don’t understand, Inspector,’ I said at last. ‘I … it seemed to me that he fell.’ Even as I spoke, I realised that I did not sound completely convinced, even to myself. Had there been something, in the back of my mind, that had made me wonder if it might not be an accident?

         ‘Did you see his body? Up close, I mean.’

         ‘No. I …’

         ‘Did you know Mr Howe?’

         ‘Not well, no.’

         ‘And your impression of him?’

         ‘Honestly?’ I met the inspector’s gaze. ‘I didn’t care for him. Of course, I’m sorry that he’s dead.’

         Inspector Jones inclined his head. ‘Honesty is always 71appreciated in my line of work. What was it about Mr Howe that you found … disagreeable?’

         ‘Just that he did not seem a very nice sort of man,’ I answered. ‘Nothing substantial. I thought he and Emmeline were ill-suited. I … I suppose it was none of my business.’

         ‘Can you think of anyone who would have reason to hurt him?’

         ‘Certainly not.’

         I realised that he was watching me very intently. There was something unnerving about the man, a quiet intensity. He was, I imagined, very accomplished at instilling a sense of unease in the guilty. I felt vaguely on edge myself.

         His next question, phrased in the same almost uninterested tone, caught me by surprise.

         ‘You are registered here under your own name. Your husband did not come with you?’

         This I hadn’t expected. ‘I don’t see what that has to do with Mr Howe’s death,’ I answered, somewhat more tersely than was probably proper when being interviewed by a detective inspector with the CID.

         His eyes met mine, and he was obviously unperturbed by my irritation. ‘I’m just trying to form an accurate picture of things, Mrs Ames. Little flecks of paint make up the whole picture.’

         I sighed. ‘No, Inspector. My husband is not here. In fact, since you have no doubt already ascertained as much, I came at the invitation of Mr Trent.’

         ‘I had, in fact, already ascertained that detail.’ He seemed to me to be a very quick worker, this inspector. I wondered 72what else he might have learnt. I did not have to wait long to find out.

         ‘You’re staying in separate rooms, however.’

         ‘Certainly,’ I replied, less than civilly. There was, as far as I could see, no call for such intrusive and insinuating questions. ‘There is nothing untoward occurring between us.’

         ‘And yet you don’t wear a wedding ring?’

         I stiffened. ‘I’ve taken my rings off. I was sea bathing this afternoon.’ These were both true, though unrelated, statements. I had been sea bathing, but that was not why I had removed my rings. I had not worn them to the Brightwell, though they were tucked away in my jewellery case upstairs. It hadn’t felt quite right to leave them at home.

         ‘I see. But you and Mr Trent are close friends.’

         ‘We’ve known each other for years, yes.’

         ‘And Mr Howe? Were he and Mr Trent close?’

         I wondered, a bit uneasily, where these questions about Gil were leading. ‘I only just met Mr Howe,’ I answered carefully. ‘I didn’t have much chance to observe them together.’

         ‘Indeed.’ Something in his expression made me wonder if he knew I was being purposefully evasive. ‘And were you with Mr Trent this afternoon?’

         ‘I … yes. That is, we parted ways after breakfast and intended to take tea together.’

         ‘But you didn’t see him on the terrace when you and Miss Trent were searching for Mr Howe.’

         I hesitated for a fraction of a moment. ‘No, I didn’t.’

         73He scribbled something in the notebook, and then flipped it closed. ‘I think that will be all for now, Mrs Ames. I imagine you’ll be around if I should wish to speak with you again?’

         ‘Of course.’ I stood and he followed suit, placing his hat back on his head.

         ‘I’m only too happy to do all that I can,’ I told him, wondering if I might possibly end up regretting my words.

         He nodded and began to walk away, but I had to know. ‘Inspector?’

         He turned.

         ‘You’re quite certain that it was murder?’

         He hesitated for just a moment, as if determining how much information to share with me, and then spoke carefully. ‘Yes, Mrs Ames. For one thing, someone made certain no one would go down to the terrace. A ‘closed for repair’ sign was placed where the steps veered off the landing. If it hadn’t been for you, the body might not have been discovered until sometime later.’

         ‘There could by any number of reasons for that sign. An oversight, perhaps?’

         He shook his head. ‘None of the staff knew anything about it.’

         ‘But that, in itself, does not rule out an accident.’

         ‘Correct. But you see, Mr Howe fell straight to the terrace, landing on the stone floor, and hitting the back of his head. The medical examiner seems to think his neck was broken, killing him almost immediately. There are no marks on his body to indicate that he hit the cliff at any point on the way down.’

         74Such dreadful information failed to enlighten me. ‘I still don’t see how that indicated he didn’t just slip and fall.’

         ‘Because, if he fell, nothing accounts for the blow he received here,’ two fingers touched his left temple, ‘from what appears to be a very blunt instrument.’

         My lips parted, but nothing came from between them.

         He tipped his hat. ‘Good day, Mrs Ames. I trust we shall meet again.’

          

         A heaviness had fallen over our party, due to the tragedy among us, but, like the steady, resilient upper-class we were, we all dressed and met for dinner. I wore a gown of dark grey silk with caplet sleeves. None of my more brightly coloured gowns seemed appropriate somehow. We were all in attendance except Emmeline, who was still in her room. I had looked in on her earlier, but she had been asleep. Whatever the doctor had given her, it had put her clean out. I wondered if it was really the best thing for her. As dreadful as the truth was, perhaps it would be better for her to face it at once rather than in a lingering lethargy.

         I sat beside Gil at the dinner table. He was quiet, his features solemn, but the calm steadiness I had always admired in him was still there, and I felt calmer myself because of it.

         Olive Henderson looked as though she could have a used a dose of something a bit stronger than the water she was sipping. She was pale as a ghost, and I noticed her trembling hands each time she raised her glass to her lips. Rupert had hinted at something between them; perhaps she had loved him as well. Lionel Blake, who sat beside her, seemed 75solicitous, speaking softly and even earning a smile once or twice. I hoped that it would do her good.

         The meal was subdued and, of course, none of our party danced. Watching other couples move about the floor, strangers untouched by our misfortune, I found it hard to believe that we had all been so carefree only the night before. The sensation caused by Rupert’s death had not been too heavy a blow upon the other Brightwell guests, and I assumed they had been fed an official line about an unfortunate accident. They had no doubt tut-tutted sympathetically and then went about their holidays relatively undisturbed.

         The press had been kept away by a policeman left on the premises, and I hoped that rumours of a murder investigation would be kept quiet. I was not at all confident such a story could be concealed for long; I knew perfectly well how relentless the press could be.

         For my part, I was still recovering from my own very trying day. The general ghastliness of Rupert’s death aside, I was still shocked by the inspector’s revelation. I had sat alone in my room all afternoon, a thousand questions swirling in my head. It seemed simply impossible that anyone would have wanted to murder Rupert Howe. People don’t kill one another while on holiday, I told myself stupidly. But apparently, they did.

         I glanced around the table, trying to fathom the possibility that one of us might have done it. I didn’t even know if any among my own party was aware of the inspector’s suspicion that Rupert’s death had been murder. I hadn’t been asked to keep the information to myself, but for some reason I had not wanted to discuss it with 76anyone, not just now. I hadn’t even mentioned it to Gil, and then I had felt guilty for withholding it from him. What was more, I couldn’t help but feel as though I had failed in some illogical way. Gil had asked me here to help him, and things had turned out more horribly than any of us could have imagined.

         Talking of Gil, I couldn’t seem to dismiss my uneasiness at the direction of the inspector’s questions concerning his relationship with Rupert. The two of them had certainly not been friends, and I suspected it wasn’t much of a secret. Had the inspector picked up on that fact, or was he merely fishing for information?

         If I was honest with myself, I had to admit that the conversation I had overheard between Gil and Rupert the night before was very much on my mind. The plain fact of it was that they had argued, and now Rupert was dead. I could not, for one moment, suspect Gil of something so horrible as murdering Rupert Howe. Despite the time that had passed, I knew him too well for that. And yet, the conversation nagged at me, and a vague sense of uneasiness hovered at the back of my thoughts.

         My head began to throb, and I pressed my aching eyes with my fingers.

         ‘Are you all right, Amory?’ Gil whispered, his hand touching my arm beneath the table. ‘You don’t look well.’

         ‘I don’t feel well,’ I admitted. ‘The shock, I suppose. It’s been a horrid day.’

         ‘Shall I escort you to your room?’

         I shook my head. ‘I don’t think I could sleep. Not yet. And I don’t want to be alone at the moment.’ It was true. 77My mind was tired of attempting to process my constantly churning thoughts; what I needed at the moment was the soothing comfort of familiar company.

         ‘Shall we go for a walk on the terrace, then?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I could use the air.’

         We excused ourselves from the table and exited out one pair of French doors that lined the wall of the dining room.

         We stepped out onto the terrace that ran along the east side of the hotel. The night air was cool, and there was no one in sight. There was no view of the sea from this side, unless one walked to the back of the terrace, and the moon had gone behind a cloud. Gil and I stepped out of the rectangle of light made by the doors, and we were alone, bathed in dark blue dimness.

         I breathed deeply of the salty air and let the sound of the waves hitting the rocks wash over me. I found that there was something infinitely soothing about the sound of the sea, as though for just a moment everything was all right.

         ‘I’m sorry you’re unwell,’ Gil said, leaning against the balustrade beside me. Even in the dimness, I could see he was studying me closely.

         I touched his arm. ‘I’m fine, Gil. Really. It’s just so wretched that something like this had to happen. I feel dreadfully for Emmeline.’

         He was looking down at my hand on his arm. ‘I’m sorry you had to go through this, Amory.’ The backs of his fingers moved to brush the top of my wrist, ‘but I will confess that I am glad you’re here.’

         There was a noticeable change in the air as his fingers 78caressed my hand. I looked up at him, unable to take my eyes from his. ‘Are you, Gil?’ I asked softly.

         He nodded and reached up to brush a stray hair back behind my ear, his hand remaining on my cheek. ‘Very glad.’

         He was very close to me now, looking down into my eyes. In the space of an instant I knew he was going to kiss me, and I was still wondering if I would let him as he leant closer.

         His mouth was inches from mine. ‘Gil …’

         ‘Ah. Here you are.’ The smooth, dry voice spoke from behind us as the moon appeared as if on cue from behind the clouds.

         Gil dropped his hand from my face, and I turned, already knowing who had spoken.

         ‘Milo.’ I was gratified to find that my tone was completely calm, displaying none of the surprise I felt. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’
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            CHAPTER SEVEN

         

         My husband smiled at me, his white teeth glinting in the moonlight. ‘Weren’t expecting me, I see.’

         ‘I never know when to expect you,’ I answered lightly. Remembering my manners, and relishing the slight dig at my errant spouse, I gestured to the man who had been about to kiss me. ‘You remember Gil Trent, I suppose.’

         ‘Very well,’ Milo answered amiably. ‘How are you, Trent?’

         ‘I’m very well,’ Gil replied, somewhat curtly. I could feel the tension in him from where he stood, slightly behind me. It was obvious that he did not care for the intrusion, and I knew he was probably embarrassed as well. I didn’t imagine that kissing married women was much in his line.

         ‘Yes.’ Milo took a cigarette from the silver case he kept in his pocket and put it in his mouth, lighting it. ‘You seem to be getting along all right.’

         ‘You haven’t answered me, Milo,’ I put in, before Gil 80could make some sort of remark. Men could be such idiots at moments like this.

         His eyes moved back to me, flickering silvery in the darkness. ‘I’m sorry, darling. I seem to have forgotten the question.’

         ‘What are you doing here?’

         ‘I received word that there had been a death in your party.’ He blew out a stream of smoke. ‘I’m glad to see you haven’t allowed it to upset you too much.’

         ‘Now, see here, Ames,’ Gil said, moving slightly forward. I put my hand on his arm.

         ‘It’s really been quite an ordeal,’ I said. ‘Emmeline, Gil’s sister, you remember, she was engaged to the young man.’

         ‘My condolences.’ He sounded as sincere as Milo ever sounded, but then one could never be sure just what he was really thinking.

         ‘Yes, well, I think I’ll just go check on Emmeline,’ Gil said. Without another word, or a backward glance at me, he walked past Milo and back into the hotel.

         Milo and I were alone. We stood for a moment, looking at one another. His expression was as maddeningly impassive as ever. He just stood there, placidly smoking his cigarette as though we were enjoying a quiet evening in our cosy parlour.

         ‘Who told you there had been a death here?’ I asked at last.

         ‘These things get around.’ He dropped his cigarette and ground it out with his toe. ‘I was concerned for you at once, of course.’

         ‘And so you rushed to my aid?’ I made no attempt to hide the scepticism in my voice. This business was all very odd, his concern definitely suspect.

         81‘Naturally. Shall we go inside, dearest?’

         ‘Not yet.’ I moved to him. ‘I want to know why you’re really here. News of Mr Howe’s death could not have appeared in the papers in time for you to make it here this evening.’

         He made a gesture of assent. ‘Very well. I read in the evening paper that there had been an accident here at the Brightwell this afternoon, but that wasn’t my sole reason for coming.’

         ‘No. I thought not.’

         ‘I had come to have a word with you about this other business. I assumed that if you chose to carry on with Trent, you would at least be discreet.’

         I was surprised by his admission, but I made no attempt to deny his accusation. Denial would serve no purpose. ‘You have always cared so little for discretion, Milo. I don’t see why I should be any different.’

         ‘The difference between us, darling, has always been that you care for your reputation.’ He reached into the pocket of his dinner jacket and pulled out what appeared to be the folded page of a newspaper. ‘This appeared in the paper this morning.’

         I took the slip of paper and moved into the patch of light that flowed out onto the terrace from the dining-room doors.

         
            It comes as a surprise to few, no doubt, that a certain lady has had more than her share. The wife of a well-known rogue, lately returned from Monte Carlo, seems to have left for the seaside in the company of the man she jilted to marry said rogue. Do we dare predict divorce proceedings followed by wedding bells?

         

         82I thrust the paper back at him. ‘How perfectly disgusting.’

         ‘My sentiments exactly.’

         ‘I wonder how they found out that I was coming to the seaside. I only left yesterday.’

         Milo’s eyes moved over the article again, and looked up from it at me, his brows raised. ‘Am I really a rogue?’

         ‘This is nothing to laugh about, Milo.’

         ‘Who’s laughing, my dear? Do you expect I am amused to find you and Trent making the most of the moonlight?’ His eyes slid over me in a way that would have been positively indecent were he not my husband, and may have been indecent in any case. ‘Although, I can’t say I blame him. You’re looking very beautiful tonight, Amory.’

         I tried not to think about how long it had been since he had looked at me with that wicked gleam in his eyes.

         ‘Really, Milo,’ I sighed. ‘I am in no mood for your charm this evening. Did you come all the way down here to confront me with a gossip column? After all the ghastly things they print about you, I’m surprised one little article should so inspire your interest in my affairs.’

         ‘Oh, are there more than one?’ he asked dryly. ‘Is poor Trent being duped as well?’

         ‘This is ridiculous,’ I said. ‘I’ve had a very trying day. I’m going in. Goodnight.’

         ‘How did the chap die?’ His voice stopped me. There seemed to be something underlying the almost uninterested tone.

         I turned. ‘He went missing before tea. Emmeline and I went in search of him … I saw him from the overlook. He was sprawled on the cliff terrace.’ I stepped towards him 83and lowered my voice, though I wasn’t sure why. I was not even sure why I suddenly felt the need to confide in him. ‘It looked like an accident to me, but the inspector that was here today says it was definitely murder.’

         Milo registered a marginal amount of surprise, indicated by the slight raising of one dark brow. ‘Murder, was it?’ The corner of his mouth tipped up in what was half of a sardonic smile. ‘Well. It appears, my dear, that this jaunt to the seaside may prove to be more than you bargained for.’

          

         I had thought, after the events of the day, that I would have difficulty falling asleep. Nevertheless, the old adage about the head hitting the pillow was never more apropos, and I awoke as the morning sunlight filtered into my room with no memory of having fallen asleep.

         I bathed and dressed in one of my more sombre ensembles, a tailored, belted dress made of emerald green silk, and went down to breakfast.

         Only a smattering of our party was present in the breakfast room. Mr and Mrs Hamilton and Mr and Mrs Rogers sat together, talking in subdued voices. Lionel Blake was with them, though I noticed he did not seem to be participating in the conversation.

         Gil was not in there, and I assumed he was with Emmeline. I was worried about her, especially now that it appeared Rupert’s death had been more than an accident. The next few months, the next few days especially, were going to be very hard on her.

         Milo, of course, was nowhere to be seen. He was not what one would deem an early riser by any stretch of the 84imagination, and I had little doubt he was still enjoying the comforts of his bed. His room was on the same floor as mine, by chance or design I didn’t know.

         I sat at a table alone but near enough to the others to avoid appearing uninterested in their company. Unlike the morning before, I was afraid I could not summon up the appetite for a lavish breakfast. I took some toast and tea, and a bit of fruit.

         A moment after I had begun to pick at my food, Anne Rodgers leant over to me from a nearby table, her hand on my arm. ‘Have you seen Emmeline?’

         ‘No. Have you?’

         She shook her head, platinum hair bouncing. ‘Gil said she was much too distraught. The doctor had given her something rather strong, I believe.’

         ‘Perhaps we will be able to see her today.’

         ‘It’s the most terrible thing,’ she continued. ‘I can’t believe poor Rupert is gone. We were all so fond of him.’

         ‘Well, not all of us,’ Mr Hamilton said with a smirk. ‘I’ll wager Trent wasn’t crying into his pillow last night.’

         I stilled at his words. Was it possible that he had overheard the argument between Gil and Rupert as well? I thought the Hamiltons had mentioned their room being on the other side of the hotel from mine, but that didn’t mean Mr Hamilton hadn’t heard something. Perhaps he had been out taking a walk on the terrace.

         ‘Nelson,’ Mrs Hamilton said softly. ‘What a terrible thing to say.’

         ‘That doesn’t make it any less true,’ he replied, but he let the subject drop. If he had any specific knowledge of bad 85blood between Rupert and Gil, he was not in the mood to share it at present.

         ‘This all could have been avoided if they had put up a suitable railing,’ Mr Rodgers intoned. ‘The legal implications of such a hazard likely have never occurred to the hotel. If Emmeline, after a suitable period of mourning, of course, would care for me to look into the …’

         ‘Oh, Edward,’ Anne Rodgers said, waving her fork at him. ‘Not now.’

         He frowned at his wife’s gentle reprimand, but didn’t finish his sentence.

         Nelson Hamilton guffawed as he took an overlarge bite of egg. ‘Always on the lookout for a bit of business, eh, Ned?’

         Larissa Hamilton had watched the exchange with the same look of vague alarm that I had come to realise was her natural expression. ‘I’m sure that’s not what he meant, Nelson,’ she said softly.

         ‘Not a bad idea, though,’ Hamilton continued, as if his wife had not spoken. ‘Negligence, pure and simple.’

         They were not aware, then, that it was murder. I wondered why Inspector Jones would have revealed the fact to me and not to the others. Under the circumstances, I thought it best to keep the information to myself for the time being.

         I wondered who else knew about the bad feelings between Gil and Rupert. When the news was made public that Rupert had been murdered, people would be quick to point the finger at anyone beside themselves who might have had a reason to do him harm, and Gil’s dislike for Rupert might be construed as such. Of course, dislike for 86someone was not necessarily a motive for murder. Yet the fact remained that Rupert was dead, killed by a blow to the head from someone with whom he had presumably been arguing above the cliff terrace.

         I still did not believe, even for a moment, that it might have been Gil. And after all, if Gil had been angry enough to strike Rupert, he could very well have done it that night when they had been alone on the terrace outside my window. No, I could not make myself consider that the overheard conversation was especially significant. That did nothing to ease my worry about what others might say, however.

         A thought came to me suddenly. Perhaps if I could establish Rupert’s movements before his death, I could remove Gil from the scene completely. Perhaps it would rid me of my growing uneasiness.

         ‘None of you saw Rupert walking about on the terrace yesterday afternoon, I suppose?’ I asked casually, pushing my fruit around my plate with my fork.

         ‘I hadn’t seen him since we were on the beach,’ Anne Rodgers said. ‘Edward and I were napping. Weren’t we, dear?’ She smiled luminously at her husband, and I rather thought he flushed.

         ‘As I said yesterday, I hadn’t seen him either,’ Mr Hamilton said, a bit defensively, I thought.

         ‘I saw him in the lobby after we came up from the beach,’ Mrs Hamilton said suddenly. She glanced at her husband as though worried he might cut her off and then continued. ‘He said something about having a meeting with someone later in the afternoon.’

         That was curious. I remembered distinctly that yesterday 87afternoon she had agreed with her husband that they hadn’t seen Rupert.

         ‘I … I only just remembered,’ she said, as though reading my thoughts.

         I wondered. It seemed more likely that Mr Hamilton had encouraged her silence.

         ‘I took it to mean his tea engagement with Emmeline,’ she went on, ‘but perhaps …’

         ‘I’m sure it was nothing,’ Mr Hamilton said abruptly.

         ‘Yes, I’m sure you’re right,’ she echoed, but her eyes met mine and I saw the question in them. I would have to speak with her about it later, when her husband wasn’t present.

         ‘I understand your husband arrived last night.’ The crisp voice of Veronica Carter broke into the conversation. I turned to see her approaching my table, regarding me with those cold blue eyes of hers.

         ‘Yes,’ I answered indifferently. ‘Quite unexpectedly.’

         A rather vicious smile played on her trifle-too-red lips, and I fancied I saw her eyes glint just a bit. ‘How inconvenient.’

         As much as I abhorred indelicate language, at that moment I would have been able to think of several appropriate names for the woman.

         ‘Your husband?’ Anne Rodgers asked. ‘I thought …’ she paused, and an awkward silence descended.

         ‘And will you be going home now, after this accident?’ It was Lionel Blake who broke in with a fresh question, thankfully obliterating the necessity of an explanation on my part of my current state of my marriage. He had been silent throughout my conversation with the others, but I had noticed he had been listening with apparent interest.

         88‘I’m not sure,’ I answered. ‘What of all of you?’

         It was my turn to be met with an awkward silence.

         ‘We’re not sure either,’ Anne Rodgers said at last. ‘It sounds frightfully cold-hearted, but we may finish out our holiday.’

         ‘The rooms are paid for,’ Mr Rodgers said, taking a bit of his kippers.

         ‘I think it’s dreadful,’ Larissa Hamilton said softly. ‘I wish we could go home today … now.’

         ‘Nonsense, Larissa.’ Her husband spoke, I thought, a touch louder than was strictly necessary, given their proximity. ‘Rupert would want us to finish out our stay, life of the party, he was. No good packing up and heading home.’

         ‘I expect Emmeline will go back with … with the body, when everything is cleared up here,’ Anne Rodgers went on. ‘The funeral won’t be for several days yet, and we can attend when we go back to London.’

         ‘Life goes on, eh?’ Hamilton said, almost defiantly.

         It seemed that there was nothing further to say, so I rose from the table. ‘If you’ll all excuse me, I think I’d better go take some aspirin. I have a headache.’

         It crossed my mind as I left the room that I greatly hoped my friends would be just a bit more distressed were I to meet with an untimely end.
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            CHAPTER EIGHT

         

         A short while later I tapped softly on the door to Emmeline’s room, and I heard the low murmur of voices before the door opened. Gil looked out at me. ‘Hello, Amory.’ His tone was noticeably aloof.

         ‘Hello, Gil,’ I answered, as though I hadn’t noticed the lack of warmth in his greeting. ‘How is Emmeline?’

         His eyes darted back into the room. ‘Not very well.’

         ‘Let her come in, Gil,’ Emmeline’s voice behind him sounded very weak and faint. Gil pulled open the door to allow me to enter.

         I stepped into the dark room. The curtains were drawn against the cheerful sun, and Emmeline sat on the sofa, a blanket draped over her. She was as pale as a ghost, and her eyes were swollen and red-rimmed.

         I moved to her and sat down beside her on the sofa, taking her soft, cold hand, while Gil seated himself in a nearby chair. ‘Emmeline, I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘I know 90there’s nothing you can hear now that will make you feel any better, but I truly am sorry.’

         Her eyes immediately filled with tears. ‘I don’t know what I shall do,’ she whispered. ‘I … I … don’t know how I’ll get on without him …’

         I squeezed her hand in mine. ‘You mustn’t think about that now. Concentrate on getting your strength back. One day at a time, dear. That’s all you can do.’

         She shook her head. ‘Even one day seems too much without Rupert. I loved him so …’ her words trailed off into sobs that shook her slight frame.

         I did my best to comfort her as she cried. Eventually the weeping subsided and she fell into an exhausted sleep.

         I stood and pulled the blanket over her. ‘Poor dear,’ I said softly.

         I moved towards the door and Gil walked with me. I stopped halfway across the room and turned to him, almost without thinking about what I was going to do. ‘Gil … I need to tell you something.’

         ‘Yes? What is it?’ he asked, his tone flat. It seemed to me that he had tensed ever so slightly, as though preparing himself for something he didn’t want to hear.

         ‘It’s about Rupert. That Detective Inspector Jones … well, he says that Rupert was murdered.’

         I watched Gil’s face as I said the words. His features remained perfectly smooth, but he blinked twice, very rapidly, as if he could not quite conceal his surprise.

         ‘He told you that?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Is he certain?’

         91‘It seems so.’

         ‘What else did he say?’

         He asked the questions calmly, but I sensed an urgency beneath them. I began to wonder if perhaps I should not have said anything.

         ‘He only said that he’d been hit on the head before he fell.’

         Gil blinked again, almost a flinch. ‘Did he say who he suspected?’

         I hesitated. He hadn’t, not in so many words. The inspector had asked me questions about Gil, but if I were to mention it, it might cause Gil undue alarm. ‘I think it’s rather early for him to have determined that.’

         Gil let out a short breath. ‘He can’t know anything for sure,’ he said, almost to himself.

         I frowned. This wasn’t exactly what I had expected. I had thought Gil would be shocked, perhaps a bit sceptical, as I had been. Instead, it seemed almost as though I had confirmed some private belief of his. Either that … or he knew something.

         ‘You mustn’t say anything to Emmeline about this,’ he told me, glancing over his shoulder at his sister’s sleeping form. ‘She’s far too distraught for any more bad news.’

         ‘She’ll have to know eventually, Gil,’ I said gently.

         ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right …’ His voice trailed off and his gaze wandered, as though he were lost in thought.

         ‘I asked at breakfast if anyone had seen anything. Perhaps if I talk to everyone …’

         His gaze came sharply to mine. ‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘Don’t start asking questions.’

         ‘But I only …’

         92‘No good can come of it, Amory. Trust me.’

         I was surprised by the vehemence of his reaction. ‘Gil, is there … do you know something about this?’

         He smoothed his features and smiled a very forced smile. ‘Of course not.’ He almost managed to make his voice sound normal, unconcerned. ‘I only meant that the investigation is bound to be unpleasant, and I would hate for you to be involved in it.’

         I suspected there was more to it than that, much more, but it was very apparent that Gil was in no mood to confide in me at present.

         ‘Perhaps you’re right,’ I answered, hoping to let the subject drop.

         Gil looked immensely relieved, and I felt much more uneasy. Was there something that he was refusing to tell me?

         I turned towards the door again, but his hand caught my arm. ‘Amory, wait. I … I have to ask. What is Milo doing here? What are his intentions?’

         ‘One never knows with Milo,’ I answered.

         There was a sudden intensity in Gil’s expression as he looked down at me. ‘I don’t like his being here, not now.’

         ‘I can’t very well send him packing, can I?’ I retorted. Something in his manner was irritating to me. It wasn’t as though I summoned Milo here. His presence had been as unexpected – and unwelcomed – to me as it had been to Gil.

         His hand dropped from my arm. ‘I’m sorry. I know it isn’t your fault. I just …’ The dark brown flecks in his eyes stood out, as they did when he was troubled. In that moment I felt a rush of affection for him, and sensation of guilt over all that I had put him through. It wasn’t Milo that 93had hurt Gil; it was me. And for that, I felt rather shabby.

         ‘You don’t have to explain, Gil,’ I said gently. ‘We’re all on edge at the moment. And I know how you feel about Milo.’

         He offered a smile that seemed forced. ‘He is your husband, after all. I really have no right to … feel the way I do.’

         Our eyes met and caught for just a moment. He was very close and I could smell the heady scent of his aftershave. I thought he might try to kiss me again, but instead he reached behind me, his arm brushing mine, and pulled the door open, the click of the latch loud in the heavy silence of the room.

         ‘You had better go,’ he said in a low voice.

         I nodded. ‘We’ll talk later, Gil. I think there are things we will both want to say, once things have settled down a bit.’

         ‘Yes.’

         I left Emmeline’s room and took the lift down to the lobby. I wasn’t certain where I was going. I only knew I didn’t intend to return to my room to sit idly thinking. My mind was much too full for quiet solitude at that moment. The murder, Milo, Gil, everything seemed to be tumbling about in a disorderly jumble in my head.

         Gil’s behaviour was puzzling, to say the least. It was disturbingly obvious from his reaction to my news that he knew, or at least suspected, more than he let on. His determination that I not get involved only strengthened my resolve to help in some way. Gil was worried about something, and if he wouldn’t confide in me, perhaps I could put the pieces together on my own.

         There was so much to think about. What I needed was a 94steady sea breeze in my face and the roar of the waves in my ears. A brisk walk along the shore would serve me nicely.

         The lift opened and I stepped, preoccupied, into the lobby, nearly walking directly into the arms of Detective Inspector Jones. I stepped back, a trifle quickly, and hoped he would not be of the impression that I had leapt away in order to avoid contact. Such an idea was not one I cared to cultivate with the police.

         ‘Mrs Ames,’ he said, politely enough, ‘just the person I wanted to see.’

         ‘How frightfully popular you are, Amory,’ Milo drawled from behind me.

         I turned to him, less than enthusiastic that he should choose this moment to descend upon the scene. ‘Hello, Milo.’

         ‘Hello, darling.’ He dropped a kiss on my cheek then paused, leaning in close for just a moment, his mouth very near my throat.

         ‘You smell of aftershave,’ he noted.

         ‘Do I? How very odd,’ I answered, my attention turning back to the inspector. ‘Inspector Jones, this is my husband, Milo Ames. Milo, Detective Inspector Jones of the CID.’

         ‘Mr Ames.’ The inspector extended a hand, which Milo shook.

         ‘Always pleased to make a friendly acquaintance with the law,’ Milo said. ‘One hears so many things about the police these days.’ The way in which Milo said this could, perhaps, be construed as less than complimentary.

         ‘And I have heard of you,’ Inspector Jones replied unperturbedly. ‘Mrs Ames mentioned that you weren’t expected, I believe.’

         95Amusement turned up the corner of Milo’s mouth. ‘I certainly wasn’t.’

         ‘I suppose you wish to speak with me alone,’ I interjected.

         ‘I had thought to ask you for a private interview, if you would be so kind,’ he glanced at Milo with the same sort of perfunctorily requesting gaze he had given Gil the first time he had interviewed me, ‘and if your husband had no objection.’

         Milo gave an elegant shrug. ‘I am becoming accustomed to having her spirited away.’

         ‘Indeed … However …’ He paused, his expression blank. ‘I see no reason why your husband should not be party to our conversation. Perhaps we should all step into the sitting room.’

         I had no idea why he would wish to include Milo in our conversation, but I had no strong objection. In fact, if anyone was disinclined it would likely be my husband. Murder would be of very little interest to Milo.

         Nevertheless, he followed the inspector and me to the sitting room. The inspector motioned with his hand for me to precede him, followed by Milo, and then he entered and shut the door behind us.

         I took a seat on the green sofa, and Milo sank easily into a white chair, a vaguely indifferent look on his face. As for myself, I was beginning to dislike this room intensely. It had come to represent, in my mind, all the charms of an interrogation room, not that I was actually acquainted with such places.

         The inspector remained standing. ‘There are just a few things I wanted to ask you, Mrs Ames,’ he said, pulling out his notebook. He flipped it open and I could make out bold but neatly printed notes.

         96‘The medical examiner has concluded that Mr Howe was killed sometime between noon and four o’clock. Had you seen him at all yesterday afternoon?’

         I shook my head. ‘That last I saw him was at the beach in the morning.’

         ‘At what time?’

         ‘Ten, or perhaps half past.’

         ‘Was anything of interest?’

         I thought back. ‘No, nothing of consequence. Rupert was swimming. I stopped to speak to Emmeline, he came up, we chatted briefly, and I moved on.’

         ‘What about at dinner Saturday night?’

         ‘He was there. We spoke very little, danced once.’

         ‘And he seemed … untroubled?’

         ‘Very. He seemed quite pleased with himself.’

         ‘In what way?’ The questions were shorter now, his tone more expectant. I was not entirely sure I cared for it.

         ‘In the way of a man who has everything he wants and feels that he unquestionably deserves it,’ I replied.

         He paused for just a moment, looking up at me over his notebook with his calm brown eyes. Was it a glint of approval I saw there?

         ‘What made you look down to the cliff terrace?’

         ‘Emmeline told me that we were to take tea there. She thought perhaps he had gone down to wait for us.’

         ‘And when you discovered the body, he was lying facing upward?’

         ‘I only saw him from the top of the cliff,’ I replied. ‘I don’t really recall seeing his face, just his body lying there.’

         ‘Yet you were quite certain it was he.’ He flipped to 97another page in his notebook, his eyes scanning the notes written there. ‘The hotel manager said that you told him that Rupert Howe had fallen off the cliff.’

         ‘You’re rather good at this, Inspector,’ Milo interposed drily.

         The inspector’s gaze flickered to my husband, and for once I was glad of Milo’s maddening insouciance.

         ‘Next thing, you’ll have her confessing, though I’m quite sure if she were to bash in anyone’s head, it would be mine. Am I right, darling?’

         ‘Milo, really …’

         ‘I am merely ascertaining the facts,’ Inspector Jones said calmly. ‘It is my opinion that Mrs Ames would have neither sufficient motive nor force of will to kill Mr Howe.’

         ‘How very kind,’ I replied crisply.

         ‘Nevertheless, I should like to know how you knew it was he at the base of the cliff.’

         I cast my mind back, forcing myself to remember what I had been doing my best to forget. I had looked over the edge … ‘Now that you ask, I am not at all certain why I was so sure. I was expecting to see him, I suppose.’

         ‘Perfectly logical.’ He turned to Milo. ‘And you arrived when, Mr Ames?’

         ‘Oh, is it my turn now?’ Milo smiled. ‘I arrived last night, around nine.’

         ‘You came directly from London?’

         ‘No. From our country house in Kent.’

         ‘On what train?’

         ‘I don’t recall. One of the afternoon trains. I’m sure my ticket stub is about somewhere, if you should require it.’

         98The inspector jotted another note. ‘Very good.’

         He turned back to me. ‘Just one more thing. You can think of no one with motive to do harm to Mr Howe?’ he asked. It seemed to me there was something expectant in his gaze, as though he were ready for a specific answer.

         ‘No, I …’ The memory of the conversation I had overheard between Rupert and Gil once again made an unexpected and unwelcomed appearance in my mind. I had convinced myself that it was nothing … yet … no, I decided, I needn’t mention it, not until my own mind was settled about the matter. To do so would be disloyal to Gil. I only hoped no one else had overheard it. ‘I am quite sure I don’t know why any of our party would wish to do harm to Mr Howe.’

         ‘The hotel is nearly at capacity,’ Milo noted, once again relieving me of the piercing official stare. ‘I’m sure that must give you any number of suspects, a much larger field than in the mystery novels.’

         A tight smile showed itself on the inspector’s mouth. ‘It’s very unlikely, I should say, that a complete stranger would care to – how did you put it? – bash in Rupert Howe’s head. There has been no connection made between any of the other persons staying at the Brightwell. It is highly probable, then, that it is someone of his own acquaintance.’

         ‘You’re certain this was no accident?’ I asked, knowing the question was a futile one. Whatever else Inspector Jones might be, he was certainly competent.

         ‘I’m afraid there’s no question. He was definitely hit by a blunt instrument. The medical examiner is certain the wound could not have been caused by the fall. There will be an inquest tomorrow. You will give evidence?’

         99‘I have little evidence to give, Inspector,’ I answered. ‘However, I would be happy to relate my experience.’

         He nodded. ‘Very good. Until Wednesday, then.’

         ‘Yes.’ I stood. ‘If that is all, I think I might go out and take in some fresh air.’

         ‘Going for a walk?’ the inspector asked. ‘With all that’s occurred, perhaps it would be best if Mr Ames accompanied you.’

         ‘He needn’t bother,’ I said with a glance at Milo. ‘I’m sure it’s much too early for him to be getting any sort of exercise.’

         ‘Nonsense,’ Milo replied, not moving a muscle. ‘I am perfectly capable of physical exertion in the cause of chivalry.’

         ‘I doubt I shall need your gallant protection, but you may come if you wish.’ I turned towards the door and Milo rose languidly from his seat.

         ‘A pleasure to meet you, Inspector,’ Milo said, ‘our acquaintance has been most enlightening.’

         ‘Indeed it has, Mr Ames,’ Inspector Jones replied. ‘Indeed it has. I hope you enjoy the rest of your stay.’

         ‘Well, it’s not exactly the Côte d’Azur, is it?’ Milo answered. ‘But I dare say I’ll find some way to amuse myself.’

         ‘Yes, I don’t doubt it.’ The inspector’s thoughtful gaze moved from Milo to me and then back again. ‘Well, good day, Mr Ames. Mrs Ames.’

         ‘Pleasant chap,’ Milo observed, as Inspector Jones walked off, no doubt in search of other victims to interrogate. There was something distinctly unnerving about the man, but I suspected that was a useful characteristic in his line of work.

         100‘A very efficient policeman, I should think,’ I replied. And a clever one, unless I missed my guess. There was something Inspector Jones was getting at, something he suspected and was trying to confirm. For some reason, the thought was discomforting.

         My thoughts went back to the conversation between Gil and Rupert. If one imagined hard enough, one might be able to see some sort of vague threat on Gil’s part, and it worried me more than a little. Not that I believed for a moment that Gil was capable of murder. It was just that if I had overheard the conversation, anyone else might have, and they might not have been inclined to give as innocent an interpretation to Gil’s words as I had done.

         I wondered if that was what had worried him when we had spoken earlier in the day, but somehow I thought it was more than that. I wished, not for the first time since coming to the Brightwell, that Gil would take me into his confidence. Then again, I had long ago forfeited my rights on that score.

         That didn’t mean, of course, that there was nothing I could do. Perhaps the best thing to do would be to continue to talk to the others, to see if any of them had an inkling of what might have happened. Even if they had seen nothing, they might have their own suspicions – or hidden motives.

         ‘… I shall have to change my clothes,’ Milo was saying.

         I turned to him. ‘I beg your pardon?’

         ‘Before we go traipsing about on the beach, I shall have to put on some other clothes.’ He was wearing a blue suit that fit him to perfection, but that was neither here nor there.

         ‘We’re not going to the beach,’ I answered.

         101‘No?’

         ‘No. I’ve changed my mind.’

         ‘Very well. Am I dismissed?’ Something very subtle in his posture gave me the impression that he was ready to be gone, that there was something innate in him like a tide, ready to sweep him away from me. A calm sea with restless, swirling currents.

         I almost laughed at my absurd philosophising. If Milo could have heard my thoughts, he would no doubt have had something very droll to say about them.

         ‘Yes, you may go,’ I said loftily, in keeping with his general lack of gravity. I headed towards the back of the hotel, ready to get out into the fresh air of the terrace.

         ‘Amory.’

         I turned.

         ‘Before I go, may I offer you one piece of sound, husbandly advice?’

         ‘And what is that?’ I asked, wondering if he could possibly have any sort of counsel that could prove useful to me, for some reason hoping that he did.

         He stepped closer. Then a look of amusement flickered across his eyes and, even before he spoke, I knew that he was not serious.

         ‘That scent on your neck is not at all becoming, I’m afraid. Your usual gardenia is much more suited to you.’
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            CHAPTER NINE

         

         I stepped out of doors and was met by a blast of warm, salty air. I stood there for a moment, drinking in the sight of the sea stretching out into the distance.

         The terrace was mostly empty, as it had been the morning before, with most of the hotel guests on the beach. Once again, Larissa Hamilton sat alone, a cup of tea before her, gazing out almost fearfully at the sea. As she was by herself, I thought it would be a good time to ask her about what Rupert had said to her about some sort of meeting on the terrace.

         ‘Hello, Mrs Hamilton,’ I said.

         She dragged her eyes away from the water to look at me. ‘Hello.’

         I indicated the empty seat across from her. ‘Might I sit down?’

         I did not imagine the briefest of hesitation before she nodded. ‘Of course.’

         103As I sank into the chair, she glanced around, and it occurred to me that she might be worried her husband would see us. The fact that he was an intolerable boor was more than obvious. I wondered if the public boor might also be a private brute.

         ‘The sea is very beautiful today,’ I observed, glancing out at the water. Strange how the sea provided a sense of serenity, even in such circumstances.

         Larissa Hamilton did not share my sentiments.

         ‘If I am honest,’ she answered. ‘I must say I don’t much care for it.’ She smiled faintly, but the barest hint of warmth entered into her eyes. ‘I grew up near the forests and hill lands of Derbyshire,’ she said. ‘Flat, open places feel foreign to me.’

         I wondered why, then, she sat on the terrace for hours, staring out at the endless expanse of sea.

         ‘I once visited Derbyshire as a young girl,’ I said. ‘What I remember most is green, vibrant green every way one looked.’

         She smiled then, the first genuine smile I had seen from her. ‘It’s beautiful. No place is so dear to my heart.’ She glanced back towards the water, the smile fading from her lips. ‘So very unlike my home, this place. I’ve hated the sea, ever since … ever since I was a child.’

         ‘Well, it feels so good to get a moment’s peace out here,’ I said, ‘after everything that has happened.’

         ‘Yes, it’s all been so dreadful.’

         ‘Did you know Rupert Howe well?’ I asked.

         She shook her head. ‘No. He was a friend of friends, you understand. My husband and I were thrown into his 104company quite often, but I … we were not close.’ Her eyes drifted back out towards the water. ‘I’m very sorry for Emmeline.’

         ‘How did they meet, do you know?’

         ‘I believe Emmeline said they met at a play in London. I don’t remember the details, some ridiculous story about his coming to her aid from a man who had set his sights on her. She would have done better, I think, to have avoided Rupert.’ She looked suddenly rueful. ‘I suppose it’s not nice for me to say such things.’

         ‘You didn’t think much of him, then?’

         ‘It isn’t kind to speak against the dead,’ she answered, and I recognised that the topic was closed, for the time being, in any event.

         ‘Have you talked to the inspector who has been wandering about?’ I asked, switching subjects.

         She blinked, but her gaze remained on the sea. ‘Yes, he asked me a few questions about the accident.’

         ‘Did you tell him what you told me earlier, about Rupert saying he was to meet someone?’

         ‘Yes, I told him,’ she said, and when her gaze met mine, I saw something unexpected: determination. Despite her meek appearance, there was an underlying strength to her that I had not seen until now. ‘Nelson hates terribly to get involved in things. He’d rather we just go on as if nothing happened … but I didn’t think it right not to tell the inspector.’

         ‘No,’ I answered, ‘I think it was best that you did.’ I understood very well what she meant. I, too, was finding it difficult to go on as normal after all that had happened.

         105‘He seemed to think it of little consequence.’

         I plunged ahead. ‘What was it that Rupert said?’

         ‘He told me that he had an engagement on the terrace for that afternoon. He only said it in passing. I’m sure he meant tea with Emmeline.’

         ‘Perhaps.’

         ‘At least, I feel quite sure that I took it at the time that he meant Emmeline. I think he may even have said as much. I do wish I could remember …’

         I weighed my options for just a moment. It would be best for me to tell her the truth. I could get her honest reaction, before she had time to hide her initial response to the news.

         I leant forward, hoping to convey a conspiratorial air. ‘The inspector says that he is certain that it was not an accident. In fact, he believes it was murder.’

         She turned her eyes back to me, and there was some emotion in them that I didn’t know how to read. Was it fear? ‘Murder? Surely not.’

         ‘That’s what I said, but he seems to be quite sure.’

         ‘It seems a stupid way to kill someone,’ she said, almost absently.

         ‘But effective, nonetheless.’ I noticed that she had not wondered who should like to kill Rupert; I wondered who she suspected. There was one way to find out.

         ‘Who could have done it, do you think?’ I asked.

         ‘I couldn’t venture to guess,’ she said carefully, but there was something in her tone that made me feel a bit more prodding would result in her confidence.

         ‘But one always has suspicions, doesn’t one?’

         She seemed to be considering what to say next. When she 106spoke, it was with great hesitation. That streak of strength I had seen moments ago seemed to have faded back into wariness. ‘I … I had wondered if perhaps it might not have been an accident … Not a real accident, I mean … but the result of a quarrel …’

         ‘Yes?’ I urged her on.

         She looked as if she would finally force out the words, but we were interrupted by her husband’s voice. ‘Larissa,’ he called gruffly from the doorway.

         She started and stood hastily. ‘Coming, dear.’

         As he turned, she placed her hand on my arm and leant in. Her hand was cold; I could feel it through my sleeve. Her voice was so faint, it was nearly torn away by the wind. ‘I don’t know who it might have been, Mrs Ames. But I am not surprised it was murder,’ she whispered. ‘Not surprised at all.’

          

         With that interview behind me – or postponed, if I had anything to say about it – I weighed my options. I wondered who it would be best to speak with next. I still was not certain what part I was intending to play in all of this. My innate practicality and a sense of decorum honed by years at stern boarding schools told me to heed Gil’s advice and leave the matter to the police. However, my instincts told me there was more trouble on the horizon and it might be judicious to take the offensive. Besides, there could be no harm in eliciting the impressions and opinions of the other guests. If nothing else, I might learn something of interest to tell that detective inspector when next he came prowling about the premises.

         Lionel Blake spared me the trouble of deciding whom 107to speak with next, as he was the first person I encountered upon re-entering the hotel.

         ‘I’m going to the village, Mrs Ames,’ he said, after we had exchanged pleasantries. ‘Is there anything I can pick up for you?’

         I didn’t hesitate, knowing this was the perfect opportunity to put my investigative inclinations to work. ‘Might I come with you?’

         He smiled. ‘Of course. I would be delighted to have your company.’

         ‘I’ll just run up and get my handbag.’

         I made my way to my room, gathered up a handbag and a light jacket. There were clouds gathering in the distance, and I wouldn’t be surprised to see rain before the day’s end.

         I was a bit afraid of encountering any members of the press as we left the hotel grounds, but it seemed the reporters had been dissuaded by the police and the lack of any further dramatic developments. We were undisturbed as we made our way to the hotel car.

         As we found ourselves driving slowly down the hill towards the village I took a moment to observe Lionel Blake. He had the quality – rare, I thought, for an actor – of being as good-looking close up as he was from a distance. His was an easy sort of handsomeness, self-assured but lacking arrogance. In fact, he seemed to distinctly lack the sort of bluster and bravado I had come to associate with gentlemen of the theatrical profession. I realised, of course, that my assumptions were based on clichés, but I had known a fair share of actors and many of them had demonstrated decidedly stereotypical qualities.

         108‘It’s nice to get away from the hotel for a bit,’ I said at last, breaking into the comfortable silence. ‘Especially with this dreadful business of Rupert’s death.’ It was not exactly a subtle approach, but I felt it was entirely within context.

         ‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘Poor Rupert. It was rather a shock to all of us, I think, to have something like that happen.’

         ‘You were very good friends, weren’t you?’ I asked. ‘It must be very hard for you.’

         ‘We were friends, yes,’ he answered, ‘though I wouldn’t say that we were close. Rupert was a hard man to get to know.’

         ‘How so?’

         He hesitated. ‘I think the best way to describe it is that one could never be certain if he liked one or not. There was always the front of friendliness, but it could have been genuine or an act.’ He smiled, a bit sadly I thought. ‘I don’t mean to speak against the dead.’

         It was surprising how often people prefaced their disparaging comments about Rupert Howe with those words.

         ‘You haven’t,’ I answered. ‘I don’t mean to pry. I was just curious. It’s strange how, when something like this happens, it makes you want to understand about the person, to get to know him … now that it is too late.’

         ‘Morbid curiosity, I suppose.’

         ‘Yes, I suppose. I feel so sorry for Emmeline. She’s terribly upset.’

         ‘I hope she will recover shortly. She is young; love will come for her again.’

         It was a practical statement, and probably true, but I was a bit surprised by the cool way in which he dismissed her love for Rupert.

         109‘Some would say that one loves only once,’ I said mildly.

         He looked at me, and I sensed scepticism in his gaze. ‘Some people love many times,’ he said, and I knew precisely what he was driving at.

         ‘You mean Rupert? There were women, I understand,’ I said carefully.

         He shrugged non-committally. ‘One hears things.’

         I had heard, of course, about Olive Henderson and suspected it was common knowledge. Had there been others? He seemed disinclined to elaborate, and I could think of no conceivable way to ask such an indecorous question, so I shifted my focus.

         ‘You were on the veranda when Emmeline and I came looking for Rupert and you said you hadn’t seen him. How long had you been sitting there?’

         He looked at me then, with his strange green eyes. ‘You are beginning to sound like that police inspector.’

         I laughed. ‘Oh dear.’

         He smiled, but said nothing further.

         The car stopped at the edge of the village and Lionel got out and opened my door. ‘What time shall we drive back?’ he asked me.

         That fact that he had failed to answer my question was not lost on me. While he gave every appearance of amiability, I thought it odd that he should neglect to reply to the most innocent of enquiries. There was something evasive in his manner that roused my suspicions.

         ‘I will be ready whenever you are,’ I answered. ‘I really have no special reason for coming to the village. I just wanted to get away from the hotel for a while.’

         110‘Would you care to accompany me, then?’ he asked.

         ‘I would love to.’ I followed him around the car to the road. ‘Where are we going?’

         ‘There’s a little theatre up this way,’ he said, pointing at a street that ran off from the main thoroughfare. ‘Someone mentioned that it might be the ideal place to put on a small production.’

         We started walking towards the side street he had indicated. The village was rather large, owing much of its success to the holiday trade. We passed a few of the more traditional enterprises: butcher, post office, apothecary, as well as businesses that appealed to visitors to the seaside. There were several people milling about, and the village had an air of busy leisure.

         ‘What sort of production are you planning?’ I asked.

         ‘My friend, the backer, was considering taking our play on tour. He thought a seaside venue might be just right, and I told him I would look into it. I heard from a chap at the hotel that the local theatre building might be just the thing.’

         We had crossed the main street and had begun to wander up the street that he had indicated. We walked at a comfortable pace. It was a pleasant day, despite the clouds gathering in the distance, with a breeze off the sea. There were few people about on this road, and the noise from the village became more distant as we followed the path between as it wound its way towards an edifice a good distance back from the town.

         We stopped as it came into view. It was far from impressive. The building looked as if it had been a factory. In fact, it looked as though it was one still. It was large, 111square and unappealing, with a few windows, darkened with wooden shutters. The grass surrounding it appeared as though it were long overdue for a trimming.

         ‘Is that it?’

         ‘Yes. Rather awkwardly situated, isn’t it? This fellow told me that it was some sort of factory during the war. A local philanthropist took it upon himself to have it renovated as a favour to the village. Doesn’t look as though they much appreciated it.’

         Lionel Blake walked to the door and rattled the handle. ‘Locked.’

         ‘Surely there’s a caretaker about somewhere.’ I looked around for a nearby cottage or building, but there was nothing nearer than the village itself.

         ‘Yes, I suppose.’ He stepped back from the door, still surveying the building. ‘I shall have to find out the proper channel of enquiry.’

         ‘If we ask at the village, I’m sure they will tell us.’

         ‘Well, it seems there is no need for us to linger.’ He walked back towards me and indicated the path. ‘Shall we?’

         We began our return to the village, and I thought it was not my imagination that Lionel Blake seemed preoccupied.

         ‘Do you think you will recommend it to your backer?’ I asked nonchalantly.

         ‘It depends, I suppose, on a number of things,’ he replied absently.

         ‘It’s not a very good location. I don’t see that it would be a terribly good investment.’

         He stopped walking abruptly and turned to face me. ‘To be honest, he’s in something of a bad way financially. He 112was counting on a good venue … quite desperately in need of it, in fact. It was his way of thinking that a cheap, but well-placed venue might get him out of the mess he’s in. Of course, I would prefer it if you not mention this to anyone.’

         ‘Of course.’

         We continued back to the village and reached the car just as a light rain began to fall.

         ‘I was afraid it might rain,’ I said as Lionel slid into the car and pulled the door shut behind him.

         ‘Yes, I’m afraid we may be in for a spell of bad weather,’ he remarked, looking out of the window. ‘I hope it clears up quickly. I don’t relish the idea of being stuck inside that hotel for days with only the Hamiltons and the Rodgers for company.’

         ‘Yes,’ I sighed. ‘That does present a rather unappealing prospect.’

          

         Back at the hotel, I wanted nothing more than to return to my room for a few moments of peace before dinner.

         I was somewhat put out that my afternoon of enquiries had yielded so very little. Charming companion though Lionel Blake may be, there had been very little in his conversation that could have any bearing upon Rupert Howe’s murder. Surely someone must know something. At least dinner would be another chance to insert casual questions into the conversation.

         I walked into the hotel and spotted Mr and Mrs Rodgers sitting together in the lobby. He was reading The Times and she was thumbing through an issue of Vogue. Despite the time we had spent together, I still could not help but be 113struck by the contrast between them. They seemed such an unlikely pair, but I always felt a sense of solidarity about their relationship, as though they were really very devoted to one another. Perhaps opposites really did attract.

         I had gleaned so little from Mr Blake. I wondered if perhaps Mr or Mrs Rodgers might have a bit more information to offer. I walked to where they sat. ‘Good afternoon,’ I said.

         They both looked up, and he began to rise from his seat. ‘Don’t get up, please,’ I said quickly. ‘I didn’t wish to disturb you. I only came by to say hello.’

         ‘Looks like rain,’ Mr Rodgers said, by way of polite conversation, before picking up his newspaper again. Mrs Rodgers seemed a bit more inclined to chat.

         ‘You’ve just come back?’ she asked, and I could tell she was curious as to where I might have been. Though they had been well-mannered enough to conceal it for the most part, I knew my somewhat unorthodox relationship with Gil and Milo was the cause for much speculation among the members of our party.

         ‘Yes. I took a ride with Mr Blake to the village, just to get out for a bit.’

         ‘Lionel’s such a dear. And so handsome, isn’t he?’ she said. I noticed her husband did not look particularly concerned by her comment. In fact, his attention did not shift from his newspaper.

         ‘Yes. He’s very nice,’ I said.

         ‘So many handsome men are here this weekend,’ she went on. I sensed that this latest comment was for her husband’s benefit. Her way of teasing him, perhaps. I suddenly had the 114impression that, though Mrs Rodgers enjoyed calling attention to her appearance for the benefit of assorted handsome gentlemen, she was very much in love with her husband.

         ‘I … hadn’t really thought about it,’ I answered.

         She laughed. ‘I suppose you’re accustomed to looking at that husband of yours, but he’s a feast for the eyes for the rest of us.’

         ‘Really, Anne,’ Mr Rodgers said, folding his paper and looking sternly at his wife. ‘I think that’s not at all a polite thing to say.’

         ‘I only meant it as a compliment,’ she said innocently, but I detected a note of triumph in the fact that she had finally roused him from his reading.

         ‘It’s all right,’ I smiled. I turned my attention to Mr Rodgers, hoping to shift the conversation in a more meaningful direction. ‘Anything interesting in The Times?’

         ‘The usual things, I suppose. Talk of that American flyer, Amelia Earhart, the rising unemployment rates, and an abundance of politics and death. I had thought we’d escaped the latter at least, coming down here. It seems I was wrong.’

         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Poor Mr Howe. Were you very close to him?’ It was by no means the smoothest transition of topic, but they did not seem to notice.

         ‘I wouldn’t say so,’ he answered flatly.

         ‘We’ve really come to accompany Nelson and Larissa,’ Mrs Rodgers said. ‘We’ve known the Hamiltons for several years now, since just after they were married.’

         ‘So you’ve not been long acquainted with the Trents or Mr Howe?’

         ‘No, though we knew them casually, of course. Gil is a 115dear and Emmeline is such a sweet thing. She seems a fairly quiet girl, but she was so … so very vibrant with Rupert.’ She hesitated before pressing on. ‘Rupert was very charming and handsome, and I suppose she couldn’t help but fall in love with him. You can imagine how it was.’

         ‘Yes.’ I could imagine it very well.

         ‘Rupert always seemed very pleasant,’ she continued. ‘I had nothing to say against him.’

         She said it as though I expected she would have.

         ‘I’m very sorry for Emmeline,’ I said.

         Mrs Rodgers hesitated ever so slightly. ‘Yes. I imagine she’s heartbroken.’

         ‘She’s very young,’ I said, picking up Mr Blake’s line for the sake of moving the conversation along. ‘I expect, eventually, she will find love again, and it will help all of this fade. Love has a strange way of making one forget the past.’

         Mr Rodgers looked up at me then, his gaze suddenly shrewd. ‘I think you’re quite right about that, Mrs Ames.’

         The movement was so subtle, I almost didn’t notice it. Mrs Rodgers’ hand slid from her lap and brushed her husband leg, ever so slightly. If it was a cue, he took it at once. He lifted his paper back up and began reading it.

         ‘I’m sure we all wish Emmeline well,’ Mrs Rodgers said with a bright smile, and I sensed that it was the end of the conversation.

         ‘Well, I suppose I had better go up and prepare for dinner,’ I said, not wanting to outstay my welcome. ‘I shall see you both then?’

         ‘Certainly. It’s been lovely chatting with you, Mrs Ames.’

         I left them and crossed the lobby towards the lift, 116wondering what that exchange had been about. There had been something behind Mr Rodgers’ comment, but whatever it had been his wife had not wanted him to elaborate. Curious. It seemed that every way I turned people were concealing things.

         I entered the lift and, as the doors closed, I cherished the moment of peaceful silence. Truth be told, I did not feel at all like dressing and spending the evening with these insipid people. I could hold up under the strain as well as anyone, I supposed, but the murder had shaken me more than I cared to admit.

         I had always prided myself on my independence, but at that moment what I longed for was someone with whom I could talk and share my troubles. It was in moments like these that I felt the hollowness of my marriage the keenest. In those whirlwind days of my courtship I had failed to take into account the fact that storms of life called for stronger stuff than the easy flow of smooth endearments and witty banter.

         As was my habit with morose contemplation, I pushed the thoughts away for another time. I turned my thoughts from what I lacked to what I had, for I was not friendless by any means. A letter to my cousin Laurel, my closest friend and confidante, was long overdue, but at the moment I felt I lacked the sufficient stamina that the task required.

         The lift opened and I stepped out onto the landing just as Veronica Carter approached. We exchanged cool pleasantries. I have never ceased to be amazed at the intuitive dislike that can arise with little or no provocation between two women. Perhaps I am of biased opinion, 117but there was something distinctly unpleasant about Miss Carter. It seemed to me that she carried about with her an icy disdain that seemed to radiate from her jaded gaze and smug little mouth. Aside from these unfortunate traits, she was admittedly very pretty.

         I expect that in the time I was summing her up she was doing the same to me. I had obviously impressed her even less than she had me. ‘You look all done in, Mrs Ames,’ she commented with false sympathy. ‘I expect finding Rupert as you did gave you quite a turn.’

         ‘It was terribly shocking,’ I said.

         ‘It’s too bad really, for his company was very enjoyable. I’m afraid I shall miss him.’

         ‘You were close?’

         ‘Not as close as I should have liked,’ she said, and I wondered if she meant it the way it sounded. ‘I knew him before he met Emmeline and found him charming, but we were never much in one another’s company.’

         ‘Oh,’ I said casually, ‘then you’ve known him longer than Emmeline?’

         She sighed, as though my question was immensely trying, but answered it anyway. ‘No, Emmeline and I were at school together, Olive too. That’s why we decided to come down here when we heard that the Trents and Rupert were coming.’

         ‘I see. I was curious how everyone knew one another.’

         She livened a bit at the chance to gossip, though she spoke with the same general lack of enthusiasm that I had come to expect from her. ‘I suppose the Trents had some business dealings with the Hamiltons and Mr Hamilton 118attached himself to them. Rather a social climber, I’d say. I don’t have anything to do with them. I think he’s too horrid for words.’

         So we did have something in common, after all.

         ‘I believe Mr Rodgers is some friend of Mr Hamilton’s, so he tagged along, as well.’

         That fit with what Mr and Mrs Rodgers had told me.

         ‘And we picked Lionel up some place quite some months ago,’ she went on. ‘He’s become quite a pet. We invited him along when we knew we were all coming down. It sounded like rather a lark, our holiday. Of course, we couldn’t have known all this …’ she waved her hand in a sweeping and disdainful gesture, ‘would take place.’

         ‘It’s been especially hard on Emmeline,’ I said.

         ‘Yes. I went to look in on her earlier, but Gil has her practically under lock and key.’

         ‘I believe the doctor has given her a sedative.’

         I was certain that it was apathy I saw lurking in her china-blue eyes. ‘Oh? Well, perhaps it will do her good. Though, things are so dull around here, I feel as though I’ve had one. I’ve barely needed my sleeping tablets these past few days.’ Then her eyes glinted with amusement. ‘At least until your charming husband arrived. I had forgotten how excessively amusing he is.’

         ‘Yes, he’s a darling, isn’t he?’

         Her smile faded as I once again failed to be baited. ‘In any event,’ she went on. ‘Rupert’s death has ruined the entire week. I wish I had never come.’

         How very careless of him to spoil your fun, I was tempted to say.

         119‘I don’t know what he might have been doing before he fell. No doubt he slipped and went over,’ she replied, absently examining her blood red fingernails.

         I decided to try my little experiment of surprise enlightenment once more. ‘Oh, didn’t you hear?’ I asked casually. ‘The inspector says it was murder.’

         She looked up at me and, for the briefest of instants, I was sure I saw something other than that perpetual boredom in her expression. Was it surprise … or had it been fear? Then the cool mask slipped back into place.

         It was nearly the same reaction I had received from Mrs Hamilton on the terrace, a flash of alarm that they both had quickly concealed. Could it be that both of these women knew something about which they were hesitant to speak?

         ‘Murder? I don’t see how it could have been. Who would want to murder Rupert?’

         ‘I imagine Detective Inspector Jones would give a great deal to know just that.’

         ‘Well, this has all been fascinating,’ she said lightly, touching her glossy red hair, ‘but I’m afraid I must go to my room and dress for dinner.’

         ‘Of course.’

         She left me then and entered the lift. I had reached the door to my own room before I began to wonder what she had been doing on this floor if her room was elsewhere.
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            CHAPTER TEN

         

         Dinner passed much as usual, despite the addition of Milo to our party. He sat at my table, playing the dutiful husband, but we had very little to say to one another. Veronica Carter seated herself across from him, and engaged him in conversation whenever possible. No doubt he was amusing her excessively. Gil did not come down to dinner, and I found myself worrying over him as well as Emmeline.

         As for my part, Mr Hamilton seemed to be doing his best to amuse me. ‘You look smashing tonight, Mrs Ames,’ he said, his eyes moving over me in a disconcerting way. My bias-cut gown of ivory satin was not at all revealing, but I felt rather as though he were looking straight through it.

         ‘Thank you,’ I answered with all the politeness I could muster.

         ‘I’ve half a mind to steal you away from that husband of yours,’ he said in a false whisper. Larissa Hamilton looked about as amused as I felt.

         121‘I hope Mr Ames isn’t the jealous type,’ he went on, in what seemed to be a progressively louder voice. He seemed to enjoy calling attention to himself.

         ‘Not at all,’ Milo said, as he cut into his fillet. He looked up at Mr Hamilton and smiled. ‘I married Amory for her money. And she married me for mine.’

         Mr Hamilton laughed heartily. ‘From what I’ve heard, neither of you were disappointed! That’s the way to go about it.’ He indicated his wife beside him with his fork. ‘Larissa here married me for my money, but she’d never admit it.’

         ‘Nelson!’ she whispered as her face flushed bright red. ‘I didn’t …’

         ‘Of course, she was a looker then,’ he went on, oblivious to, or more likely uncaring of, his wife’s distress. ‘Well worth the price.’

         I felt my jaw tighten at his completely inappropriate remarks, and poor Larissa Hamilton seemed on the verge of tears.

         ‘What line of work are you in, Mr Hamilton?’ Milo asked, smoothly diverting the conversation. It was good of him to do so. I knew perfectly well that he had about as much interest in Nelson Hamilton’s line of work as I had in Veronica Carter’s dental history.

         ‘Well, I’m a self-made man,’ he began. Pleased to ramble on about himself, he let drop the subject of his marriage, and Larissa Hamilton’s flush gradually faded into her usual paleness.

         Everyone was relieved, I think, by the change in topic. Mrs Rodgers had been trying without much success to 122conceal a disapproving frown throughout the conversation, and she turned then to Mrs Hamilton and began speaking animatedly. I still could not quite tell what the relationship between the two women was. Though Mrs Rodgers said they had known each other for many years, their interactions thus far had not seemed to be those of very close friends. Nevertheless, they seemed at ease in one another’s company. I found myself hoping that Mrs Hamilton might have a true friend in Mrs Rodgers; she could certainly benefit from one.

         ‘Perhaps you’d like to come up to my room for a drink after dinner, Larissa,’ Anne Rogers said. She reached out and squeezed her husband’s arm. ‘Edward has some tedious legal briefs to read, and I’m feeling like company tonight. I’ve some new magazines we might read.’

         ‘I should like that,’ Mrs Hamilton replied, and I noted with approval that she did not first ask her husband. ‘That is, if Mr Rodgers doesn’t mind.’

         ‘Edward doesn’t mind. Do you, darling?’

         ‘Certainly not,’ Mr Rodgers said, and I noticed that his normally dry tone was friendlier than normal. It seemed as though he were acting on his wife’s unspoken instructions to be kind to Mrs Hamilton. ‘We should both be glad of your company. Anne gets cross with me when I ignore her, and I find it difficult to concentrate when she prattles on at me.’

         Anne Rodgers laughed and Mrs Hamilton smiled, that spark of warmth coming back into her eyes. The mood at the table seemed to have lightened considerably, despite the fact that Mr Hamilton was still going on at Milo about some very astute business decisions on his part, his voice 123growing louder to drown out our conversation.

         I was glad when the meal was over so I could escape afterwards to the hotel sitting room. It was unoccupied, as I had hoped it would be. Most of the guests, I had noticed, stayed in the dining room dancing long after dinner had ended.

         The soft, cool colours of the room in the warm glow of the lamplight were soothing after the brightness and noise of dinner. I moved to the writing desk that sat against one wall. I pulled open the top drawer and found a neat stack of crisp ivory paper bearing the hotel’s name, along with a pile of envelopes.

         I sat at the desk chair and pulled out a sheet of paper. I had been meaning to write my cousin Laurel, and now was as good a time as any. I could confide in her, and perhaps the organisation of my thoughts on paper would be beneficial to me as well.

         I was feeling overwhelmed by everything that had happened in the past few days. I had accepted Gil’s invitation to the Brightwell somewhat rashly and with little forethought, and now it was time to acknowledge that I may have got in over my head. It had never been my nature to give in easily, however. Perhaps that was why I had endured my obviously failing marriage for as long as I had …

         I pushed those thoughts aside for the moment. There would be time to think about that later. As if my own conflicted feelings were not enough, a murder had been thrown into the mix, and I found myself incapable of sitting idly by while people I cared about were hurting.

         124Who had murdered Rupert Howe? The question repeated itself over and over in my mind. I had learnt little so far, except that the murdered man had not been very highly regarded by his friends and acquaintances. The carefully neutral answers of nearly everyone with whom I had discussed Rupert had spoken far more loudly than their words had done. No one had liked him, not really.

         It seemed only poor Emmeline had been blind to his faults. I felt very sorry for her. No matter what I or anyone else had thought of Rupert, she had loved him and now he was gone. Despite Lionel Blake’s prognosis, it was going to take her time to recover from this tragedy.

         My thoughts shifted to Gil. He knew more than he was saying, of that I was sure. But what? I suspected he would be horrified to learn that it had been his adamancy that I not ask questions which had provoked my determination to do just that.

         That was not to say that I acted without misgivings. If I were honest with myself, I was forced to acknowledge that I was venturing into territory in which I had no business. Rupert Howe’s murder, however unfortunate, was really none of my concern. Detective Inspector Jones seemed extremely competent. Nevertheless, his leading questions regarding Gil’s whereabouts at the time of the murder had alarmed me. There was always the chance he might come to the wrong conclusion, and that was a risk I was unwilling to take. If there was some way I could help clear suspicion from Gil, then I would do it.

         Of course, my motive posed its own problems. It was all very well to tell myself that I wanted to aid Gil, to be certain 125that he didn’t get swept up in the murder of his sister’s fiancé, but I had not confronted the reason I wanted to do so. What was Gil to me? A friend or something more? Even now, when I attempted to sort out my uncertain feelings towards him, I could come to no other conclusion than that I still wondered what might have been. Five years was a long time and much had changed, and yet some things still felt so very much the same …

         With a sigh, I set pen to paper and began my letter.

         
            Dear Laurel,

             

            I promised to write to you, thinking my seaside excursion would produce very little that would prove to be newsworthy. How wrong I was. This trip has been more than I had bargained for. I am sure you have heard of the death of Rupert Howe, Emmeline Trent’s fiancé. This terrible news has been exacerbated by the fact that his death was nothing less than murder. It was I who discovered the body and tomorrow I must attend the inquest. Knowing how you love a mystery, I am sure you will be envious. Do not be. Murder is not nearly as romantic in real life.

            As if matters needed to be further complicated, Milo has arrived, swooping down upon us unannounced. I have no idea of his purpose for coming here, but I am certain no good can come of it. He and Gil already appear very cool to one another, and in the midst of a crime does not seem the proper time to contemplate the state of our marriage.

         

         126A hurried set of steps alerted me to someone’s approach.

         ‘Oh, excuse me.’

         I looked up to see Olive Henderson standing in the doorway. I had seen little of her the past two days, and I had been surprised at dinner to see how wan she was. She looked even more distressed now, her face ghastly pale, save for her red-rimmed eyes.

         ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you,’ she said softly. Her eyes looked almost pleading, as if she longed for a confidante as much as I did. I was surprised she would choose me; she had never seemed overly fond of my company before.

         ‘You aren’t disturbing me at all,’ I answered, folding my letter to be finished later. ‘I would be glad of the company, in fact.’

         She entered the room and sank into the sofa, her pale hands clenched in her lap. ‘Things are perfectly ghastly here, aren’t they?’ she said, almost to herself.

         ‘It has been a rough couple of days.’

         Without further provocation, she burst into tears. ‘I’m so dreadfully unhappy,’ she said, sobbing into a handkerchief that had appeared from nowhere.

         Having grown up in a reserved, emotionally-distant family and subsequently being married to Milo, flagrant shows of emotion were foreign to me and, truthfully, somewhat uncomfortable. I moved to sit beside her on the sofa and did my best to affect a soothing manner.

         ‘I’m sorry you’re distressed. Is there anything I can do?’

         She shook her head. ‘No. You wouldn’t …’ She looked up at me suddenly, her gaze intense. ‘Have you ever been truly, madly in love?’

         127I hesitated only a moment. ‘I thought so once.’

         ‘Then perhaps you know how it feels to lose someone …’

         Steps sounded outside the door and I looked up to see Gil standing there. Olive stiffened beside me and dabbed her face rather aggressively with her handkerchief.

         ‘I’m sorry to interrupt,’ Gil said. ‘Shall I come back?’

         ‘No,’ Olive said, rising. ‘I was just leaving.’

         Without a backward glance at either of us, she left the room. I couldn’t help but feel that her sudden and unexpected confidence had been surprising. I should have thought I would be the last person to whom she would unburden her heart, but perhaps there had been no one else.

         It seemed obvious it was Rupert to whom she was referring. When he had spoken of their past relationship it had been with decided flippancy; obviously Olive’s feelings had been much stronger. Had she loved him that desperately? If so, things could not have rested easily between them, not with his being engaged to Emmeline. I recalled her apparent sadness that first night at dinner. Might it have turned to anger? It was certainly something to consider.

         Gil regarded me with raised brows. ‘She seemed upset.’

         ‘I believe she was.’ I didn’t elaborate. There would be plenty of time to think things over alone in my room tonight. A bit of familiar company would be soothing just now. I indicated the sofa beside me. ‘Care to sit?’

         He sat, leant back then sat forward again, turning to look at me. ‘I owe you an apology, Amory.’

         ‘Nonsense.’

         ‘Yes, I was terse with you today, and there was no call for it. I asked for your help and you were nothing but kind. And 128then, because things didn’t go as planned, I acted badly. I’m sorry.’ He looked so forlorn, I fought the urge to embrace him.

         ‘Think nothing of it. We’re all tense at the moment.’

         ‘It isn’t just that. Your husband … dash it all, Amory.’ He sighed. ‘I think you should know that I …’

         ‘Gil,’ I stopped him with my hand on his, longing to hear what he had to say, but not wanting him to go on. ‘I don’t think now is the best time.’

         He looked at me, his brown eyes serious, yet warm and golden in the yellow light. ‘You’re probably right, but there may not be another time.’

         ‘There’s plenty of time,’ I said. I didn’t want to encourage him, to give him any sort of false hope. But at that moment I was so unsure of everything, and Gil was the closest thing to security I had ever known. I hadn’t known that when I had thrown it all away, but I realised it now and I was hesitant to completely relinquish it, whatever my feelings for Milo might be. ‘When all this is over, Gil. We will talk. But I also think you should know that I …’

         It was his turn to squeeze my hand. ‘Don’t tell me now, Amory,’ he said with a tired smile. ‘Let’s wait until this is all over.’
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            CHAPTER ELEVEN

         

         The day of the inquest was suitably gloomy. The rain splattered against my window as I rose and dressed. I had tea and toast in my room, for I was in no mood for company. The thought of encountering Nelson Hamilton was especially unbearable.

         The inquest itself was remarkably brief, such a cold, formal way to account for the ending of a man’s life.

         It was held in the local inn, attracting a small crowd of locals curious about the mysterious death at the Brightwell and a handful of reporters, eager for some hint of scandal. Few from our party were there. Most of them had very little to tell, and the rain seemed to have dissuaded those with only a casual interest in attending.

         Emmeline sat in one of the hard wooden chairs, pale as death, until it was her turn to speak. She gave her halting account of the events that had led up to our gruesome discovery, and it was obvious that only the very greatest 130of efforts was keeping her from hysteria. When she had finished, Gil had helped her to her seat. Grief and fatigue had left her weak and ill, and I was very sorry for her that all her dreams of happiness had vanished in an instant.

         When it was my turn to speak, I gave a statement regarding my role in the discovery of Rupert Howe’s body. There was precious little to tell, and I was brief.

         The coroner reiterated what I had learnt from Inspector Jones. Rupert had been hit on the head with a blunt instrument before being tossed over the railing. The blow itself had not had sufficient force to kill and might have been administered by either a man or a woman.

         Inspector Jones gave his evidence, but I learnt from him few details that I did not already know. No one reported having seen Rupert exit the hotel. No one could be certain when he fell.

         The verdict came quickly and confirmed what we all already knew: murder by person or persons unknown.

          

         ‘Mrs Ames, might I have a word with you?’ Inspector Jones approached me outside as I moved towards the hotel car. The rain beat a steady drumming on our umbrellas as we stood huddled in a rather forlorn little group.

         I turned to Gil who had just settled Emmeline inside. ‘Will you wait a moment, Gil?’

         His eyes flickered to the inspector and back to me. ‘Of course.’

         ‘If you’d like, Mrs Ames, I can give you a ride back to the hotel. I had intended to pay a visit there this afternoon in any case.’

         131I turned to Gil. ‘You had better take Emmeline back. I’ll be along soon.’

         He hesitated only briefly then nodded. ‘Very well.’

         The car pulled away, and the inspector indicated his car, which was parked at a short distance. ‘Shall we?’

         We walked towards it. The grass was sodden and I could feel the dampness seeping into my shoes. They were entirely inappropriate for the weather, but in packing for this trip I had brought very little to wear in the rain and even less to wear to an inquest.

         ‘I admired your recounting of events,’ Inspector Jones said as we walked. ‘You were clear and concise in relating your information. You’d make a very credible witness.’

         ‘Witness to what, exactly?’ I enquired. His tone implied that there was more to what he was saying than his words suggested. There was something very clever, in a devious sort of way, about Inspector Jones.

         ‘I am speaking in generalities,’ he said. ‘A policeman values a witness who knows how to recount events without embellishment or excessive emotion. Pure, simple truth is always admirable.’

         I stopped and turned to face him. ‘You are quite right. And I would appreciate the same directness now, Inspector. Whatever it is that you have to ask or say to me, perhaps it would be best if you came out with it.’

         The barest of smiles touched his lips. ‘Very well, Mrs Ames. But perhaps we should get out of the rain.’

         We walked to his car and he opened the door for me before going around and sliding in behind the steering 132wheel. He inserted the key but didn’t turn it. Hands on the wheel, he turned to look at me.

         ‘You would like me to be blunt, so I shall be. I think there is something you are concealing from me.’

         I was somewhat surprised by this accusation, but I fancy that I was able to hide it. ‘Oh? And why do you think that?’

         ‘Come now, Mrs Ames,’ he said. ‘When one has been at this job as long as I have, one begins to develop a sense about these things. Twice I asked you if you knew of anyone who would have reason to harm Rupert Howe. There was something you hesitated over. I would like to know what it is.’

         ‘It was nothing of consequence.’

         ‘Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?’

         I hesitated. I truly believed Gil was innocent, but the inspector might not feel the same way. If I told him that I had heard Gil arguing with Rupert Howe the night before his murder, it could go very badly for Gil. But perhaps the truth was the wisest course of action. Inspector Jones appeared to be very thorough and conscientious in his methods, and I doubted my information would form his opinion of the case one way or the other. This was my chance to rid myself of the nagging sensation that I was doing something wrong in concealing information. Furthermore, if I told Inspector Jones all I knew, perhaps he could begin to focus his attention in a direction more likely to bring results.

         I spoke quickly, as though in doing so I could minimise the damage. ‘The night before Mr Howe’s murder, I happened to … overhear an argument between he and Gil … Mr Trent. As I said, it was nothing of consequence.’

         ‘What sort of argument?’

         133‘Gil wanted Mr Howe to end his engagement to Emmeline. Gil wasn’t happy about the match. He had told me as much. It wasn’t a secret.’

         ‘What did you hear?’ I was wary of the calm, casual way he asked the questions. His ever-present notebook was nowhere to be seen, but I hadn’t the slightest doubt he was jotting neat little notes somewhere in his mind.

         ‘Did Mr Trent threaten Mr Howe?’

         ‘Gil wouldn’t …’

         ‘Did he threaten Mr Howe?’ There was a smooth persistence to his questioning that I found unnerving.

         I thought back. Had Gil threatened Rupert? Not in so many words. ‘No. He told him that men like Mr Howe always have their price. I didn’t overhear the entire conversation. I had fallen asleep and awoke to catch just a bit of it.’ This was not the unvarnished truth, but nor was it a lie.

         ‘I’m sure it was nothing,’ I concluded.

         ‘There must have been some reason you chose to conceal it until now.’

         ‘I didn’t want you to draw the wrong conclusions. Gil and Mr Howe weren’t overly fond of one another, but there was nothing violent about their argument. Besides, if they’d argued outside my window, it seems unlikely Gil would have waited until the next afternoon to do harm to Mr Howe.’

         He didn’t reply to this bit of logic.

         The rain drumming against the window was the only sound for a long moment. Then he asked, ‘Where exactly does the relationship between you and Mr Trent stand?’

         I stiffened ever so slightly. ‘That’s a rather personal question, isn’t it, Inspector?’

         134‘Perhaps. But that makes it no less relevant.’

         Despite the situation, I smiled. ‘You’re very good at your job, aren’t you?’

         He returned the smile. ‘I like to think so.’

         I sighed. ‘Gil and I were once engaged to be married.’

         If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. Then again, perhaps he already knew.

         ‘Who ended it?’

         ‘I did. I … met my husband.’

         ‘I see. And the current state of affairs?’ His choice of words was not lost on me.

         ‘Gil asked me to come to the seaside with him on the pretext that I had left Milo. I don’t know if my husband’s name is familiar to you, Inspector, but he has something of an unsavoury reputation.’ His brief nod conveyed that he was well aware of Milo’s exploits. I went on. ‘Gil thought I might lead by example. He felt Emmeline might be able to see the error of her ways having been witness to my own misfortune. In hindsight, it was all quite ridiculous and completely hopeless.’

         ‘And your husband was amenable to this scheme?’

         ‘My husband had very little to do with it.’

         ‘Apparently, he is unaware of that fact,’ Inspector Jones commented wryly.

         ‘Milo very seldom makes informed decisions. There’s no telling why he is here.’

         ‘Isn’t there?’

         I ignored the insinuation. Milo was not inclined to jealousy. He had admitted as much last evening. The most likely explanation for his arrival at the Brightwell Hotel was 135that he had found our empty home to be dull and knew arriving unannounced would create a stir.

         ‘In any event,’ I continued, ‘Gil would never have hurt Rupert Howe. That is the reason I hesitated to tell you anything about the discussion I overheard. I feared it would cause you to suspect him unduly.’

         ‘I seldom suspect people unduly, Mrs Ames.’

         I was not quite sure what to make of this statement, but the opportunity to ask dissipated as he turned the key and started the engine, easing the car down the wet road towards the Brightwell Hotel.

          

         Back at the hotel, the inspector and I parted ways. I was not sure what his business at the Brightwell was, and he did not see fit to confide in me. Quite possibly I was still holding rank on his list of suspects, though I couldn’t conceive of what my motive for killing Rupert Howe might be.

         I was still not certain I had done the right thing by telling him about the conversation I had overheard between Gil and Rupert. I had, like any good British subject, been brought up to tell the truth and respect the law, but I did not feel that my silence had violated either of these principles. Knowing Gil as I did, the argument had seemed irrelevant. I hoped Inspector Jones would come to view it in the same way.

         It suddenly occurred to me that the next best course of action would be to alert Gil as to what I had done. It was only fair that I should give him warning, in the event that Inspector Jones should wish to question him. I only hoped he wouldn’t be too angry with me.

         I checked first at his room and got no answer. A soft tap on 136Emmeline’s door also went unanswered. A check of the dining room was also unsuccessful. I tried the sitting room next.

         Anne Rodgers and Lionel Blake sat on the sofa.

         ‘Oh, Mrs Ames,’ said Mrs Rodgers as I entered, ‘you must come hear Lionel read these poems and sonnets. Really, he’s too talented! He does accents so well; you should hear his Robert Burns!’

         ‘I would love to,’ I said, ‘but first I need to locate Gil. Has anyone seen him?’

         Mrs Rodgers shook her head. ‘Lionel and I have been here reading since lunch.’

         ‘How was the inquest?’ Lionel Blake asked, setting the book of poems aside.

         ‘Well …’ I paused, as if hesitant to reveal the news. ‘I’m afraid they’ve discovered that it was murder.’

         ‘Murder!’ Anne Rodgers practically shrieked. ‘Oh, no. Whoever did it?’

         ‘A very good question,’ Lionel answered dryly. ‘What have the police to say, Mrs Ames?’

         ‘I don’t really know,’ I replied, ‘except that I am sure we are all suspects.’

         As I had hoped, this alarmed Anne Rodgers into effusive speech. ‘I don’t know why I should be a suspect,’ she protested. ‘I barely knew Rupert. Oh, well, we were friendly enough, but not the kind of friendly where you want to murder the person. Just wait until I tell my Edward about this. I’m sure he knows a good barrister if any of us are accused. If anyone did it, I expect I could guess. Perhaps Emmeline finally got tired of his making eyes at other women. And Olive Henderson never did get over it when he 137chose Emmeline.’ She halted then, as though aware she had said too much. ‘Not that I think Emmeline or Olive would kill anyone,’ she added, somewhat belatedly.

         ‘Of course not,’ Lionel Blake said with a cryptic smile. ‘None of us would kill anyone.’

          

         Still hoping to find Gil, I walked past the breakfast room and saw Mrs. Hamilton sitting alone at a table near the windows. I thought it would be an ideal time to speak with her; I was so seldom able to catch her away from her husband’s prying gaze.

         ‘The verdict of the inquest was murder,’ I told her when we had exchanged greetings.

         She nodded, and I could detect no hint of surprise in her expression.

         ‘You said the other day that you were not surprised Mr Howe’s death was a murder. Why did you say that?’

         She frowned. ‘Did I say that?’

         I suddenly had the feeling she was being purposefully evasive. I took a chance on directness. ‘What is it that you aren’t saying, Mrs Hamilton?’

         She didn’t meet my eyes as she spoke. Instead, she gazed out at the sea. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t mean it. I only meant that there were so many people who might have had cause to … to quarrel with Rupert.’

         ‘Yes, you mentioned a quarrel. Do you mean someone specifically?’

         She looked at me then, and I saw again that flash of determination in her gaze, as though she had come to the private conclusion to move forward. ‘I only know I heard 138some rather nasty rumours about … well, women. And then I saw them, Rupert and Olive, I mean, together, talking on the beach as they followed Emmeline, who had gone up to change. They all walked past me on the terrace. I was reading, and I don’t think they noticed me, you see. I might have thought nothing of their chatting together, but I’m fairly certain I heard Olive say that she wanted to meet Rupert later, that she wanted to talk to him about something.’

         This was certainly news. Had Rupert and Olive been carrying on their affair, then?

         ‘What did Rupert say?’

         ‘He said he would see if he could get away … but he seemed somewhat reluctant. I don’t think he much cared for her any more. When he mentioned a meeting later, I … well, I thought he just meant tea with Emmeline.’

         It was a flimsy excuse for having concealed the truth, but I suspected Mrs Hamilton was desperate not to cause any trouble. And this information had the potential to do just that. Could it have been Olive that quarrelled with Rupert on the terrace that day? Or had it been someone else?

         ‘Who else was on the terrace when this conversation occurred, Mrs Hamilton?’

         She hesitated for a fraction of a moment before replying. ‘Mr Trent had come out and was talking with Emmeline. I thought I saw them turn around and look at Olive and Rupert, but the sea is very loud, you know. They may have been too far away to overhear them.’

         Somehow I didn’t think so. The sea was not as loud as Mrs Hamilton made it out to be.

         139‘Why didn’t you say something before? Did you tell this to the inspector?’

         She shook her head. ‘I was sure it was nothing. I may have misheard, and I didn’t want there to be any difficulty. Oh, dear. What a mess all of this is.’

         I couldn’t agree more.

         ‘Thank you for telling me, Mrs Hamilton,’ I said, almost wishing that she hadn’t.

         ‘I didn’t know if I should,’ she said with a shaky smile. ‘But I feel better now that I have.’

         I felt much worse, myself. This bit of information was certainly not in Gil’s favour. If he had overheard Rupert planning an assignation with Olive, it would certainly have increased his dislike for Rupert. Inwardly, I sighed. Rather than clearing up, things seemed to be getting murkier than ever.

          

         Unable to locate Gil anywhere in the hotel, I returned to my room. The rain showed no sign of letting up. Indeed, it seemed to have increased in fervency since my arrival back at the hotel. There was something slightly claustrophobic about the atmosphere. The rain pounding against the windows, leaving us, for all intents and purposes, caged in with a murderer.

         Wearily, I lay on the bed, hoping to nap before dinner. My thoughts, however, would give me no such reprieve. Over and over, the events that had occurred since my arrival played in my head. Who would have reason to kill Rupert?

         Gil as good as threatened him, my traitorous mind reminded me. For the first time, I fleetingly allowed for the 140possibility. Might Gil have done it? Though I had denied a threat to the inspector, Gil’s words to Rupert that night below my window had held a warning. It just wasn’t possible. Was it? No. No, I could not believe that Gil would resort to murder, no matter how desperate the circumstances.

         It must be someone else. My mind played over the other members of our party, but I could think of no conceivable motive for anyone to have killed him. Mr Hamilton seemed the type that would kill someone who crossed him, but a negative opinion of his character did not a motive for murder make.

         Anne Rodgers had reminded me that Olive had been involved with Rupert before he met Emmeline and she had wanted to meet with him on the day that he died. Perhaps he had spurned her advances once again. Had he hurt her enough for her to kill him? It was possible, I supposed. But there had been real sorrow in her eyes, I was sure of it. I didn’t believe she could have killed him.

         Then who could have done it? It was all such a muddle.

         Without provocation, my thoughts turned to Milo. What, I wondered, were his intentions now that he was here? I had not seen him yet today, and I could only imagine what he was up to. His arrival had only complicated matters, and it seemed apparent that he was intent on making a nuisance of himself for the foreseeable future, a role I suspected he would enjoy.

         I sighed. More weary than when I had lay down, I rose to bathe and dress for dinner.
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