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  Chapter One
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  WHEN men speak of the mystery of Julian Marks, as sometimes happens, since the affair only took place last autumn, they mean as a rule the extraordinary

  sequence of events leading up to and succeeding the night of the 31st October; but when experts, like Dupuy and Montstuart, use the same words they mean a record covering almost the whole of the

  man’s life. For the mystery of his death was not much greater than the mystery of his earlier years.




  The history of this remarkable creature starts abruptly at his forty-fifth year, when he flowered upon London with an establishment and a manner of living that compelled admiration even from the

  dilatory. Emerging from an anonymity that included both the sheep farms of Australia and the diamond fields of Johannesburg, he became at once the centre of attraction in London society. It is a

  little difficult to explain the power of his personality to those who have never met the man. This had nothing to do with his appearance, which, though trim and elegant enough, was scarcely

  distinguished; nor was his erudition, considerable though this proved to be, wholly responsible for such a state of affairs. The old convenient phrase, personal magnetism, intriguing and vague,

  serves him best. At all events, whatever the reason, his progress from one point to another was invariably in the nature of a triumphant advance, and the last journey of his life, from London to

  Monte Carlo, via Paris, where he was seen with a woman so beautiful that the pair were the cynosure of envious eyes throughout a costly and elaborate meal at the Hotel Cosmopolitan, was no less of

  a public excitement than his previous excursions.




  Harbinger of the Gazette, whose representatives had tried to interview the man time and again and never successfully, said it was the most magnificent case of a silent publicity flair,

  amounting to genius, he had encountered in a varied career; no reporter could interview Julian Marks, and the most subtle could not wring from him a definite opinion on any political, social or

  economic point; no one knew what he liked for breakfast; no one knew which brand of religion, if any, he favoured. His picture was never to be found in the expensive weekly papers, he had no wife

  obsessed by philanthropic activities, no lovely daughter to grace ballroom and hunting-field. Yet he remained one of the most discussed men in the metropolis.




  Springing from a background too crude, one might have supposed, for any form of culture, this amazing man took a high place immediately in the world of intellect and of imagination. It was

  discovered that there were few subjects on which he was not competent to express an opinion; he could speak and read in several languages; books of philosophy, of poetry and of art were to be found

  in his library, whose contents were in his head. His house was soon as well known as a museum and far more jealously visited; he kept a large retinue of apparently perfect servants, he had unending

  resources at his disposal, and for him to hear of some treasure in art that he coveted meant its instant acquisition.




  He had his detractors, of course, men who said he placed a cash value on everything he possessed, that he was incapable of disinterestedness, that he demanded from his guests a large percentage

  on the price of their supper. There were other rumours, more definite these, tales of excursions to the continent with no very reputable motive; of chance glimpses of the man in company that would

  never find its way past even the back door of his town mansion; of excesses whose details altered with the narrator. Most of these stories were pooh-poohed as being extravagant, unfounded,

  improbable; but even these added to the sense of rich and varied experience that the mere name of the man evoked in his audience. It was noteworthy that there was not a photograph in the whole of

  his house and no hint of his personal history. Lacey, the historian, who detested the man but loved his possessions, said once, “He’s such an odd chap, like the fellow who

  couldn’t throw a shadow. It’s as if there was no substance to any life he lived before he came here, and yet even his erratic type of genius couldn’t build this kind of present on

  shadows.”




  And one of the more audacious weeklies cartooned him with a label, a bit of a cynic, a bit of a bachelor and a bit of a wit.




  Even when the slump came in the diamond trade, when other men were unostentatiously closing their grand establishments and disappearing from society, he abated not a jot of his splendid ritual;

  he was an intensely curious person, like a human jackdaw, with a finger in every conceivable financial pie; he had details of an hundred commercial concerns at his finger-tips; he was even powerful

  enough to ignore the rumours that presently began to circulate that he was not, after all, so untouched by the general distress as he appeared, that society might expect a colossal crash pretty

  soon; and indeed, when these whispers had been flying round for some months, Marks added body to them by disappearing one morning from his palatial house, leaving no address more tangible than that

  he had gone abroad. The date of his return was unknown.
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  Up till this time, and indeed for several months to come, he had been a person of concern chiefly to the leisured and commercial classes, but at the beginning of November,

  almost immediately after his return from South Africa with the Marks diamond, whose discovery sent the whole world of jewellers and their satellites into a frenzy, he became, vulgarly speaking,

  anybody’s meat, and his past, his present, the motives lying behind the latest dreadful development in a sensational life, were discussed, not merely by hotheaded criminal novelists like

  Bertha Hoult, who was one of his fellow-guests at the time of the tragedy, by solid scowling business men like Anthony and Perrin and Frayle of Lombard Street, by astute dealers in Hatton Garden

  and on the continent, but by anybody who cared enough to buy an evening paper or lounge on a doorstep, with hair in curl-papers and arms comfortably idle folded over shabby aprons, talking piously

  and with delight of the inscrutable ways of providence and the apparently inevitable penalty of wealth.




  Probably this knowledge would have been the most galling humiliation that trim and sophisticated figure could undergo.




  The affair took place with every circumstance of pomp and splendour. The surroundings were as magnificent as even he could demand. He was to provide copy for innumerable detective writers for a

  considerable time after his death; his name was a pleasurable one on thousands of lips. Yet his ending was without dignity, a dark and hurried affair that might have happened to any sneak-thief

  skulking in an alley, a man who was of no value to the community and of no personal achievement. It took place, moreover, at a time when the Marks companies, whose shares had fallen during the

  period of uncertainty, were booming, when people were anticipating the reopening of the gilded doors of the resplendent house in Mayfair, when the great Christmas season was being prepared for in a

  thousand ways. Marks had read of these developments on board the boat that brought him home; heard that the market was besieged by buyers; that the Stock Exchange was wild with excitement.

  Telephones, he was informed, shrilled perpetually in every broker’s office; one excitable man who, courting prudence, had sold out of his Marks holdings, unable to endure the crushing

  disappointment, flung himself under a tube train; and while the bell and telephone of the house in Mayfair never ceased ringing, Mr. Cameron, Marks’ private secretary, spent several hours a

  day with outward patience and inward exasperation informing inquirers by letter and in person that his employer had not returned and that no date for his arrival had been received.




  Ultimately, of course, the rumour went round that this apparent flight, this tale of impending ruin, was a put-up job to enhance the value of the Marks shares; there were people who

  couldn’t speak well of the man and who said openly that he’d asked to be murdered and only got, in the shape of that narrow French knife, what he richly deserved.




  3




  When Marks returned to London at the end of October he stayed there no more than four-and-twenty hours. Then, unaccompanied, and with a quantity of luggage, plus the famous

  jewel that he insisted on carrying himself, he departed from Dover, whence he would go to Monte Carlo, breaking his journey at Paris. The reason for this delay was not given, but he was later seen

  at the Hotel Cosmopolitan in Paris with a woman of amazing beauty and charm, and his detractors had a further opportunity of looking at him down their aristocratic noses.




  “Though,” said Julian Marks briefly, “they’re mostly pug.”




  He was always outspoken, and even this did not prevent his being an acquisition at dinner parties and luncheons. He curtly refused Cameron’s offer to travel with him, or to take a servant.

  He didn’t, he said, need anyone to button him into his coat or lace his boots; he’d got past that stage when he was four years old.




  “These women,” he mused, “can’t do their own hair, can’t lace up their own frocks. What’s the matter with them? Premature senile decay, I call

  it.”




  So he went alone, had his evening of adventure with the nameless lady and next morning travelled in great comfort to Monte Carlo, where he would stay at the Hotel Fantastique, that hotel that is

  almost as amazing as Marks himself, that was opened by Giuseppe Potain three years ago, and was accounted to be the most luxurious and entertaining place of its kind in Europe.




  And, with him, to Dover, to Paris and to Monte Carlo, would go, he insisted, despite all warnings, the great Marks diamond that made collectors’ mouths water and drove certain women to a

  frenzy that Marks himself thought despicable and beyond understanding. Not even his own lawyer had been able to dissuade the man from carrying the jewel on his own person.




  “If you want to commit suicide,” said Horsley, “you couldn’t choose a better way of doing it. Why not have the stone locked up at the Bank of England, or give it over

  to Lloyds, somewhere where it’ll be safe? Its value is tremendous.”




  Marks, an elegant, imperturbable figure, slightly under medium height, remarked dryly that he was more likely to know its value than anyone, and that he had no intention of changing his

  plans.




  “The third biggest diamond in the world,” Horsley pleaded. But Marks would listen to no one. He had received innumerable offers for the stone and was now, he said, on his way to

  Monte Carlo, where he proposed to meet a Paris dealer.




  “Why drag him down to Monte Carlo?” asked Horsley reasonably.




  “I’ve met this fellow before,” said Marks in an unemotional tone. “He gave me some trouble. This time he shall have a little. After all, it’s only one day’s

  journey.” He smiled his flashing, bewildering smile that was never wholly free from malice.




  “As for gossip, one’s never free of that,” he added carelessly. “I should know, considering how my name’s been used during the past six months. And I’m

  taking all necessary precautions. The stone is attached to me by a steel chain particularly forged for the purpose. No burglar’s tool is going to cut through that very easily.”




  “But why travel absolutely alone?” Horsley wanted to know. “Take Cameron—or one of your servants.”




  “Cameron’s needed to do my work in London. As for servants, I’ve learned that money is a very powerful factor in life. Practically everybody wants it, and of course there are

  numberless ways of getting it. There are also a good many people who want that stone, and want it cheap. There are times, my dear Horsley, when diamonds are indefinitely more costly than men. For

  instance, I think Driver or Penney, either of whom I might choose to accompany me, would command a comparatively trifling price compared with that stone.”




  “On my soul,” exclaimed Horsley who, lawyer though he was, was repelled by the dispassionate argument, “I’m inclined to agree with the fellow who said that the world

  would be no poorer if every diamond in it were burning in hell.”




  Marks didn’t smile. “I should be poorer,” he pointed out.




  “That’s one of the penalties of being a rich man, I suppose,” remarked Horsley viciously to his partner, as he watched Marks enter his glossy, long-bonneted car. “You

  daren’t trust a soul. I dare say he meant that either Penney or Driver wouldn’t be averse to earning a handsome sum for taking an afternoon off during the journey. Who was that

  millionaire who never let another man shave him, in case the fellow cut his throat?”
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  MARKS was accustomed to glance up from his paper during long train journeys and observe the numbers of well-dressed curious travellers drifting

  unostentatiously past his window, all wanting to have one glimpse of the millionaire. He knew that familiar look that feigns to be artless, the shrewd sideways slant of the eyes, the dropped

  lashes, the careful arranging of a fold of the wearer’s frock, while the astute owner took in every detail of the small, neat figure, with its slightly pointed French boots, its down-bent

  head, its thin, hawk-like profile, and the long, well-kept hands grasping one of the many papers with which the carriage would be strewn. But on this occasion of the last journey he would ever take

  he was more than an object of interest; he was a sensation, mild as yet, since he was still alive and, indeed, no one had actively threatened his safety. But none knew better than he the wild

  excitement and the fearful joy that would fill the hearts of his fellow-travellers if, at his journey’s end, he were found with his throat cut, since this is the accepted finale of such

  stories as his, and all part of a providential design to warn the unwary that there are quite a lot of things money can’t buy, security being one of them. He had never been moved by this

  curiosity or inclined either to pander to or resent it. He had created, he knew, not merely an atmosphere and a fortune, a rich and glittering background in London, set off by a mysterious secret

  history whose details were his own property; he had created a whole world of his own which was not dependent on other personalities and their reflection on his life. At best, the world in general

  was no more than a setting for his own personal play, and he used every detail, moulded every circumstance to his own ends. That sense of playing always against an artificial background was so

  strong that it impressed other people. When, after an amateur dramatic entertainment in which he figured with conspicuous brilliance, someone said, “What an actor he would have made,”

  others (of whom, later, Mr. Latymer, the Man in Button Boots, was one) instantly retorted, “But what an actor he is.”




  At his journey’s end he alighted, safe and free from any hint of molestation, and, followed by a number of glances, was obsequiously bowed into the magnificent vehicle no one quite liked

  to call an hotel omnibus, and was driven to the Hotel Fantastique. Here, for a change, since it was early morning, there were few people to watch his arrival, but they made up for their negligence

  with interest at dinner that first night.




  There were a number of English people staying in the hotel, and all of them glanced up as he entered the room, a short figure in conventional evening dress, with a head slightly too large for

  the wiry little body it dominated; he walked with a slightly forward motion, as if he must press on without delay, like the famous apostle, though the dissimilarity of their goals makes the

  comparison a little ridiculous. But he was impressive, no one could deny that. His presence was felt, not merely by muddle-headed sensationalists like Bertha Hoult (she called herself a criminal

  psychologist and was the author of Murder Below Stairs, the story of a rich society woman found horribly mutilated under Wapping Old Stairs, Bloodstains in Paris, and a host of

  other ghoulish tales), but by sober intellectuals like Gabriel Montstuart, the distinguished barrister, who had been hounded abroad by his doctors, who told him it was a choice between Monte Carlo

  and Bedlam. He had expected to be most horribly bored by six weeks of enforced idleness, and, indeed, some of his companions made him shiver. That frightful woman who trailed about after him in

  alarming gowns of violet and orange and jade and was forever asking him involved questions of law, “because this is such an opportunity, Mr. Montstuart,” until he had silenced her

  brutally by recommending an excellent lawyer he had himself employed, who would deal with her points at six-and-eightpence a time; she’d even suggested he should read her books, but he had

  vetoed that, saying he had come abroad for a rest cure and couldn’t afford to have his brain teased. If the majority of authors were like this, he thought, not knowing much about them as a

  class, it was no wonder they had the name of being a bit peculiar and unmannerly. Still, the divine law of compensation had provided the odious Bertha with a niece whom Montstuart found wholly

  charming, one of those candid, gay-spirited, modern children whom he admired, forgiving them their crudities on account of their courage. Girls like that wouldn’t submit tamely to parental

  embargoes as a girl he’d known had submitted thirty years ago. This girl, Sarah Blaise, would marry the moody, handsome, brilliant young man, Nicholas Marvell, whom Fellowes, the

  south-country politician, had brought over as his secretary and personal assistant. Montstuart, watching the impatient lines of that notable face, wondered sometimes how a temper, abrupt and

  masterful, stood the slavery so well. Fellowes, now, was another of those men he had no use for, a weak, tyrannical rat of a creature, a man of straw, who was perhaps as well off in Parliament as

  anywhere. Certainly he would be little enough use to a client at the Old Bailey, voting as he did with every majority, and pretty brutal, rumour said, to his plump, nervous, chattering wife, who

  talked endlessly because he’d reduced her to a state of sheer terror that couldn’t face a mutual silence. Fellowes looked as if one of these days he’d wring her neck. “

  Chap’s a fool,” thought Montstuart unsympathetically. “Of course, it is annoying to live with a woman who’s little more than a bunch of platitudes, but if every man with a

  talkative wife could get compensation in law, the income of most husbands would go in legal and maintenance fees.”




  Above all, there was that extraordinary man who wore button boots and hung about on the edge of crowds, went for aimless little walks, smiled absently when spoken to, who didn’t seem to

  have an idea in his head, but had brought a neatly rolled mackintosh and a bowler hat in his luggage, and hadn’t thought of removing from his suitcase labels marked York, Eastbourne and St.

  Leonards. No one knew what he was doing here; he was absolutely out of the picture and didn’t even seem to be enjoying himself. He never went swimming or surf-bathing, didn’t gamble,

  played no games at all, except chess, of which he had a pocket set and put up a brilliant show. Montstuart had played with him several times, and found himself hopelessly outclassed. There were

  various theories about the man, that he was a peculiarly subtle hotel thief or alternately, that he was a private detective engaged by Potain to guard the valuables of his guests. Montstuart

  pooh-poohed both notions; a man in either capacity would seek anonymity, a task Latymer would find simple enough with his slightly under-sized presence, thin mouse-coloured hair, insignificant

  features and light melancholy voice.




  “He’s probably recently won a sweepstake and all his mates have told him he ought to do himself proud by way of celebration,” thought the barrister, amused at the idea, for

  the poor devil seemed to be getting remarkably little out of his extravagant holiday.




  He looked a typical minor civil servant.




  Yet he was not altogether without wit. There had been the afternoon when that unspanked chit, Jane Lanchester, had impudently asked him what the I. in his name stood for.




  “Because we can only think of the Jewish ones—Isaac, Issacher, Israel, Isaiah, and they don’t fit; or Scotch names like Ian, and if it’s one of those I don’t see

  how you can be called really legitimate; or there’s Ivan, of course, but then you’re so definitely not Russian, aren’t you?”




  The honours that afternoon had lain with Latymer. He had looked the impertinent young woman in the face and said in his dreary, gentle voice, “Increase, Lady Jane.”




  That sophisticated young woman’s poise trembled in the balance. “Increase! Are you sure? I mean, it’s such an odd sort of name.”




  “I was one of a twin,” Latymer excused his peculiarity. “Increase and Prosper.”




  At his apologetic tone Lady Jane recovered. “And did he?” she demanded airily.




  “For some years now we have had no means of ascertaining,” countered her companion.




  “H’m, yes, there’s more in Mr. Latymer than we’ve probed as yet,” Montstuart decided, letting his gaze flicker across the room to the man himself, neatly eating

  his soup with no more enjoyment than if the exquisite dish had been turned out of a tin five minutes earlier in some suburban kitchen. Then Marks came in, and Montstuart’s spirits soared

  again. Here was a personality with a vengeance. Montstuart had a sudden feeling as though he were at Mme. Tussauds, without any notion how soon anyone could go to that forest of celebrities and see

  an astoundingly life-like representation of the little man on payment of a shilling.




  “I wonder how much truth there is in the yarn that he’s actually got the diamond in his waistcoat pocket,” brooded Montstuart. “Lord, I’d like to see it.

  It’s a pity the world’s so constituted that one can’t ask a simple favour like that without arousing suspicion. What’s his game, though? He wasn’t born yesterday. He

  knows what he’s about. I don’t expect we shall see much of him during his stay.”




  And there again he was right.




  2




  The reaction of the other members of the English group to the newcomer were as instantaneous as Montstuart’s. Miss Hoult, who collected personalities as small boys collect

  moths, remarked excitedly to her companion, “Look, Sarah—no, don’t turn round in that ostentatious manner, just drop your handkerchief or something. That little man at the corner

  table dining alone. That’s Julian Marks.”




  Sarah Blaise, twenty, tall, golden-haired, with the outspokenness of her generation that to her aunt’s contemporaries indicated a lack of manners, turned her head and coolly stared.




  “That little squit. Who is Julian Marks, anyway?”




  “Oh, Sarah,” groaned Miss Hoult, “I told you not to stare so, not in that obvious way.”




  Sarah opened her eyes wide. “Well, I wanted to see him,” she said, “and I haven’t got eyes at the back of my head. What’s so exciting about him,

  anyhow?”




  Her aunt said something uncomplimentary about the back of a hairbrush, then went on in eager tones, “My dear, you must have heard of the man. Everybody’s heard of him.”




  “Except me,” said Sarah composedly. “Bertha, I know you adore French cooking, but at least in England they give you mint sauce with lamb.”




  Miss Hoult disregarded that. So like Sarah to turn her flibberty-gibbet attention to unimportant trifles. “He’s a big diamond magnate,” she said. “He runs companies and

  sits on boards. You must have seen his name in the financial papers.”




  “I don’t read them. Why should I? I haven’t any money. Besides, I belong to that affected generation that doesn’t think money so frightfully important.”




  “That’s only because you haven’t got it. It’s a case of sour grapes.”




  “It’s wonderful what a lot you can get without it,” retorted Sarah, with a grin so disarming that Miss Hoult had to smile back. “Besides, darling, you’ve got such

  heaps. Go on and tell me about the little creature, if you must. This reminds me of the time when I thought I wanted to marry Raymond, and he was always bringing me disgusting little beetles and

  things, in bits, and making me look at them through a glass.”




  “He’s the man who found the great Marks diamond,” said Miss Hoult.




  Sarah threw back her head and began to laugh in the most disconcerting way. “I begin to see why you’re so frightfully interested in him. A diamond millionaire in a Monte Carlo

  hotel. Trite, of course, but the public doesn’t mind that. All the same ingredients. Who have you picked on for the murderer?”




  “Sarah!” breathed Miss Hoult in agony. People at the next table were looking at the girl; the two young Frenchmen who had been padding assiduously after her ever since they had

  arrived, now looked over and laughed, showing very fine teeth; one lifted his glass a little and bowed. “I wish you wouldn’t attract so much attention,” the wretched woman went

  on. “And don’t for a minute suppose those French creatures are serious. They haven’t got a thought of marriage in their heads. And anyway, no Frenchman marries a girl without

  money.”




  “No. Aren’t I lucky to be English?” agreed Sarah cordially. “Unless, of course, you were prepared to settle some of your colossal profits on me.”




  “No nice man will want to marry you,” said Miss Hoult angrily, and added at once, “You really needn’t have made a scene the very first time Mr. Marks is

  here.”




  “What’s he to do with me? Anyway, it’s probably pleasant for him to be looking on at a scene instead of being involved in it, for a change. These rich men seem to make havoc

  of their married lives.”




  “He isn’t married,” said her aunt coldly, and quoted what the Smart Set cartoonist had said of him.




  Sarah laughed again. “And your idea is to make him less of a bachelor? Good hunting, my dear. I suppose you’re sure he hasn’t got a wife stowed away somewhere?”




  “I think you’re disgusting,” breathed her aunt. “Women of my age don’t think of such things. Now you . . .”




  “Oh, I’m booked for Nicholas, so I should be out of the running anyway. And I couldn’t marry a man four or five inches shorter than me. It wouldn’t feel quite decent

  somehow. . . . Darling, don’t look as if there were a bad smell under your nose. Probably the notorious Mr. Marks is watching you, and he’ll think it’s your reaction to

  him.”




  “You know my feelings about that young man,” said Miss Hoult repressively. “I can’t understand what you see in him. He’s got no money, no position and as few

  manners as you have.”




  “I know you’ve never forgiven him for saying that your ancestors must have kept a tripe shop; but that’s only our way of saying we don’t care about the books you write.

  His father or that odious Mr. Fellowes would have said, Not quite my style, or something pompous like that. It all means the same thing, really.”




  “There’s all the difference between the two methods of expression that there is between a piece of raw steak and a perfectly cooked tournedos.”




  Sarah shrugged her shoulders crossly. “Oh, if you’re going to be epigrammatic! Of course, you’ll like the Marks creature. He’s meat and drink to you; he’s more

  than that, he’s bread and butter. I think if I were you I’d have him murdered by his mistress.”




  “Sarah! Be quiet! Talking about mistresses like that, where half the room can hear you. He’s come alone.”




  “Well, of course he has. You didn’t expect him to come trailing one with him, did you? There’s plenty of opportunity for him in Monte Carlo. I dare say he’ll inspire you

  to a fortune. And quite fair. I don’t believe in these rich men suddenly arriving from nowhere. He’s probably done the dirty on someone. He’s a nasty looking bit of work,

  anyhow.”




  Which was quite unfair to Mr. Marks’ elegant distinction. Miss Hoult said so. Sarah chuckled, showing an unexpected dimple, and said in her clear young voice, that rang through the

  dining-room, “I’ve got the exact word for him. Natty. Natty little pointed boots, natty little grey fringe, natty little manners. I expect he could go one better than St. Paul, and say

  he was a citizen of several cities, none of them mean. London, Paris, New York and Bohemia, and all the worst elements of each. If he is murdered while he’s here, I shan’t mind. A man

  as rich as that and as conceited as the devil—if he weren’t he wouldn’t be doing anything so foolhardy as cart that diamond about with him—deserves anything that’s on

  the way. Why don’t you try your hand, Bertha? You know all the ropes, and I’m sure outsize diamonds would be terribly becoming to you.”




  “My dear, if for no other reason, I shouldn’t attempt anything so ridiculous. There would only be one rope left for me, if I did. People who write crime stories have at least the

  merit of recognising their limitations.”




  “Perhaps someone else will,” said Sarah hopefully. “There’s a very odd collection here at present, what with the freak from No. 27, creeping about in button boots, like

  Whittington’s cat with its skin off, and that perfectly foul Mr. Fellowes and his poor wife, who’s like a sparrow in a gilded cage.”




  “My dear Sarah, surely you remember that Mr. Fellowes is Nicholas Marvell’s employer.”




  “I know. I can’t think how Nick stands it. I know P. F.’s a cabinet minister, but I believe he beats his wife. She’s obviously terrified of him. And I dare say he floats

  bogus companies as well.”




  “Presumably you get your information from Mr. Marvell,” observed Miss Hoult icily. “I must say I should have thought common loyalty towards his employer, quite apart from

  considerations of discretion, might have sealed Mr. Marvell’s lips. And in any case, if you ever do get married, which is quite improbable, considering you’ve neither money nor manners,

  I shall think your husband perfectly justified in beating you whenever he feels like it. I only wish I could be in his shoes for a week.”




  3




  “This really is a most interesting hotel,” remarked Mrs. Fellowes warmly to her husband, as they lifted their soup spoons. “And such a change from the Hydro,

  though people were perhaps a little more friendly there. There’s nobody quite like that nice Mrs. Prothero, or that Miss Lewis who gave me the new recipe for minced ham soufflé. Still,

  they’re cosmopolitans and, of course, that makes a world of difference.” That was the kind of statement that infuriated Fellowes. He couldn’t think how any woman could be such a

  fool: was even inclined to believe that, in spite of the fifteen thousand pounds she had brought with her, that had been uncommonly useful at the time, she was one of his worst bargains. And

  sometimes he trembled with a bitter fury to remember the young, vivid girls in the world from whom she would separate him probably for another thirty or forty years. A woman who didn’t even

  know the difference between Harvest Burgundy and Chateau Yquem.




  She was babbling now about how pretty Miss Blaise was, and that seemed to him the crowning insult. Sarah was the type of girl he wanted to have for a wife, not this fat, senseless creature, who

  hung affectionately round his neck and openly tried to keep him in a good mood, because she was so frightened when he was annoyed. He knew the gamut of her conversational openings by heart.




  “. . . but I do so miss my nice china tea at four o’clock. . . .”




  “All this gossip and sport. I do think the vicar’s right when he says that of such is the kingdom of hell.”




  And at last, “And who do you say this new man is, dear? A millionaire? How strange! He doesn’t look like one, does he? Oh, diamonds? Now, that’s not a stone I ever admire

  much. Such a glassy effect, I always think.”




  In his exasperation Fellowes lighted a cigarette.




  “Oh, Percy, dear, not with the fish. I believe you’re wool-gathering. Oh, really, what an interesting lot of people there are here. A politician and a novelist and a lawyer, and now

  a millionaire. And, of course, there’s Mr. Latymer. I know you laugh at me, Percy. . . .”




  “And I know you think he’s the Prince of Wales,” broke in Fellowes desperately. “I keep on telling you he’s no more like him than my boot is.”




  “That’s just where the cleverness comes in,” cried Mildred Fellowes in triumphant tones. “You know, he’s supposed to be a model of tact.”




  4




  The two young Frenchmen talked with greater emphasis and less discretion. One said, “Another publicity expert, heh?” and the other replied, “But not

  Hollywood, this time. London, by Australia and South Africa.”




  Degas shrugged his shoulders. “Of course, he is mad. And perhaps he will pay high for his folly.”




  “You think he may be stabbed?”




  “It is possible.”




  His companion looked unconcerned. “If there is to be a murder by all means let him be his own victim. It is his diamond, is it not? This modern notion that you shall have your cake and

  leave your bill to be settled by your secretary is not good finance.”




  “I dare say there is a good deal that is crooked behind that gentleman. It might be better to have him at some other hotel.”




  “Potain would not agree with you,” Degas laughed. “He has the handsomest suite in the whole hotel.”




  “Yes, and he pays less for it than we who have single rooms on the fourth floor. No, Potain has said nothing, but one knows the type. A man who knows so much about getting money out of a

  diamond mine supposed to be derelict is not easily fleeced.”




  “Perhaps that is why he will not part with the stone. Did you know that that fellow,” he indicated Fellowes with a jerk of his smooth black head, “declared that an honest man

  would have no fear?”




  “And have you not observed that honest men seldom pay their neighbours the compliment of supposing them to be equally invulnerable?” Lecoq laughed grimly and beckoned to the wine

  waiter.




  The only remaining English guest, Mr. Increase Latymer, looked in his drifting aimless way from table to table, as he sipped his bottle of cheap wine and wished these French hotels served the

  long crusty rolls you got in England. They might know a lot about luxury, he thought, but they had very little notion of comfort. He looked longest perhaps at Mr. Marks, but what he thought no one

  knew, and he never talked about his feelings. A baffling, unsatisfactory man, an exciting, mysterious man, a dull, insignificant little man, according to how you regarded him.




  







  Chapter Three
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  IT was Marks’ second night at the Hotel Fantastique, and there was to be a gala evening to include a magnificent dinner at which guests would wear

  festive button-holes and carnival hats; gifts presented in the dining-hall, and afterwards what Potain fondly believed to be ineradicable English customs for the last evening of October, including

  biting the apple and slapping the candy. Afterwards, because there were a number of men and women of other nationalities at the hotel who might not care for this boisterousness, he would turn them

  adrift into the grounds to play a game resembling hide-and-seek that, he calculated, should keep them engaged until it was time for supper, and the surprise item. Of course, there would be dancing

  for those who preferred it, but one danced every night and All Hallows only came once a year. Potain was delighted because Marks had agreed to join in the fun. Potain, like all his kind, stood in

  awe of a fellow-creature so successful and so powerful; moreover, had not the man demanded and obtained the hotel’s most magnificent suite at a price that made Potain’s ears red now

  when he remembered the language with which his wife had greeted the intelligence?




  “You gave him the rooms for that?” she cried, incredulous, arms akimbo.




  “He took them,” said Potain humbly.




  “Took them, did he? And what kind of man are you to let the first-comer take your rooms for a few sous?”




  Potain knew himself to be something of a personality; at fifty-three he stood second to none in the hotel world; yet he cowered before the lash of his wife’s tongue. But Marks was a man

  apart, a charlatan, perhaps, a rogue almost certainly, a man into whose past it might be wiser not to delve, but a man one certainly would not care to antagonise. And out of the component parts of

  his nature he had created something, some image, that Potain automatically worshipped.




  Success! It was a lovely word. He was by way of being a successful man himself. This colossal hotel was the zenith of his ambition; he had bought up the estate in lamentable order, pulled down

  the existing buildings, erected this magnificent hotel, spent a small fortune levelling and laying out the grounds, planning tennis lawns and fives courts, a swimming-pool, a small wood, a quarry,

  where conifer firs marched steeply to the earth fifty feet below; he had even discovered an ancient well and had spread unfounded but most impressive rumours concerning it. In his practised hand it

  was soon an old monastery well, where innumerable miracles had been performed. He had even had some notion of selling the water in glass bottles, but examination had proved it to be thick,

  weed-grown and unwholesome, most probably poisonous, so he had been forced to abandon that part of the programme and leave the well shut down. Bindweed grew thickly over the wooden rim, and he had

  never been to the bother and expense of actually sealing it up. He and his hard-headed, sharp-eyed wife, Julie, grew most of their own vegetables, and addled guests, hungering for any occupation,

  no matter how trivial, would lean over the gate that separated the kitchen garden from the remainder of the grounds, near the vaunted holy well, and lay bets as to which would be the next lettuce

  to come up. But, as Montstuart had observed, Latymer didn’t even join in this amiable futility.
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  On the morning of the 31st Julian Marks went to Potain in his private office and asked if arrangements could be made for a car to be at his disposal the following morning at

  11.30. Potain, as curious as his companion, asked if the car would be required for a long journey, and Marks named a hotel, the Cordon Bleu, in the Rue Anatole France, where, he said, he had an

  appointment. And added that if a M. Salomon telephoned to him he would be out for the next two hours. Potain’s ears sharpened as he heard the name, recognising it as that of a famous Parisian

  jewel dealer; he longed to ask questions, but discretion sealed his lips; he dared not even drop a hint. Already he knew something of the quality of this client’s temper, and he only agreed

  in his demure voice that the car should await monsieur’s pleasure at the desired time, and disappeared to pass the news on to his wife.




  Julie Potain nodded her sharp-featured head. “So he is parting with the diamond to-morrow. That’s as well, Giuseppe. We want no scandal here, and . . .” her shrug said that

  where the body is there will the vultures be gathered together.




  The party that night was the most elaborate entertainment Potain had ever planned. The dinner was perfect, the wines of a quality that made connoisseurs sigh with envy and wonder where the

  fellow had got his cellar; the presents were, as outspoken Sarah observed, worth having, not bazaar junk like so much free stuff; and afterwards they came into the shadowy grounds where a minimum

  of artificial lights had been kindled.




  “What’s the idea of this damfoolery?” grumbled Fellowes, barking his shin against the lintel of the french window. “Why we can’t be amused in a Christian manner .

  . .”




  “It’s Potain’s idea of what will please the national tendency best, sir,” Nicholas Marvell explained in smooth tones. “In fact, he’s getting so

  distressingly rural I almost expect to find him spelling English—E-n-g-l-y-s-s-h-e. Still, you must admit, sir, that the sight of Marks in a thing like a bastard biretta made of pink

  cardboard, with a silk tassel falling over one eye, is refreshing,” he suggested. “Your clown’s cap,” he turned to Sarah who came up at that moment, “is far less

  becoming.”




  “You needn’t talk, you and your blue and yellow sunbonnet,” returned Sarah with spirit. “I must say I think Buttons looks rather a lamb in that drummer’s outfit.

  Don’t you, Mr. Fellowes?”




  “I think they all look intoxicated,” returned the politician irritably. He knew his wife was going to make a fool of herself this evening; she always did when there was a party on,

  and later there would be tears and pleas for reassurance. “You don’t think anybody noticed, do you, Percy . . . ?” He knew it all, had been wearied by it more years ago than he

  cared to remember.




  Nicholas and the girl had moved off and now they were joined by Montstuart, who said humbly, “Enlighten my ignorance, won’t you? What are we supposed to do?”




  “Oh, it’s like hide-and-seek,” said Sarah. “Somebody hides and then we all hunt for him in the dark. And when you find him you don’t hoot, like you do in

  hide-and-seek, you just stay put beside him and the last person home has a forfeit and is the next to hide.”




  “It’s the game that’s known as sardines, if it’s played indoors,” Nicholas amplified. “And I can’t think why we don’t play it

  indoors.”




  “The last time I played it,” remarked Sarah pensively, “there was a very toothy, dictatorial female who insisted on joining in, and she thought she was being brilliant and

  hid in the bath, and the first person to find her was a plump old gentleman who nobly climbed in beside her, and the next was Reggie Fortescue, who turned on both taps. I dare say Potain’s

  anxious to prevent that kind of thing happening here.”




  “He’s more likely, don’t you think, to be preparing the climax of the evening indoors,” suggested Montstuart, “and he doesn’t want any of us to guess what

  he’s at.”




  “Most probably,” Nicholas agreed. “Anyway, it’s a horrible game at any time. People invent such foul forfeits. I once had to ring the bell of a perfectly strange house

  and say ‘I love you’ three times to whoever opened the door. It was very embarrassing, and, as it turned out, rather compromising.”




  “For England’s future premier?” Sarah teased him. “He will be, you know, one of these days,” she added, as Nicholas turned in response to a summons from his

  chief. “Oh, here’s Bertha and little Buttons. She’s perfectly fascinated by that man. I can’t make out whether it’s S.A. or whether she still suspects him of being a

  notorious criminal hiding from the police. Anyway, she’s getting all the hints she can from him. They’ve been discussing this man, Marks, practically without a break for the last

  forty-eight hours.”




  Behind them the voices of the oddly-assorted pair sounded clearly.




  “I confess I should be immensely interested to know his personal history,” Miss Hoult was saying. “Quite unscrupulous, I feel convinced.”




  “And yet not wholly inadmirable,” suggested Mr. Latymer’s pedantic murmur.




  “Why, I believe you admire the creature.” Bertha sounded scandalised.




  “I must admit that, denied what perhaps I may be allowed to call an adventurous virtue, I prefer, with Mr. Auberon Quin, a rich badness to mere mediocrity. And I am certain that whatever

  Mr. Marks’ private history may prove to be, it will not be mediocre.”




  “One of these days Bertha will find herself in the courts for libel,” remarked Sarah heartlessly. “She hasn’t got a thing against the poor little man except that

  he’s got a diamond worth fifty thousand pounds and she hasn’t, but she’s like most people who have to earn a living; she’s quite sure that anyone who has more than herself

  hasn’t come by it honestly.”




  And then Nicholas broke up the conversation by coming across and saying, “They’ve been drawing lots for who has to hide first, and you’re for it, sir,” so Montstuart had

  to go.




  He wasn’t a man who believed in wasting subtlety, so he simply walked out of the verandah and leaned against one of the posts in a patch of shadow. It was a long time

  before anyone found him and then he complained that he hadn’t been able to smoke for fear of betraying his whereabouts. Miss Hoult was openly disappointed by what she called his lack of

  esprit de corps. “I do like a man to enter into the spirit of the game; but I suppose he thinks he’s too important to take any trouble over us.” She was angry at having incurred

  the first penalty, having laughingly warned the assembly that she expected her detective sense to discover the victims to her before anybody else. She hid in a cramped position under a window-sill

  and everyone found her at once. Degas was victim that round and in his turn was followed by Sarah, and then it was the turn of Julian Marks, who came ‘home’ quite two or three minutes

  after everybody else.




  Up to date the game could hardly be called successful. Miss Hoult was huffy, Mrs. Fellowes nervous, and after the third round Fellowes announced that he had lost his tie-pin, that he valued

  greatly, and the game was held up while he minced along the paths looking for it. Latymer, who had been standing at the back of the verandah unobtrusively manicuring his nails, went with him,

  peering through his tortoise-shell rimmed glasses at borders and the edges of lawns.




  “That’ll hold us up for a week,” said Nicholas, pulling out a cigarette case. “Smoke, Sarah? And if he doesn’t find it, what a day we’ll have to-morrow. I

  believe that if that man furnished from Woolworths he’d take out a policy at Lloyds in case one of the saucepans parted from its handle too soon.”




  But fortunately the pin was found, and Fellowes came striding back, with Latymer following him hurriedly, and whistling the Marseillaise, “to show how much at ease he is, poor

  brute,” muttered Nicholas. “Well, thank God, he found the trumpery little thing. A fox-head, isn’t it, to show you what a sport he is, and a whiplash for authority and a pearl

  horse shoe for luck?”
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