



  [image: cover]






  




  Elizabeth Ferrars and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series

  dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous

  hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››




  The Murder Room




  Where Criminal Minds Meet




  themurderroom.com










  Skeleton Staff




  Elizabeth Ferrars




  [image: ]










  Contents




  Cover


  

  The Murder Room Introduction




  Title page




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  Chapter Eleven




  Outro




  By Elizabeth Ferrars




  About the author




  Copyright page










  This story takes place on the island of Madeira, but all the characters in it are imaginary, and if any of them has been called by the name of a real person, it was entirely

  accidental.










  Chapter One




  “I DON’T believe it.”




  A pause.




  “I don’t believe it.”




  Roberta Ellison was talking to herself, as she had been doing increasingly lately.




  Luckily she seemed not to mind being overheard. In fact, thought Camilla Carey, her younger sister, as she lay half-asleep on a white wicker chair on the small, palm-shaded terrace, sometimes it

  was almost as if Roberta intended to be overheard. She did not lower her voice and she said things which it often turned out later she had wanted Camilla to know.




  Why she did not simply say them to Camilla’s face in the first place was an interesting problem. The old Roberta would certainly have done so. She had always felt entitled to say to

  Camilla’s face anything she chose. About Camilla’s face, sometimes. About her clothes, her abilities, her morals, her friends. Tact, Roberta had taken for granted, was not required of

  an elder sister. So there was something very intriguing about this new devious way that she had developed of letting Camilla know what was in her mind.




  “She seems such a nice girl,” Roberta went on in a thoughtful but carrying voice. “A charming girl. I liked her. Yes, I did. I really liked her.”




  Another pause.




  “No,” Roberta said. “I shan’t say anything about it. No one would believe me.”




  She was in the sitting-room and Camilla’s chair was just outside the open french window. It was impossible that Roberta should not have seen her. So it was as if Roberta were giving

  advance warning that in a moment she would be coming out on to the terrace to discuss some problem concerning Julie Davy. Because it was of Julie, obviously, that she was talking. A pity, because a

  morning of swimming and sunbathing, followed by a substantial lunch, had left Camilla feeling very agreeably drowsy and quite incapable of dealing with anyone’s problems.




  But sooner Roberta’s than her own. Those really would not bear thinking about.




  Opening her eyes briefly, blinking at the sun-washed hillside, at the green of the banana plantation below the garden and the red pantile roofs of the other small cream-coloured houses like this

  one that covered the slope down to the sea, Camilla closed her eyes again and waited.




  A moment later she heard the soft tapping of Roberta’s rubber-tipped crutches on the terrace and her dragging footsteps.




  “Camilla, are you awake?” she asked. “Camilla, I want you to tell me something. Do you believe in first impressions?”




  Camilla blinked her eyes open again and groped about on the ground beside her chair.




  “Can you see my glasses?” she asked.




  “They’re under your chair,” said Roberta.




  Camilla reached under the chair, found the glasses, put them on and looked up at her sister.




  Actually they were half-sisters. They had had the same father, a country solicitor, but different mothers. There were seventeen years between them and not many resemblances. Roberta was fair,

  Camilla was dark. Roberta was a beauty, Camilla was not, though there was a certain awkward elegance about her abrupt gestures and something arresting in her narrow, sharp-featured face. Roberta

  had married early and happily. Camilla was twenty-eight and not married at all.




  But as always now, when Camilla saw Roberta, even when it was after an interval of only an hour or so, she felt the shock of a distressing pity. Camilla had never fully recognised before what

  the loss of one human being can do to another. Since the day, a month ago, when her brother-in-law, Justin Ellison, had suddenly collapsed with a cerebral haemorrhage in one of the main streets of

  Funchal and died a few hours later, Roberta’s face had aged by ten years. It had aged and changed far more than it had after the car accident, four years ago, from which she had emerged a

  cripple, unable to walk without crutches.




  It had been after the accident that she and Justin had come to live on Madeira. Before that Justin had been a surgeon in a London hospital, a successful man, only thirty-nine, which was two

  years younger than Roberta. A witty, quiet, vigorous, wonderfully warm-hearted man. He should have had a long career ahead of him. But he had given it up to bring Roberta to a place where there

  would always be sunshine, colour, warmth to soothe pain and that other very important thing, the certainty of being able to obtain domestic help. And the treatment, up to a point, had been

  successful. Roberta had lost neither the rounded, young-looking attractiveness of her face, nor a certain cheerful courage which had enabled her to enjoy life.




  But beauty and cheerfulness and courage had all gone now. Her skin looked withered, her blue eyes stared, her light golden hair was lifeless. She looked uncertain, bewildered and lost. And for

  the first time in her life she needed Camilla. Which happened, just then, to be very unfortunate for Camilla.




  “You haven’t answered,” Roberta said as she lowered herself cautiously into a chair facing Camilla and leant her metal crutches against a table beside her. “Do

  you?”




  “Do I what?” Camilla asked.




  “Believe in first impressions? Do you believe first impressions mean anything?”




  “I believe they mean something, but what they generally tell you is something about yourself and not necessarily true about the thing that’s making the impression.”




  “Then you don’t believe in them.”




  “I’ve just said I do.”




  Camilla’s spectacles had some grit sticking to them that they had picked up from the ground where she had put them down when she dozed off after lunch. She took them off and polished them

  on the hem of the blue cotton shirt that she was wearing with a pair of scarlet jeans.




  “Oh, you always twist things so,” Roberta said. “You always try to be subtle. Now I do believe in first impressions. I always have. And I’ve found again and again that

  it’s when I don’t trust them or ignore them that I get into trouble.”




  Camilla put her glasses on again and her slightly fuzzy vision of her sister came into focus. Roberta, wearing one of her expensive, simple dresses which was of striped grey and white silk, was

  watching her with her new staring intensity. But as soon as Camilla’s eyes met hers, Roberta dropped them to the cigarette that she was lighting.




  Camilla said, “You’re telling me you’d a bad first impression of Julie Davy.”




  “No. . . . Well. . . . But I mean just that very first momentary thing you get when you first see a person. It’s gone almost before you know it’s happened.”

  Roberta’s gaze followed the trail of the smoke that drifted from her lips on to the still air. “Then you start seeing details about them, eyes, nose, mouth, the way they’re

  dressed, the way they look at you. I remember thinking at that stage that everything was going to turn out wonderfully. I like having good-looking people about and Julie’s perfect to look at.

  And she’s so kind and she’s been so quick at learning how to help me and when not to. That’s important, you know—not always to be fussing round, making me feel helpless. If

  she’d been a fusser and pillow-plumper-up I quite simply shouldn’t have been able to stand her.”




  Reluctantly Camilla pulled herself upright in the long, lounging chair, and slid her slim, scarlet-clad legs to the ground. Any trouble to do with Julie Davy, who had come out from England a

  week ago to be Roberta’s nurse and companion so that Camilla could go home, was serious, was a crisis. It could not be ignored. It was necessary for Camilla to wake up properly and try to be

  forceful and practical.




  But being forceful and practical did not come naturally to her, except sometimes when it concerned only herself. Where others were concerned, she was inclined to dodge responsibility.




  “Exactly what’s the matter with Julie, apart from this first impression thing?” she asked.




  “Which you don’t think is important.”




  “If you’ve decided you don’t like her, that’s important.”




  “But I do like her and I’ve been thinking these last few days how incredibly lucky we were to have found her,” Roberta said. “It was just that when she first came, when

  you fetched her from the airport and she walked in, I had this—sort of recoil. A sort of immediate and intense distrust. If you don’t know what I’m talking about, you

  don’t.”




  “I think I do, only I didn’t feel it with Julie.”




  It was safe for them to discuss the girl because she had the afternoons off and to-day had taken the car to the Tourist Club for a swim there. It did not matter if Ione, the Portuguese maid, a

  good-natured little dumpling of a woman, overheard them, since she spoke hardly any English.




  “Well, perhaps I didn’t really feel anything either,” Roberta said. “I suppose I’m rather distrustful of all strangers nowadays because I’m so helpless. I

  never used to be like that. It isn’t my real nature. I like people. I take to them easily. Too easily, I expect, because I so want them to like me. That was how I started feeling about Julie

  after that first queer shudder I had. I became terribly anxious that she should take to me and want to stay here—though God knows why she should, a young thing like that, apart, of course,

  from the chance of having a free holiday on Madeira. Only looking after me won’t be exactly a holiday, will it? And I know I’m not the brightest of company. When you’ve gone and

  there’s no one here even near her own age she’ll find things dull as hell. So she’ll go too. Have you thought about that, Camilla? I’ve been wondering, perhaps we ought to

  have looked for someone older.”




  “Roberta,” Camilla said, “I suppose you really won’t consider coming home to England.”




  Roberta picked up one of her crutches and jabbed gently with its rubber tip at a small lizard near her feet. The lizard was too quick for her, as they always were, and vanished with a flick of

  its tail between two stones.




  “You know all the arguments against it,” she said. “This is my home, I’ve got friends here, the climate suits me, and I haven’t got that ghastly anxiety I’d

  have in England about whether or not I could get a maid. After all, here at a pinch I can manage without you or Julie or anyone. But where would I be without Ione?” Her voice suddenly went up

  a tone into a sort of muted shrillness. “I’m not just trying to be difficult, Camilla, really I’m not. I know I’ve been a burden this last month, but I honestly think

  I’ll manage to be more independent of you and altogether less trouble if I stay here than I ever should in England.”




  Whenever that note came into Roberta’s voice, Camilla cringed inwardly because of her own health and strength. Generally she made some almost violent movement to get rid of the sensation.

  Now, standing up, she started to walk up and down the terrace.




  It was built up about six feet above the garden, with steps at one end leading down. The garden was built up in the same way above the banana plantation. The whole steep hillside was terraced,

  like much of this mountainous island.




  “About Julie, then,” Camilla said. “What’s happened to turn you against her?”




  Roberta’s hand shot out. She had been waiting for this moment. She held a piece of paper. “Look—only I wasn’t going to tell you anything about it, because I know you

  won’t believe me.”




  Camilla looked at the paper, which appeared to be a bill, but, being in Portuguese, meant nothing to her.




  “I don’t understand it,” she said.




  “It’s my monthly bill from Godhino’s.” Godhino was the chemist from whom Roberta bought most of her drugs and cosmetics. “And all those items at the

  bottom—they’re sun-tan lotion and cleansing-cream and toilet water and two lipsticks—I didn’t order any of them.”




  “Then Godhino’s have made a mistake. They’ve put something on your bill that should have gone on somebody else’s.”




  “But the things are all in Julie’s room.”




  “How do you know?”




  “I went to see.”




  Jolted, Camilla stood still. The house was Roberta’s; she had the right, Camilla supposed, to go into any part of it. That still didn’t make it a pleasant thought that she went

  uninvited into Julie’s room when Julie was not there.




  “I still think there’s been some mistake,” Camilla said. “You can probably sort it out on the telephone. If you can’t, I’ll drive you down to talk to them or

  go and see them myself and see what I can do with my phrase-book.”




  “The things are in a drawer of Julie’s dressing-table,” Roberta said.




  “Oh, you looked through her drawers too.”




  Roberta suddenly hammered hard on the ground with one of her crutches.




  “Can’t you understand, Camilla? Won’t you even try? I’m not like you. I’m dependent on other people. I have to know what sort of people they are. I can’t

  afford to take chances. You’ll be going away soon and I’ll be in this girl’s clutches. If you don’t believe what I’m telling you about her, go and look for yourself.

  The things are in the top right-hand drawer of the dressing-table. You may not like the idea of looking, but it’s better for you to do that than think I’ve suddenly developed

  persecution mania and taken to making crazy attacks on innocent people.”




  “Oh, I believe the things are there,” Camilla said. “I’m sure they are. You wouldn’t make that up.”




  “Well then?”




  Camilla sat down again on the edge of the white wicker chair, took her glasses off and gave them another unnecessary polish.




  Without them the little garden turned into a pleasing abstract in which it was tempting to let her thoughts wander. The tall royal palm was only a brownish streak topped by a tuft of grey-green

  fronds and some creamy, silken tassels. The bouganvillæa clothing the wrought-iron fence that enclosed the garden was a smudge of blazing purple. A frangipani, covered in blossom, was a

  mysterious intricacy of lines, speckled with dabs of peach-colour.




  “It’s the way you jump to conclusions,” Camilla said after a little. “Suppose Julie did order the things at Godhino’s and have them put on your account.

  Wasn’t that the easiest thing for her to do, since she can’t talk Portuguese? She could simply point at what she wanted and give your name and address.”




  “Then tell me she’d done it and pay me back?”




  “Of course.”




  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Roberta admitted. “But then why hasn’t she said anything about it yet?”




  “She may have forgotten, but she’ll probably do it when she thinks of it.”




  “Oh, I suppose you’re right.” Roberta spoke fretfully and plainly did not mean what she said. “You so often are, except about yourself. Your own life’s a mess,

  isn’t it? But really it’s terribly difficult for me now, having to rely on strangers. I wish you understood.”




  “I do,” Camilla said.




  “Justin used to cope with everything, you see.”




  “I know.”




  “I expect he sheltered me too much. Since we knew I was going to be like this always, I expect it would have been better if he’d made me a bit more self-reliant. But we never

  thought, we never dreamt of the possibility that he could go first. He was younger than me, and never ill. . . .”




  “I know, I know.”




  “So you wouldn’t mind too much if I asked you to cope with this for me now, would you?”




  Camilla sat up straighter. She put on her spectacles and took a hard look into her sister’s face. It had the kind of smile on it which in the days of her beauty had made people ready to do

  anything for her and she was still sure of its power, which really was rather pathetic and embarrassing.




  “You mean, just get rid of her for you, don’t you?” Camilla said.




  “Oh, deal somehow with the whole horrid business. Ask her if she did order the things. Put it nicely, of course. Say she needn’t bother to pay me back, if you like. I don’t

  mind giving her the things, though I must say she’s got expensive tastes. All the same, I really don’t mind, if only she’s frank with me about it. It’s the feeling of

  something underhand going on that I can’t stand. And you going away soon, leaving me with someone who’d do a thing like that. Just think of what she might do next, if we let her get

  away with it.”




  “All right.” Camilla knew that she would not be able to avoid the disagreeable job of questioning Julie Davy; and because she was the kind of basically irresolute person who has to

  do a thing at once or may not be able to bring herself to do it at all, she added, “I’ll speak to her as soon as she gets in. Only I wonder . . . I wonder if it wouldn’t be best

  to discuss it with Matthew first.”




  This suddenly seemed a wonderful idea to her. Matthew Frensham was an old friend of Justin’s and Roberta’s and lived only a few doors away. He had helped Roberta in all kinds of ways

  since Justin’s death and Camilla found him a sympathetic, steadying person. “After all, he’s an ex-policeman, it’s right up his street,” she said.




  But Roberta shook her head irritably. “I can’t be eternally bothering him. I’ve asked too much of him already. And the issues are quite simple. If Julie says she didn’t

  order the things, we’ll know she’s lying, because after all they’re there. If she admits she did order them and says she meant to pay me for them, then we’ll say no

  more about it.”




  “And what will you do if she leaves here?” Camilla asked.




  There was a pause, then Roberta answered, “I’ll have to look for somebody else.”




  “And meanwhile?”




  “I’ll manage as best I can with Ione.”




  “If you think I’m going to stay on indefinitely . . .”




  “I don’t. I know you can’t.”




  “Just so long as that’s understood.”




  “My dear Camilla, I know you’ve got to go home. I know you’ve got your work.”




  Roberta always managed to make Camilla’s work sound like an eccentricity, instead of something that she had to do for a living. She was a textile designer, did a certain amount of interior

  decoration and some advertising work when she could get it, and if she was not brilliant, she worked hard and took what she did very seriously.




  “And I know you’ve got other problems,” Roberta went on. “That’s partly why I want to get this wretched business with Julie settled quickly—so that

  we’ll know where we are and you can go home. Though why you’re so anxious to and how you can even think of taking up again with a man who treated you as he did is quite beyond

  me. I personally shouldn’t dream of marrying anyone like that. But that’s your affair.”




  “There isn’t much chance of my marrying him, I’ve told you that,” Camilla said.




  “Then of becoming his mistress—or are you that already?” A curious gleam came into Roberta’s eyes. “Is that part of the problem? I often wonder about you, you

  know—how you really live all by yourself in London. But it’s all right, I know you’ll never tell me. You never really tell me anything about yourself. We aren’t at all

  alike. I’m a frank sort of person. It just feels natural to me to tell people everything about myself. But you’re terribly secretive. It rather scares me sometimes.”




  Camilla’s face had turned expressionless. She knew that it was true that she was secretive, but it was Roberta, years before, with her habit of trampling casually on Camilla’s highly

  sensitive, immature feelings, who had taught her to be. Had taught her that what a person didn’t know, she couldn’t kill.




  Standing up, Camilla said, “There’s Julie now.”




  She had just heard the sound of the car, which she recognised as Roberta’s, labouring up the hill.




  “Oh, be nice to her!” Roberta exclaimed as Camilla turned towards the door. “Be tactful. Don’t say anything you can possibly help to upset her.”




  Remarkable instructions, Camilla thought, as she went into the house. Be nice to her, be tactful, don’t upset her—just tell her she’s a cheat and a thief and sack her, please.

  . . .




  She met Julie Davy in the little dim hall of the house, which was all on one floor, so that Roberta never had to struggle up and down stairs, unless she wanted to go down from the terrace into

  the garden.




  Julie came in with a light, swinging stride, wearing a sleeveless beach dress of white towelling, gold sandals, sunglasses and an enormous straw hat. The new tan on her long, slim arms and legs

  glistened with sun-tan oil. Her chestnut hair hung in a wet mass down her back, its wetness making it spring into a great cluster of curls.




  Seeing Camilla, she took off her sunglasses and her hat.




  “How d’you like my lovely hat?” she asked gaily and spun it on a finger. “Isn’t it lovely? They have the loveliest hats here and they cost nothing—just

  nothing. I saw it in that place at the bottom of the hill, and I went in, feeling awfully brave, ready to speak my three words of Portuguese, but of course they spoke wonderful

  English.”




  She had a pointed, rather elfin face, big, grey, gentle eyes and a slender body, all flowing, flexible curves. She seemed artless and not very clever and cheerful and kind.




  Camilla had found her for Roberta by putting advertisements in some Sunday papers. Replying, Julie had written that she was twenty-three, had just acquired a domestic science diploma, had no

  actual nursing qualifications, but had helped to look after an arthritic grandmother, and had given the head of her college and a bishop, who was her uncle, as references. When she had arrived in

  Funchal she had seemed to Camilla the perfect answer to the problem of Roberta.




  Had she been too perfect?




  Looking at Julie now as she stood there laughing, twirling her hat on her finger, Camilla found it very difficult to doubt her honest and happy good-nature. But she did not really doubt Roberta

  either. Roberta was not given to saying things that could easily be shown to be untrue.




  Feeling a fearful urge to get a detestable job done quickly, Camilla stopped Julie as she was going to her room and said, “Just a minute, Julie—can I speak to you?”




  Julie waited, smiling. There was no uneasiness in the smile. It was that of a person who assumes that only something pleasant can be about to happen.




  Camilla hurried on, “There seems to have been a mistake of some sort that I want to get straightened out. It’s about some things that were ordered from Godhino’s in Funchal.

  Did you order anything there?”




  “Godhino’s?” The name seemed to convey nothing to Julie.




  “A chemist,” Camilla said. “They seem to have charged my sister for a number of things she didn’t order. She wondered if they were really for you.”




  Julie shook her head slowly from side to side. Drops from her wet hair fell on the waxed floor of the hall.




  “The only shop I’ve been in is the one where I got this hat. They’ve such lots of lovely hats there! I’d have liked to buy half a dozen.”




  “The things were some cleansing-cream and sun-tan lotion and things like that.”




  “Oh . . . !” It came out as a smothered gasp. The happiness went out of Julie’s bright eyes like a light put out. A wave of pink swept over her face. “How stupid of

  me,” she murmured in a low voice. “A mistake. I didn’t think of that.”




  “What did you think?” Camilla was dismayed at such a marked reaction to her questioning. She had really been hoping that somehow it would turn out that Julie knew nothing

  about the goods from Godhino’s.




  “I thought . . . They were there, you see, in my room. In one of my drawers actually.” Julie’s cheeks were even redder now and the words came tumbling out in a jumbled hurry of

  embarrassment. “I thought they were meant to be a surprise. A present. I was so glad because I thought it meant . . . Well, that Mrs. Ellison was pleased with me. I’m afraid I used one

  of the lipsticks straight away. But if it was just a mistake I can pay for that and the other things can be sent back. I’m so sorry. I—it was very stupid.”




  “It sounds very natural.” Camilla, intensely embarrassed too, did not know what to do next.




  “Could I see the things?” she asked. “Would you mind showing them to me?”




  “Of course not. But I’m sorry I was so silly. It must have been worrying for you wondering what had happened. Come along.” Julie darted into her room.




  It was a small room, next to Roberta’s, with a window that faced towards the road. A vine on the wall outside half-covered the window and the light in the room was coolly green. There was

  a bed with a flowered cretonne cover, a painted chest of drawers with a mirror fixed to the wall above it, a chair, a built-in dress cupboard. On the chest of drawers was a small terra-cotta jar

  with a few pale blue sprays of plumbago in it, and also a photograph of two pleasant-looking, middle-aged people, a man and a woman, obviously Julie’s parents. The room was tidy except for

  the clothes that Julie had been wearing before she went for her swim, which had been thrown down on the bed.




  She went swiftly across the room, opened the top right-hand drawer of the chest of drawers and stood aside for Camilla to look inside it.




  They were all there, the things that Roberta had mentioned, along with some nylons, handkerchiefs, hair-rollers and other odds and ends.




  “Yes. Well.” Camilla stood there, feeling helpless. After a moment she pushed the drawer shut. “Perhaps they were a present,” she muttered. “Perhaps I’m the

  one who’s made a muddle of things.”




  “No, they weren’t, you’re only saying that to make me not feel a fool,” Julie answered. “I’m awfully sorry I was so stupid.”




  “When did you find them there?” Camilla asked.




  “Just before I went to swim.”




  “Actually in your drawer?”




  “Yes.”




  “Then why didn’t you say anything about it?”




  “Because I . . . Well, I . . . I was puzzled. I thought they were a present, and I wanted to come out and say thank you, but Mrs. Ellison had gone to lie down in her room and I

  didn’t want to disturb her, and you looked as if you were asleep on the terrace, and in a way it seemed rather odd, just finding them there like that, so I thought I’d wait till I got

  back and ask you. How did they get into my drawer if they weren’t meant for me?”




  “Someone made a mistake,” Camilla said. “A bad mistake, I’m afraid. I think much the best thing now would be to forget it. And do please take them as a present from me.

  Won’t you, please?”




  “Oh no, I couldn’t do that.” Julie reddened again. “I mean, if they weren’t really meant for me and you’re just being kind because I’ve been so stupid .

  . . Oh!” She gave another startled gasp. The pupils of her eyes dilated. “Oh, I believe I’m beginning to understand! Oh, I really am stupid. I’ve just realised, you

  think I ordered these things from whatever-his-name-is, and hoped Mrs. Ellison would pay for them without noticing!”




  “No,” Camilla said. “No, really——”




  “Yes, you do.” Julie sat down abruptly on the bed, staring at Camilla in horror. “But why? What is there about me to make you think a thing like that?”




  “For God’s sake don’t cry!” Camilla said as she saw Julie’s eyes fill with tears. “I told you, the best thing is to forget this happened. If you don’t

  want the things as a present from me, I’ll keep them myself.”




  Julie dabbed at her eyes with a corner of the damp towel that she had brought back from the shore with her.




  “No. I’m still being stupid,” she said. “You don’t really think I ordered these things. You put them here yourself.”




  “I did what?”




  “You or Mrs. Ellison. Put them here to have a reason for getting rid of me. It’s very like last time.”




  “What last time?” Camilla asked.




  “Oh, in my first job. It was in a horrible little private school. I went there as assistant matron and they found something wrong with my accounts and they said I must have done it on

  purpose. But I didn’t. I know there was something wrong with the accounts, but it wasn’t on purpose. It was just that I’m not much good at arithmetic. At least, that’s what

  I thought at the time, but later I actually started wondering if someone else hadn’t done it on purpose. The matron was always horrid to me. I believe she was afraid I was after her job. And

  then she started getting jealous as well, because I went out a few times with one of the masters and nobody ever took her out. I’m sure now, almost sure, it was her doing, the muddle in the

  accounts and me being sacked. But you needn’t have done this to me, you know. You could just have told me I wasn’t what you wanted. I’d have been very sorry, but it wouldn’t

  have felt as awful as this.”




  “I thought this was your first job,” Camilla said. “Your references made it sound as if you were coming here straight from that domestic science college.”




  “I’m sure they didn’t actually say so,” Julie answered. “I’m sure neither my uncle nor Miss Wainwright would tell a downright lie. But they both thought

  I’d had a rotten deal at the school and that the best thing would be to say nothing about it and act as if this was my first job.”




  “And your uncle a bishop!” Camilla gave a wry smile. “How many jobs have you actually had?”




  “Just that one at the school.”




  Julie began to rub her hair absent-mindedly with the damp towel. “But what I don’t understand is why this sort of thing happens to me. What is it about me? At the school I’m

  fairly sure it was one person’s jealousy, but here . . . Who is there to be jealous of me about what? . . . Oh!” Again she gave the exclamation with which she signalled the entry of a

  new idea into her head. Behind the haze of tears her gaze sharpened. “Are you afraid Mrs. Ellison’s showing signs of liking me too much? Suppose I use undue influence, or whatever

  it’s called, when you go. She’s quite rich, isn’t she? And an invalid. And lonely. Yes, I suppose it’s quite possible you might be afraid of me.”




  There was no anger in Julie’s tone, only a sort of wonderment, and she nodded her head thoughtfully, as if she had found a plain solution to her problem. Then suddenly she sprang to her

  feet, wrenched open the drawer where the cosmetics were, grabbed them with both hands and held them out.




  “Take them, take them!” she cried. “I used the lipstick, I’ll keep it, I’ll pay for it. But take the rest!”




  Camilla did not argue. She let Julie thrust the jars and bottles into her hands, then went out, expecting to hear the door slammed behind her.




  After a moment it was, though not very violently.




  On the terrace Roberta was sitting where Camilla had left her. Camilla could see her there from the hall, with something expectant, almost eager, in her attitude.




  It was that eagerness that suddenly made Camilla feel that she could not stand another talk with her, and so, as she was starting across the sitting-room, she stopped abruptly, put down what she

  was carrying on a table and turned back to the hall.




  She heard Roberta call her but took no notice, opening the front door, stepping out on to the short path which led under a vine-covered trellis to the road and starting to walk up it.










  Chapter Two




  WITHOUT A HAT or the dark eye-shades that clipped on to her glasses, the afternoon sunshine felt overpowering and she could feel the heat of the rough

  cobbles of the road through the soles of her sandals. But she had not far to go. Passing the next-door house, she turned in at the gate of the one beyond it and went up the short path between two

  hibiscus bushes which were covered all over in rosy bloom, to the green-painted door. The house was very like Roberta’s, cream-washed, with a roof of red pantiles and built out on one floor

  above a small terraced garden. Camilla knocked on the door, waited a moment, knocked again, and when there was still no answer, took the path round the house to the back of it.




  Before she had turned the corner of it on to the terrace, she heard the clatter of a typewriter. Stop, go, stop, fast, slow, stop. It rattled on jerkily in response to the uneven flow of Matthew

  Frensham’s thoughts. The sound had stopped and he was sitting still for a long moment, a frown on his face as he stared at the sheet of paper in the machine, before he became aware of

  Camilla, standing before him.




  “You’re working,” she said. “I’m sorry.”




  He scrambled to his feet. “Yes, I’m working like the devil and I’m so delighted to be interrupted. You’ve arrived at just the right time for a drink.”




  It was always the right time for a drink with Matthew and the right time to be interrupted, which had been lucky, during the last month, for Camilla, who had made a habit of dropping in to see

  him when she was suffering from an overdose of Roberta.




  He was a tall, lean man of about fifty, still muscular, with a look about him of having taken a good deal of battering from life and not having been too badly put out by it. He had rough grey

  hair, sun-browned skin taut over the bone behind and bright dark eyes, set far apart above a rather flattened nose. They were watchful eyes that looked as if they did not miss much. He had been a

  policeman in East Africa before retiring and coming to Madeira.




  “Whisky?” he asked. “Gin? Madeira? Beer?”




  “Beer, I think, please.”




  Brushing a few ants off the seat of a white wicker chair, almost exactly like the one on Roberta’s terrace, Camilla sat down, while Matthew disappeared into the house to fetch the drinks,

  reappearing in a moment with two tall glasses of the cool, pale, fizzy liquid that the Portuguese call beer.




  As she took one of them, Camilla asked, “If you don’t like writing, Matthew, why do you go on with it?”




  It was the story of his life that he was writing. He had been writing it off and on for about three years, and probably, Camilla thought, would still be writing it ten years hence. Writing it

  was the sort of project that really wasn’t meant to be concluded. It was simply something that had helped to keep him going after his wife Moira had been killed up in the mountains above

  Funchal. She had been driving by herself on the narrow, winding road, cobbled all the way, that went up to high and lonely Eira do Serrado, had run into cloud and driven off the edge of the road,

  straight into a chasm. The book had been begun a few weeks later. And now, whenever Matthew started working at it, it meant that he was going through a bad patch, that he was in more need than

  usual of help to fill the emptiness of life. And when he pounded the typewriter, brooded over it, trying to evoke a past that had not been empty, but colourful and adventurous and full of interest,

  and when he crumpled up page after page of incredibly flat prose, the effort of it all apparently did help a certain amount. Otherwise even he, a dogged, defiant man who hated to be beaten, surely

  would have abandoned it.
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