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I



Zita


He spoke tenderly of the youth he had been as if there were no connection through the navel string of the years, as if age had come upon him in a sudden access. This painstaking description of a former self grew night by night from the hotel terrace like some lusty shrub forcing up the paving slab laid over its roots.


‘This wasn’t a hotel then,’ he said. ‘Fifty years ago it was the villa of—well, a poor widow I suppose one might call her.’


It was difficult to imagine Bernardo Brown in the nineteen twenties. So little evidence was left beyond laughter in the eyes. His body must always have been strong and stocky; now it had become a bit roly-poly, but then it would have bounced upright when it hit the ground. Features, precise and clean-cut, could not be resurrected; to prophesy how a young face will change is far easier than to guess what an old face once was. Subtraction helped. Take away the bags under the eyes, the spaniel jowls under the cheeks, and it was possible to see the deep hollows where a few white bristles escaped the razor as fine lines on a pale tan which had soon deepened to mahogany and at last reverted to the present sandiness of colour and texture. Yes, he could have been a very good-looking boy of more than middle height with dark brown, wavy hair. No doubt the full, mobile mouth was then alive with that inner amusement which the grey eyes still retained.


Guesswork could reach no farther, but always he must have held the promise of the highly civilised European he was. He looked like a fine type of business man from the Basque Provinces, cunning, candid and kind. One could not tell whether he was British or Spanish till he spoke. Then his English—a rather old-fashioned, careful English—left no doubt that it was his native language.


‘What beat me was that anyone could think I mattered,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing more patrician than royalty, nothing more plebeian than police—yet both alike in being self-confident and after me, a plain, respectable shipping clerk. Contented, or near it. Who the devil is ever contented under the age of thirty? One wants more money for less work, and some sort of freedom which one can’t put a name to. Still, I was far from wanting freedom to travel over half Europe with no more than small change in my pocket and all of them intent on talking to me.’


His father had been a bowler-hatted foreman at the big Bilbao shipyard: one of the skilled emigrants common in days when Glasgow, Belfast and Newcastle were still considered to be the world’s nurseries of craftsmen. In order to marry the daughter of a deep-sea fishing skipper he turned Catholic—or at any rate sufficiently Catholic for the port of Bilbao. The sole result of the union was Bernardo.


He was educated by Jesuits who saw in him a possible theologian, for he had a precocious interest in doctrine and languages, ancient or modern. They had already begun to add Hebrew to his Greek and Latin when they decided that scholar he might be, but priest never. In fact he was being punctiliously diseducated by his father once a week or so. Pious responses during the day. Wellsian machine-socialism at home. This disconcerting process gave him the ironical detachment of a mature actor under cover of which he could build his own morality. Looking back, he didn’t think it was wholly beneficial; he felt too much of an observer, set apart from his fellows. But it was by no means bad training for an outlaw.


His education was completed by a business course in London and a desk at a shipping office so that the lines of his future career were more or less settled when in 1918 his parents, eager to see him again, were offered free passage on a newly built ship being delivered to the British Government. She was extinguished by two torpedoes in the Western Approaches. Bernardo, now that both of them had gone, could never quite accept his father’s country as his only home. He returned to Bilbao as Number Two of his firm’s local agency. Not bad, he said, at the age of twenty-four.


So there he was in July 1925, a shipping agent with good prospects and bilingual—or rather better if one counts fluent French and a classical education—but without any special interests except girls, the sea and the mountains. He was inclined to underestimate the young Brown. Tastes have to start from somewhere and be formed.


It was on a Sunday, after sunset, that he found himself at Lequeitio, having walked twenty-three miles across country from Bilbao alone and sometimes singing his way over the hill turf—no doubt bilingually. He intended to return by an an elderly bus which left at ten, God willing and assuming that prospective passengers could be routed out from the taverns. He never did return, at least not from Lequeitio.


‘The beach below this terrace was just as it is,’ he said, ‘except a lot cleaner. No ice-cream cartons. No desolate French letters. Close under the wall would have been a very private place to take your girl if there had been any. In those days in the north of Spain no girl would have been out after dusk with a man. And look at them now!’


So he had been by himself, wandering along the beach below the villa which was now a hotel. It was at the bottom of a roughly rectangular bay. The left or western side was occupied by the little town and its fishing quays, with the narrow entrance to the harbour in the north-west corner. The eastern side was closed by an old causeway, covered at half tide and nearly awash at low, which led to a sparsely wooded island. Beyond the causeway was the river running out into the Atlantic over a sand bar.


The shore along which Bernardo Brown had been walking was empty except for a dinghy moored in the angle of the causeway and the beach. He supposed that somebody was shrimping or searching for clams. He ought to have considered, he said, that anyone engaged in so lowly an occupation would not have possessed a boat with an engine in it. But why give the boat a thought at all? The night was softly overcast and velvet black. He was silently padding over the sand, dreamily content between his hills and the sea. A pity he had not been singing.


When he was nearly beneath the villa, he heard a shout, running and a scuffle above him. A suitcase was dropped over the wall, instantly followed by somebody who picked it up and ran for the moored dinghy. Somebody else on the terrace fired shots into the darkness. One seemed to hit the fugitive who staggered and recovered; another passed very close to Bernardo’s ear, destroying all possibilities of calm calculation.


He dropped flat on the beach and heard the dinghy begin to putt-putt off into the night. It was challenged from somewhere beyond the causeway. When there was no reply and no attempt to return, a fusillade of rifle fire was aimed—presumably—in its general direction, sending an occasional ricochet howling down the beach.


What Bernardo did then was, he admitted, the act of a terrified lunatic. He could have boldly shouted at the top of his voice that he was on the beach and that people should look out where they were firing; he could have stayed where he was, crouching under cover of the terrace wall until the excitement died down, or run along the beach and up to the nearby town square. He instantaneously rejected the lot. Whether he stayed or ran, he risked being grabbed as an accomplice and compelled to spend a night in the police station.


The trigger-happy Pair of the Civil Guard—he had recognised their challenge—had now stopped spraying the water around the sunken causeway with their carbines and were probably closing in on him. Civil Guards pullulated around the slums of Baracaldo where the Bilbao steelworkers lived and plotted their republic, but had little business among the seaside villas of the well-to-do; so the Pair must, he thought, have been lying in wait for a gang of smugglers or burglars.


He wriggled quickly down to the edge of the sea, tied his shoes round his neck and took to the water careful not to make a splash. A dripping squelching passenger on the last bus would arouse only laughter. Someone with a skinful of the dark Rioja wine always fell in off the quay.


There he stayed with a toe on the bottom, trying to decide from lights within the villa and lights moving towards it when it was safe to swim for the nearest steps. He wondered what the man in the dinghy was up to. If he had not been caught at his work, whatever it was, he must have intended to chug straight out of the harbour and into the freedom of the Bay of Biscay. He might still be able to manage it. Telephone communication with the harbourmaster or coastguards was bound to be slow.


Bernardo was congratulating himself on having done the right thing in an emergency—always a satisfying experience for youth—when a powerful acetylene lamp fizzed on the terrace and threw a beam across the water which picked up his face before he could dip it under. Someone yelled:


‘There he is!’


And there he was. Nobody bothered to fire at him from the terrace. He was caught. He could count on reception committees on the beach, at the shore end of the causeway and the quayside. His only chance was to swim straight for the island and hope to reach it before any boats put out after him.


‘I meant to run across the island and dive into open sea on the other side,’ he said. ‘God, I was in a stew! I was much more frightened of wading ashore with my hands up than all the unknown risks of surf and currents.’


So he struck out for the island, swimming under water whenever the beam looked like picking him up. His plan seemed futile as soon as he was committed to it. A boatload of police could cross the narrow harbour entrance and arrive on the western shore of the island before he could reach the southern.


Still, these things take time, especially on a Sunday night. When he landed he had the island to himself. In the darkness it appeared sufficiently overgrown to conceal him, but then he remembered how small it really was. His best bet was to try to get clear away along the sand bar at the river mouth wading or swimming through the edge of the surf. What absurdly worried him, now that he had broken contact, was that he would be late at the office.


To his surprise he heard an engine and made out the dim outline of the dinghy close to the tumbled rocks where the end of the old causeway rose from the bay; it was bumping against the boulders, out of control with the propeller still turning over. The Pair of the Civil Guard seemed to have just arrived at the other end of the causeway. Presumably they had hurried over to the villa after assuming that the criminal had escaped and then had also noticed that the engine was running but not moving away. They were now trying to wade over to the island, slipping on the weed, splashing into unseen pools and doing a poor best to keep their curses from echoing through the night. Bernardo Brown said that never since that night had he heard such vivid abuse of the Holy Family. Being recruited from men of unquestionable devotion to the Church, the Civil Guard had all its technicalities to play with.


There was a body lying on the bottom boards of the dinghy, whether dead or unconscious he did not know. What leapt to his mind was that if he could drag or float the boat over the causeway he was clear. Given enough fuel in the tank, he need not even worry that he had missed the last bus.


The engine was an old-fashioned, reliable, single-cylindered Kelvin. He threw out the clutch and waded about looking for a passage. The Pair were some two hundred yards away and there was never any doubt of their position. One was complaining of what God and the limpets had done to his backside and the other had lost his carbine. Meanwhile Bernardo found a helpful slope with two linked pools beyond it and quickly manhandled the boat over the causeway, attracting only shouts and wavering torch beams which had not the range to reach him. It was amazing, he said regretfully, what a sturdy but quite ordinary fellow could accomplish in youth without suffering more than a few aches next day.


He was over and away. The bar at the river mouth which was taking the force of a restless Biscay swell caused some peaks in his continuous chart of panic—not so much from the breakers as the hollows between them which slammed the dinghy on the sandy bottom. However, he got through and headed straight out to sea. When Lequeitio was well astern he turned west and closed the coast—or where he hoped the coast would be. He could handle a boat but knew damn-all about navigation.


He was also much occupied by the corpse. When he tried to revive it or bandage it or do whatever decency required, he found that it had bled to death. A bullet low down between the shoulders had pierced something essential, probably a main artery. The bottom of the boat and the thwarts were still all sticky with blood in spite of the water he had shipped in crossing the bar and the frantic bailing when he was over. While attending to his passenger he had paid little attention to the tiller, let alone the stars.


The tank ran dry before dawn, and he was left rocking in a faintly phosphorescent blackness. He had planned to make the Guernica River during the night and to beach the boat in some quiet marshy creek on the left bank from which he could easily walk to Bilbao. As it was, daylight showed him that he was miles from the coast. He could only recognise the high bluff of Cape Machichaco.


Well, he had at least a pair of oars. For the moment the worst risk was that a fishing boat might pass close and see the corpse. He propped it up as if squatting on the bottom boards and supported the lolling head in a credible position by means of the suitcase jammed firmly between a thwart and the engine housing. He hoped that the dead man would pass as a lazy fellow fast asleep while his companion rowed.


It was a long pull. By midday, blistered and very thirsty, he was rowing along the iron-bound coast with not a hope of landing except in the little fishing port of Arminza or on the beach at Baquio. He could of course have thrown his idle companion overboard but intensely disliked so drastic a solution; the dead should be found and identified even if nothing else could be done for them. Anyway the boat was pickled in blood. He was bound to be questioned, whether or not the villages of the coast had been warned to look out for him.


The only remotely possible landing place he could see was at the foot of a rock fall which centuries of Biscay rain had smoothed into a climbable gully. Outlying black boulders appeared in the suck and vanished in the swell like hungry whales. He would have been very glad, after all, of some help in sight, but there was only a fishing boat steaming north, sometimes a dark rectangle higher than his horizon, sometimes showing only a speck of funnel and a plume of smoke. If its skipper spotted the boat at all, he probably assumed that some daring longshoreman was profiting from settled weather to drop a few lobster pots close under the cliffs.


Bernardo rowed hard for the rocks, hurdling one on a breaking crest and smashing broadside into the next. A third sea left the sinking dinghy precariously balanced on a longer reef beyond which was more sheltered water. He dived in and swam ashore on a triangular beach of huge pebbles, followed at intervals by the oars, the rudder and the forepart of the dinghy; the stern half, weighed down by the engine, had been rolled off into deep water by the tremendous backwash, and the corpse hurled into a pool where it was floating among weed. When Bernardo had drunk his fill of the fresh water seeping down from the gully he had at last leisure to consider his position.


Absent from the office and not at home? Well, a good, believable excuse would have to be invented. Corpse and boat? It was unlikely that either would ever be found. Would it be known that two persons, not one, were in the boat? That also seemed unlikely. The Pair could not know that the wanted man was dead; they were bound to assume that when he ran his boat into the causeway he had taken to the water in a panic but had swum back again after being picked up by the searchlight and finally heaved the dinghy over into the river.


So Bernardo could stroll home without a care provided there was a way to be found up the cliff which appeared to have plenty of ledges and chimneys between the perpendicular crags. He felt some compunction at leaving his late passenger in the heaving weed to be eaten by crabs and dragged him up the beach—if one could call it a beach—where he lay curled up and safe from anything but the spray of high seas.


It was not easy to spot the gully which had been so obvious from the boat and ended somewhere among the great boulders which towered over him. He scrambled up them and was then faced by a climb so monstrous that it would only have been attempted by an optimistic young man with no alternative. It was more than doubtful that he could ever get off the beach again in one piece, and even if he could there was nowhere else to land.


He worked his way up the gully, sometimes taking the broken rock of the sides, sometimes digging toes into the slippery mud. At the head of the fall he was relieved to find jagged rock. The cliff was climbable, and a slip would only carry him down to his starting point with nothing worse than skinned hands and knees.


The easiest route was out to his right. He was extremely careful to take no risks and to concentrate on every step and handhold. This absorption in the very immediate future was too successful. When he stopped on a ledge to consider the way off it he nearly fainted then and there. Below him was no saving gully but a sheer drop into the sea with a pair of planing ravens emphasising the vast emptiness of the air.


So back in a cold sweat to the cracks and chimneys. Now again he had the gully beneath him, though so far beneath that it would break him up if he crashed into it. To his left was a steep arête which he climbed by the suicidal method of tufts of grass. The top was so narrow that he could totter to rest with a leg in space on each side of it. Below the outer precipice of the arête white streaks of foam wrote Arabic from rock to rock; on the inner side was a deep cleft where he might remain alive if not too badly hurt but would certainly remain for ever.


The arête ended in a buttress which an experienced rock climber would, he assured himself, find as easy as a ladder. What about the cliffs of Kanchenjunga? To hell with ropes! Great care was all one needed. Bernardo clung to it, half circled it, zig-zagged up it, forcing himself to ignore the sheer drop beneath which was now nearing the full four hundred feet.


He reached a bit of a platform the size of a tea table and again rested. He could not see what was above him, but at least grass, bushes and a large clump of sea pinks were protruding over the edge of something which might be a terrace or might be the top. The last twenty feet of loose stones embedded in earth were vilely unsafe but held fast. He was up though still not quite home and dry, for he had arrived on a vertical slab of hanging cliff which might fall that day or stay put for a hundred years. However, one had only to drop into the fissure which separated the slab from the rest of Spain and scramble up the other side. The gradient of the solid land when he reached it was about one in two, but with enough gorse and shrub to catch him whenever he slid on the short, too smooth turf. Then at last the slope flattened and his eyes could rest on the green Vizcayan countryside, miles and miles of it with nothing perpendicular until one came to the crags of Mount Gorbea in the distance.


It was over. He dropped on the grass, welcoming the sun after that clammy, north-facing cliff while he got his breath back and the muscles of arms and legs gradually stopped their involuntary quivering. When he stood up and shook off whatever mud and dust would leave his wet clothes before setting out on the simple walk back to Bilbao, he saw somebody observing him through binoculars. A ruined wall which must once have kept sheep and cattle from straying too near the edge ran up and down well inland from the line of cliffs. The man was standing on the highest visible section of wall, quarter of a mile away, from which he would have a view of a considerable stretch of coast.


It was disturbing to be examined through binoculars, but Bernardo decided not to arouse suspicion by running away. After all he had nothing to explain; he could well be taking an innocent, meditative walk along the cliffs.


The man lowered his glasses and strode decisively down the hill towards him. He carried himself well—a proud, athletic sort of chap with a bald head, in spite of appearing in his early thirties, and a clear, sunburnt complexion etched with deep lines.


‘Not so common as to-day,’ old Bernardo said. ‘Now, there’s a change for you! Any European with a good, ruddy tan was almost certainly engaged in agriculture.’


Features and colouring were not those of a Spaniard. He put down the stranger as a foreign visitor walking for his pleasure and likely to sympathise with anyone doing the same. The man looked as if he ought to have a knapsack on his back, but evidently preferred to keep tooth brush and spare socks in his pockets which bulged.


‘What were you doing down there?’ he asked Bernardo in bad Spanish, waving a hand at the sea.


That was startling. The utter destruction of the boat could not have been seen, nor the beach nor his climb, but there was no hope of denying—against those powerful binoculars—that he had rowed a boat in to some sort of landing place.


‘Catching lobsters.’


‘And your companion?’


‘What companion?’


‘I have been watching you for the last two hours.’


‘Oh, that one!’ Bernardo answered as casually as he could. ‘He’s down below at the foot of the cliff.’


‘And where do you come from?’


‘Baquio.’


‘You are not dressed like a fisherman.’


‘Man, can’t one fish for pleasure? Yesterday, I remind you, was Sunday.’


‘Good! Then let us walk to Baquio where you can identify yourself.’


‘But I can’t leave my companion down there.’


‘Your companion is dead, friend. Did you kill him or was he shot at Lequeitio?’


Bernardo Brown threw out his palms in a gesture of incomprehension. It did him no good. The foreigner pulled one of the bulges from his pocket, ordered him to link his hands behind his head and searched him thoroughly, taking his wallet in spite of Bernardo’s protests. Twenty-five pesetas, his address book and the signed photograph of a strip dancer who had performed a month earlier at the Bilbao music hall were no great loss, but his identity card was. For the first time he experienced the feeling, later to become familiar, that he had lost all personality in a world no more controllable than a dream.


‘And now his suitcase! Lead the way!’


‘But look here!’ Bernardo shouted. ‘There is no path!’


‘Then how did you get here?’


‘I climbed.’


‘The cliffs are unclimbable. Don’t waste my time with lies! We will go down the way you came up.’


Bernardo began to object excitably and in detail, but was cut short. The man had reason on his side. The cliffs were indeed unclimbable; therefore there was a practicable path, and Bernardo must know it as well as the discreet landing place.


‘No nonsense, and lead the way!’ the stranger repeated. ‘I remind you that if I kill you here no one will ever know.’


That was very true. It also cut the other way. Bernardo put the thought out of his mind which was normally peaceable and introverted. But unless this lunatic stopped insisting on his goat track, smugglers’ path or whatever he had in mind before it was too late, the leader was surely going to die, and the follower probably.


‘It’s incredible what a man will do for money when he is used to heavy doses of the stuff and can’t live without it,’ old Bernardo said. ‘Of course at the time I knew nothing of his character and his motive. I just saw a reckless nihilist with one idea in his head. He never considered the risk that I might be telling the truth, only the physical risks. Every criminal takes those. What about gangsters as ready to face a tommygun as any devoted soldier? And the risk this well-muscled tough was prepared to take was not, from his point of view, at all unacceptable. The route down to the landing place was hair-raising all right. He knew that. But if I could do it, he could.’


The first part, down through the steep furze, was easy enough. At the edge it was difficult to see what was below, and Bernardo was far from sure of the exact point at which he had returned, as it then seemed, to life. He worked his way along the border between turf and eternity until an outward curve of the cliff brought the clump of sea pinks into view. That at least marked the top of his route. He could also see from this angle exactly what he had climbed and nearly went over the brink with vertigo. It had affected him only once when clinging to the face.


The menace of that automatic or revolver—or perhaps half a pipe for all he knew, having concentrated on the black hole at the end—followed him all along the edge a safer twenty feet above him. There was nothing for it but to prove to the fellow that no way down existed. He lowered himself into the fissure behind the half-detached crag. That bit, worn by foxes or a very daring bunch of sheep, really did look like a path, and his companion remarked ‘I told you so’ or words to that effect.


He scrambled up to the top of the crag, closely followed. To climb down from there on to the table-sized platform demanded more courage than anything else in all his life. He would have clung weeping to his insecure hand-holds if it had not been for the worse threat above. However, once again he found his feet standing on the buttress.


From above there was no certain indication that this little platform was the absolute end of the possible. A broad ledge, just below, curved away inwards until it narrowed to nothing. Bernardo had never before noticed it, for his climb had been up the sheer side of the buttress clinging to cracks, eyes blurred by sweat and terror. The man looking down from above could not help noticing it. The beginning, the inviting beginning of this ledge presumably confirmed his certainty that a path existed, though he did not much care for the way down to it.


‘You came up here?’ he asked. It was an exclamation rather than a question.


‘I did,’ Bernardo answered. ‘This is it.’


He could accuse himself of nothing more, and he hoped his reply could not be considered murder. Anyway it was the truth. So far as there was a route, this was it. He had already explained that descent was inconceivable.


He even told the fellow, whose questions were beginning to sound hysterical, where to put his feet—correctly, too. It was the big pair of binoculars which did it. Hanging on the man’s chest they did not allow him to get closely balanced against the face of rotten rock. He tried to swing them behind him with his right hand, and the slab which was the hold for his left hand pulled out.


Bernardo returned to the top, his palms slipping with sweat on those lightly embedded stones. He was trembling but beyond fear. The prolonged scream had emptied him. It grew lower in pitch like a jet engine as it increased its distance. He refused to let his eyes follow. The sound of the impact made it certain that the body fetched up on rock, not in water.


He cleared out as fast as he could feeling perfectly safe, safe as in the womb. It was the effect of contrast. At one moment he had been doomed to certain death; at the next he was a free man with nothing on his conscience. Being convinced that he could not be traced through any of his movements, he hardly gave the future a thought, never considering that the movements of others might have some bearing on it. Young men who tend to be introverted make very bad criminals.


What the bald-headed foreigner had been up to was easy to guess. He didn’t fall from heaven, so he had to be an accomplice. He might have been in the woods behind the villa and heard the firing, or he might have waited for the arrival of the dinghy further along the coast. The boat was too small for anything but a short voyage out of the harbour and into darkness.


When the burglar, or whatever he was, did not turn up at the landing place he was clearly in bad trouble. If he had been arrested or killed, that was that; but if he had escaped he might be anywhere—perhaps wounded, perhaps with an empty tank. So in the morning his partner decided to watch the open sea from several headlands where mile after mile of coast was visible. It was long odds against spotting a drifting boat but his hunch had paid off—or would have paid off if not for his obsession with a path up the cliff.


‘My reconstruction was not far out, but the older I get the more I see that speculation should be kept for bedtime,’ Mr. Brown said. ‘What I ought to have been thinking about was plain boy-scout stuff.’


Well, he was not. A little slinking from cover to cover, a bit of hiding behind field walls to let people pass, and he would have been all right. But there he was with this exaggerated feeling of safety, kicking up the red dust on a by-road as he tramped towards Bilbao and the office. And so he walked slap into another Pair of the Civil Guard lounging along in search of the rare evil-doers among the Basque peasantry.


Bernardo had not fully realised the effect of his appearance, for he was still too occupied by the man inside the clothes. They were of course heavy with dirt and sea water and flapping against him. Even if the Pair had not been warned to keep eyes open for anyone who might have secretly landed from a boat they would have stopped him to find out if he needed help.


‘How did you get into that condition?’


‘Fell in.’


‘Where?’


The only place behind him—omitting Lequeitio—where he could reasonably have fallen in was the fishing port of Bermeo, so he chose it.


‘What were you doing there?’


‘Sleeping on the quay.’


‘Identity card, please.’


Bernardo made a show of looking through his pockets and exclaimed that he must have lost it. He gave a false name and address. He said that he had got drunk in a tavern, missed his bus back to Bilbao, spent the night on the quay, rolled over into the water and was now making his way home.


What time was the bus? What tavern? Who were his companions? Was the fishing fleet in or out? He wriggled on the hook and was proved to be lying. He would have come straight out with all the truth if it had not been for the extra corpse somewhere at the foot of the cliffs. He was very much afraid that nobody would believe the bald-headed foreigner’s obstinate insistence on a path till it was too late.


The Pair put on an unusual solemnity. No triumphant jokes. No coarseness or knocking about. Bernardo assumed that it was because he was a respectable middle-class citizen; that much was evident from his clothes and shoes in spite of their disreputable state. One of them set off at a military pace to Bermeo and a telephone. The other marched his prisoner away from the road into the shade of a clump of dwarf oaks where they could see and not readily be seen. It was all very exceptional. The Pair rarely separated. Normal practice was to bring in a suspect together.


A couple of hours passed. Bernardo was wet, shivering, hungry and longed for a drink. There was hardly any conversation to while away the time. His escort refused to answer questions and—more surprising still—seemed to think it was his duty not to put any.


About five in the afternoon a large, black limousine cruised slowly along the road. The guard stood up and signalled to it. When it stopped, his companion jumped from his seat alongside the chauffeur, threw open the door and stood at the salute while a resplendent major of his corps got out, followed by a tall civilian in an obviously expensive suit of dark but sporting English tweed. All three walked up to the oaks where Bernardo was being so discreetly detained.


‘Is this the man who was interrupted in his disgraceful attempt?’ the major asked in fluent French, his Spanish accent sounding as if it were played on steel with cracked drum sticks.


‘No, no! That’s not him,’ the civilian answered pleasantly. ‘The fellow who broke in was slimmer with fair hair.’


He gave an impression of geniality. There was no hint of criticism or disappointment in his voice. His bearing was easy and distinguished. He wore a soft, dark brown moustache which matched his eyes and was neither the tooth brush then in fashion nor the luxurious, soup-straining growth of an older generation.


‘You are sure?’


‘Nothing like him!’


‘Then may I go now?’ Bernardo asked, also using French which seemed to be the agreed language for this incident. ‘I am hungry and I need a bath and a drink. If a man can’t have too much wine on a Sunday evening without being run in for it, I ask with great respect: where are we?’


The civilian laughed.


‘Come back with me and we’ll soon put that right,’ he said.


The major of the Civil Guard seemed doubtful, but gave way to the other’s casual air of authority. Warm hospitality, the tall civilian insisted, was a duty. It was most desirable that there should never be any ill will at all among the local inhabitants.


The Pair continued their patrol. The major was dropped at his front door where there was an inordinate exchange of compliments. Bernardo, though well accustomed to lengthy strings of Spanish politeness, was impatient with so much artificial nonsense in French. At last surrendering to physical exhaustion he sank back on the cushions of the car and did not listen. The position might have become clearer to him if he had. While the car purred off to the villa and he was alone in the back with his aristocratic companion, who appeared to be courteously avoiding any personal questions, he was vaguely aware that he was expected to know something which he did not.


They entered an annexe on the landward side of the villa which appeared to be some sort of guest suite occupied by his companion. He was given a stiff brandy and soda and the use of the bathroom. A valet took away his clothes to be dried and brushed, and laid out for him shirt, underpants and a superb dressing gown of padded silk with a fur collar.


When he re-entered the living room he felt more like himself—a cheerful self very tired after, say, a football match—but shy at his own gorgeousness. He was immediately put at his ease by the unconcern of his host and by a small table placed at the open window, gay with bottles of sherry and four different varieties of the delectable shell-fish of the Basque coast. His rescuer said:


‘A more serious meal will be along in a few minutes. If you will excuse me, I shall only join you in these. I have to dine later with Her Majesty.’


‘Her Majesty Queen Ena of Spain?’ Bernardo asked.


‘Her Majesty the Empress Zita,’ the other replied.


Bernardo, too astonished for manners, asked who she was. He had supposed—so far as he had given it a thought—that the villa beneath which he had been strolling till bullets started to fly about belonged to some wealthy industrialist or perhaps was the summer residence of a Madrid politician.


There was no reply. The lips under the fur-like moustache became for a moment more grim than genial. The slight awkwardness was banished by Bernardo’s evident appreciation as dish by dish his scratch dinner appeared. He remembered the menu exactly, since he had not eaten for nearly twenty-four hours and the meal was of outstanding delicacy: foie gras en gelée, a superb red mullet and a dish of small round pancakes with scraps from paradise sandwiched between them. Retrieving his manners half way through the second wine he remarked that his reception was like something out of the Arabian Nights.


‘I am enchanted that you should find it so,’ his host answered. ‘But didn’t the traveller then have to tell his story? I know you are not the man who entered this villa last night, but the face I saw in the water was yours.’


‘It was,’ Bernardo admitted. ‘And it’s very kind of you not to tell the police.’


‘Not kind at all. I intend to have the truth out of you before they get it. First, who are you?’


‘My name is Bernardo Brown and I work in Bilbao.’


‘English? They all thought you were Spanish.’


‘My mother was.’


The man immediately deserted his rather formal French and broke into perfect English with a slight accent.


‘Good God! What the devil is an Englishman doing mixed up in this?’


Bernardo outlined his story and then expanded it under close interrogation, coffee and brandy. His questioner, who introduced himself as Count Istvan Kalmody, never lost his courteous man-to-man approach, but Bernardo had no doubt at all that he could be ruthless if it suited him.


‘Now, why didn’t you run for it instead of taking to the water?’


‘It didn’t do the other fellow any good.’


‘You think it was my shot which got him?’ the Count asked with a shade of pride as if he had bagged a fine duck in the last glimmer of the evening flight.


‘It looked like it.’


‘And when you were handed over to me, didn’t it occur to you that you might be safer with the Civil Guard?’


‘Of course it didn’t! How should I know about Zita—Her Majesty, I mean. I still don’t.’


‘I thought you were bluffing when you said that the first time. If you are not, you appal me, Mr. Brown. Only five years, and you, a very civilised young European, have forgotten!’


Bernardo searched his memory for headlines read long ago in the daily rush to Leadenhall Street. He recovered a few of them then and there and the rest later. In November 1918 Karl, Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary abdicated. In 1921 he made two incautious attempts to regain at least the crown of Hungary. Czechs, Romanians and Jugo-Slavs were having no more Hapsburgs on the Danube, and the Hungarians themselves were not so fond of the family that they would risk invasion for Karl’s sake. So he retired to Madeira where he died, and King Alfonso of Spain established his widow, Zita, in Lequeitio.


‘Such an unlikely name!’ old Mr. Brown remarked. ‘Empresses ought to be called Maria or Sophia or Matilda or something like that. But she was still Empress of Austria-Hungary to anybody who cared. Quite harmless people, both of us! There had I been walking along the sands without a care in the world, and there was she in the villa above me mourning her husband and the lights of Europe.’


No wonder a permanent patrol of the Civil Guard had been on the road to the villa! Not that poor Zita was in any danger of assassination—it was just that King Alfonso, a genial and hospitable fellow, was determined that nothing should disturb the melancholy peace of his distant Bourbon-Parma cousin.


She was never mentioned in the local papers. Citizens of Lequeitio of course knew all about her, but Bilbao had hardly heard of her existence. Bernardo had once seen a party of frock-coated passengers on the little toy train from the French frontier and assumed that they were going to the funeral of some foreigner. He never dreamed that they were Hungarian magnates loyal to their ancient monarchy and on the way to kiss the hand of their queen.


He apologised humbly and meant it, ignorance seeming a greater crime to the young than to the old. He thanked Count Kalmody for believing his story and asked—no doubt clumsily—if there were any way in which he could show his gratitude. He was also eager to know what had caused all that excitement on the previous night.


The Count replied that it seemed to be simply an unsuccessful attempt to steal Her Majesty’s property. She had something worth stealing for the first time in six years, and the burglar must have known it.’


‘He was taking an awful risk with you around, wasn’t he?’


‘Crowned heads in exile like routine, Mr. Brown. From half past nine to half past ten Her Majesty reads an improving book aloud to her faithful servants. Obviously the man knew that. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had spent an earlier evening having a good look round. What he didn’t reckon on was that I should be spending a few days at the villa to see how Zita was getting on and—failing a direct command—I refuse to be read aloud at. I caught him just when he was sneaking out to the terrace with a suitcase. Nothing is missing, so I was in time to stop him filling it.’


‘It was not empty,’ Bernardo said.


‘Well, now you mention it, he did seem to me to be running a bit lopsided. What was in it?’


‘Just clothes, I thought.’


‘You didn’t look? No curiosity?’


‘Not enough to fiddle with locks. I wanted to get home.’


‘Where do you think he was going in the dinghy?’


‘Not far. One of the beaches to the east and then over the frontier by land.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘Well, he didn’t look as if he belonged here.’


‘You’re very observant, Mr. Brown. We had a moment’s conversation before I realised he had no business to be in the villa. I addressed him in French since I speak no Spanish. His replies were so idiomatic that they left no doubt of his nationality. Can you make any guess where the other, your fellow alpinist, belonged?’


‘Not Spanish or French. Might have been a German but I don’t think so.’


‘Describe him to me!’


‘Sunburnt. Built like a light heavyweight. Not much over thirty but already bald. Deep lines running down to the corners of his mouth. Mad blue eyes.’


‘My God, Bobo!’


‘Bobo?’


‘Heir to a Russian Grand Duke, but don’t let that bother you! The Romanoffs will all be thankful to be rid of him. Dubiously claims to have sabred dozens of communists in the Civil War. Lived on stolen diamonds. When they ran out, sold himself to the Czechs and Romanians to do their dirtiest jobs—with their French friends looking the other way. He’s above high tide mark, you think?’


Bernardo, feeling slightly dizzy with this shot of memory in his brandy, said he was sure of it.


‘Then we’re in trouble, Mr. Brown. How about reconstructing his movements? He’d have waited all night at the rendezvous arranged with his fellow agent. Then at dawn—do you agree?—a look at the open sea and any likely beaches. Only when he had drawn a blank would he have tried the headlands west of Lequeitio. How do you suppose he moved around so fast?’


‘Must have had a car.’


‘And where is that car now?’


‘Oh, lord!’


‘Exactly. Deserted and standing by the side of a road somewhere very near the cliffs.’


‘But the police couldn’t guess where to look for him.’


‘Well, I know where I should try first—at the edge of the precipice. And perhaps find some footprints where you say he thought there was a path?’


‘No footprints, I think. At least not where anyone could get.’


‘And then, if the sea is calm tomorrow or the next day, I should take a boat along the foot of the cliffs and I should find both bodies with your wallet and identity card in Bobo’s pocket. It’s going to look as if you killed both of them.’


‘But, damn it, you shot one and the other fell!’


‘Assuming you didn’t give him a push. But possibly you didn’t. It’s only in war that you English are at your best. That goes for the Spanish half, too. Why the devil did you pull Number One up on the beach?’


‘We had shared the boat for so long. And for all I knew he might only have been caught with his pants down by somebody’s husband.’


‘That remark is not in the best of taste, Mr. Brown. Where’s the suitcase?’


‘It went down with the boat.’


‘Think again!’


‘Look here, my lord! You can’t climb a cliff carrying a suitcase. And what’s funny about that?’


‘I am laughing because I have to like you. Nobody in England ever calls a foreign nobleman “my lord”. They just say “count” or “baron”.’


‘Do we? I didn’t know.’


‘Damn it! If only there were just the original body, Alfonso would be able to fix it.’


‘Alfonso?’


‘The King of Spain. Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of him!’


‘Couldn’t Bobo sort of join the party?’


‘Mr. Brown, this is going to be difficult for you to understand. In these days whatever my country does is wrong. We are guilty of starting the war though we voted against it. Because we governed minorities speaking other languages, it’s now considered right that they should have independence and govern Hungarian minorities. We are guilty because we won’t take that lying down. And, worst of all, we are guilty of being the only civilised nation in Eastern Europe.’


‘I think we all feel rather sorry for you in England,’ Bernardo said.


‘Oh, in England! You don’t even know where Hungary is without looking at a map. But the French do and their allies do. If they can pin a crime on us, they will. Who assassinated two harmless tourists in Spain? The Hungarians of course! The gangsters of Europe!’


Bernardo protested that he was surely exaggerating. The Count, ignoring this squeak from the tennis club, asked—more to himself than his guest—why and for what Bobo had been employed.


‘We can rule out bombs and common burglary,’ he said. ‘What’s left? Compromise her and us in some way so that the bloody newspapers have a stinking, international scandal to play with? I don’t see how, but I’ll bet that is what they were after. And they have got it, though not in the way they intended. Perhaps you can be of great help to us.’


‘If I can, I will,’ said Bernardo stoutly.


He had a pleasant vision of being received by Her Majesty and invested—if that was the right word—with some ancient and magnificent order, third class.


‘Well, Corpse No. 1 gives us no trouble. A thief tried to break into Her Majesty’s villa, perhaps mistaking it for a richer establishment. He was challenged by the Civil Guard and shot, but managed to escape. Finish! That’s all anybody knows.’


Bernardo pointed out that the bullet in his body would probably be different from those fired by the carbines of the Civil Guard.


‘A most intelligent remark,’ the Count said. ‘But I am sure instructions will be given that the Civil Guard bagged him whether they did or not. Now have some more brandy and shut up while I consider that tourist who fell down the cliff. Suicide? Bolshevik assassins? An interest in gulls, if gulls nest there?’


‘Ravens do.’


‘Ravens then. In any case this tragedy which happens yearly on all savage coasts has nothing to do with burglars, Hapsburgs or Hungary. Obviously there must be a connection between the two bodies but no one knows what and their employers won’t talk.’


‘But my identity card is in Bobo’s pocket,’ Bernardo objected.


‘I was coming to that. And Mr. Brown will be recognised by his description as the chap who had been in the sea and was walking to Bilbao. I cleared him—casually and convincingly, I hope—of the attempt on the villa. I shall never mention that I saw his face in the water. But Mr. Brown, if he is available, will be arrested and perhaps tried. The law is the law. And, worse still, Bobo was about fifth in succession to the throne of Russia.


‘To-morrow or the next day that intolerable major will call here and ask me what I did with you. I shall reply that I offered you a bath, fed you and turned you loose with apologies. Inevitably you are going to be suspected of murder, but that has nothing to do with the Empress Zita.’


The more Bernardo considered his story, the more unlikely it appeared. He could not even decide whether it was better for him to have been seen in the water or whether Count Kalmody should keep quiet about it.


‘I think I could clear myself, you know,’ he said nervously. ‘Spanish justice is slow and I might spend a long time in gaol and lose my job. But the British consul would help and I’d be all right in the end.’


‘We should not be so lucky and found guilty of God knows what barbarities. And so, Mr. Brown, I cannot allow you to be interrogated. You must cease to exist.’


‘But you can’t! I mean ...’


‘My dear chap, that sort of thing starts east of Hungary! What I propose is to save you from all this absurd embarrassment and let the Arabian Nights carry on instead. You’re a young man. You’ll have the time of your life as my guest.’


‘Wouldn’t you be taking a big risk if you hid me here?’


‘I should indeed! However, I possess a remote and beautiful estate. The Romanians have stolen half of it, but a lot remains. What do you enjoy? Horses? Shooting? Girls?’


‘I don’t know much about horses and shooting.’


‘You shall learn. Just girls wouldn’t be good for you.’




 


 


 


 


 



II



Magda


‘One seldom heard of kidnappings in those days,’ said Mr. Brown. ‘It was a very rare crime. And look at it now! Political extremists hard at it, and any poor sod they collar is damn lucky if he doesn’t get his throat cut! They all take themselves too seriously. Vulgar impatience—that’s the trouble with them. One should always find time for manners. Myself, I had nothing to complain of, nothing at all except a bit of a headache.’


Count Kalmody had shown him his bedroom, locked the door and gone off to dine with Her Majesty whose peaceful retirement Bernardo had embarrassed. He was certain that there would be no mention to her of his plebeian presence under her roof, and that amused him. Inevitably a shade of exhilaration was mixed up in his general alarm. Kalmody, he suspected, did not wholly believe him and would believe him even less if he ever had an opportunity to examine that cliff, but for the moment relations were cordial. The window offered a way of escape on to a lower balcony. He was not tempted, for escape was only going to land him in Bilbao police station. His future was so plainly unpredictable that there was no point in fussing about it. Being still hungry, he sat down to the refreshments which were laid out on a delicate mahogany table at the foot of his bed.


Bernardo woke up to find himself in a small but comfortable basket chair enclosed on three sides by a windscreen. Beyond the windscreen was the back of the driver. It puzzled him that there was no passing scenery. He sat up and looked over the side of the car to see the road. There wasn’t any. Some five thousand feet beneath him was the sea.


‘Hell! Must be an aeroplane!’ he said aloud.


A voice behind him asked if he was feeling all right. He turned round. In another basket chair behind him was a man in his fifties or so with a shock of white hair and a grin on his face.


‘You’ve woken up too soon, young fellow. Istvan reckoned you wouldn’t start eating again till midnight. What an appetite!’


‘Where are we?’


‘Coming down to refuel. That’s Italy over there.’


Even allowing for ex-empresses, Bernardo could not make out how his Arabian Nights magnate had materialised a flying carpet in the course of half a night. He asked where they had started from, expecting that he would not be told. Far from it. His talkative companion shouted a flood of information into his ear.


‘Pasajes. It’s Istvan Kalmody’s plane. Very handy if he wants to call on Zita, or Alfonso asks him to stay at San Sebastian.’


‘But why a seaplane?’


‘Because he can take off from Lake Balaton and come down wherever the pilot can spot a bit of water. He says you never know whether a field is flat enough till you’re standing on your nose.’
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