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CHAPTER
 ONE

	 

	Coffee for

	Three

	  

	 

	I


	f Joan Worralson,

	 better known to her friends as Worrals, hadn’t run into Air Commodore Raymond, Assistant Commissioner of Police at Scotland Yard, by accident in Piccadilly, the mysterious happenings on Outside Island might have remained a mystery for all time. With her friend, Betty—otherwise “Frecks” Lovell, she had just turned out of the Burlington Arcade, where they had been shopping, when they came face to face with the Air Commodore.

	“Hallo!” greeted Worrals. “Are you sleuthing or just taking the air?”

	“I’ve a lunch appointment at the Aero Club and decided to walk to stretch my legs,” answered the Air Commodore.

	“Business slack?” inquired Worrals.

	“On the contrary, it’s brisk—too brisk. Don’t you ever read the newspapers? I’ve been so overworked that I’m beginning to feel like the ragged end of a misspent life.”

	Worrals shook her head sadly. “I never heard anything like you men for broadcasting misery. Do you need any help?”

	“Not particularly, thanks. Our hands are mostly full of sordid crime. What are you girls doing?”

	“Oh, struggling along, you know, to keep the wolf outside the door.”

	“Speak for yourself,” grumbled Frecks. “I’m so bored it’d be a pleasure to dig my own grave.”

	“How about a cup of coffee?” suggested the Air Commodore.

	“We were just going along to Stewart’s to get one,” Worrals told him.

	“Would you like me to come—and pay the bill?”

	“That would be very nice of you,” agreed Worrals.

	“Why not make it an early lunch?” suggested Frecks. “I am so hungry I could eat a dish of fried horseshoes.”

	“Sorry, but I’ve got to meet a man,” said the Air Commodore apologetically.

	Frecks sighed. “In that case I shall have to stave off the pangs with coffee and a couple of doughnuts.”

	They walked along to the well-known café at the corner of Bond Street.

	Having found a table and ordered coffee the Air Commodore remarked: “I’m afraid I’ve nothing in your line at the moment.”

	“I suspected it, otherwise we should have heard from you,” averred Worrals with gentle sarcasm.

	The Air Commodore rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Just a minute though. I’ve just remembered something. There is perhaps one little matter . . .”

	“Go on—don’t keep us waiting,” pleaded Worrals.

	“The thought has just occurred to me that there is a little job in our files that might help to keep you out of mischief. It isn’t really important though.”

	“Some wretched woman lost her ration book or something?”

	“Plenty of people, men as well as women, lose their ration books, but this isn’t quite as prosaic as that. In fact, in a quiet sort of way it’s a pretty little mystery.”

	“Do women come into it?”

	“Oh yes.”

	“Then tell us about it,” invited Worrals. “Maybe by turning on the female angle we can solve it for you sitting here.”

	The Air Commodore smiled. “I see you are beginning to fancy yourself as a detective.”

	“Well, you must admit that you have provided us with a fair amount of practice,” Worrals pointed out. “And anyway,” she went on, “one doesn’t have to be anything very wonderful to be a detective.”

	“So that’s what you think, eh?”

	“What I think is this,” returned Worrals. “There’s an awful lot of nonsense written about this detective business. Mysteries are made where none exists. Of course, that’s all part of the game. If there were no mysteries there’d be no Scotland Yard. All this talk about deduction makes me laugh. Boil it down and what have you? Just common sense. If a man can’t arrive at a conclusion by common sense plus scientific research, for which the Yard has every facility, then he has no right to call himself a criminal investigator. After a bit of practice one finds oneself deducting automatically, at least, I do. I wish I didn’t. Usually I have other things to think about.”

	The Air Commodore laughed outright. “You know, you may have got something there,” he conceded. Then he became serious. “But don’t flatter yourself that it’s all easy. Whoever solves the little puzzle that I have in mind will have to travel a long way. I can think of no other way of getting to the bone of the thing.”

	“Tell us about it and we’ll judge for ourselves,” requested Worrals.

	They waited while the waitress served the coffee and the Air Commodore continued. “The riddle is wrapped around what is commonly called a desert island.”

	“That’s a good start, anyway,” said Worrals approvingly. “Islands are fascinating things as long as they’re not too big. Where’s this one?”

	“In that part of the Pacific where all the spare bits of land seem to have been tossed. It used to be called the South Seas, but is now more usually known by the French name Oceania. You know where I mean?”

	“We went to school,” murmured Worrals.

	“In that case you may have noticed that on the map the names of many of these islands are underlined in red. That denotes a British possession. Most other countries have a share. Until recently nobody bothered much about these islands—at any rate the smaller ones, of which there are literally thousands. You could have helped yourself to one, and as the postman doesn’t call it’s unlikely that anyone would have known about it for a long time. But lately these bits of rock and coral have taken on a new value because they form ready-made refuelling stations on the trans-ocean air-routes. However, in this particular case that aspect doesn’t enter into it, although it might later on. I only mention it because countries are getting touchy about foreigners landing on their islands without permission. Already there has been a spot of claim-jumping. Anyway, every island has now been claimed by some country or another. None, really, is privately owned. Very well.” The Air Commodore paused to light a cigarette.

	“One of our islands enjoys the unromantic name of Outside Island. It was probably so named by the mariner who discovered it because it lies far outside the main groups of islands. With the exception of another small atoll, named Raratua, about ninety miles away—which is French property—the nearest land is the Paumotu archipelago, sometimes known as the Low or Dangerous Isles. The Paumotus belong to France. Being of coral formation they are not strictly islands, but atolls. Outside Island is also, strictly speaking, an atoll. While we are on the subject, as you’ll want it, I might as well give you all the gen available. I have had it looked up in Admiralty Sailing Directions and Findlay’s South Pacific Directory. Just a minute.” The Air Commodore took out his notebook and, selecting a slip of paper, read aloud.

	“Outside Island. A lonely atoll lying three hundred miles east of the Paumotus. Once inhabited but now deserted. Shaped roughly like a letter S. Length approximately nine miles by half a mile wide. Highest point twelve feet above sea-level. In general features like other atolls but unusual in that it has two lagoons within the surrounding reef. The lagoon at northern end, five miles across, generally used by landing parties, but there are passages through the reef to both. They are narrow and dangerous. The island lies within the hurricane belt and is subject to inundation. It has the reputation of being haunted and is usually avoided by natives and consequently by trading schooners.” The Air Commodore folded and replaced the paper. “So much for the island itself,” he went on.

	“Why is it uninhabited?” asked Worrals. “As these islands go, it’s large enough to hold a native population. Is it because of the risk of inundation or because of the alleged haunting?”

	“That’s something I can’t answer,” replied the Air Commodore. “But there is a good reason why the island has a sinister reputation, and may account for the natives who once lived there abandoning the place. From early records it seems that they were a friendly lot. Many inter-island traders called because these lagoons yielded particularly fine pearls. Maybe that was the root of the evil. At all events, in the middle of the last century there arrived on the island a man named Prout, who claimed to be a missionary. Nothing is known about him but he seems to have had more than a touch of Hitler in his make-up. He was certainly a religious maniac, although when the world heard about his behaviour no church would acknowledge him. Anyway, he arrived, and he stayed, and he introduced the easy-going Polynesian population to something about which they knew nothing. Work. They didn’t work because there was no need. They could get everything they wanted without it. But this madman arrived and saw to it that everyone worked according to our standards. You might ask, for what? Apparently for his own glorification and enrichment. How he, one white man, did it, has always been a mystery—except that he seems to have gone about the thing in the modern totalitarian manner. Having frightened everyone to death with threats of hell-fire, by offering dispensations he was able to organize a private police force. The rest, men, women and children, became slaves pure and simple. Some had to dive for pearls; others had to plant coco-nuts, although there were already enough to support the population. The pearls, and the copra produced from the nuts, Prout sold to traders who, as they made money out of the traffic, said nothing about what was going on. Really, there was nothing unusual about this in the bad old days in the South Seas. But Prout carried the thing too far. His crowning piece of infamy was this. He forced the natives to build what he called a cathedral, but which was, in fact, a palace for himself, for by this time he was calling himself King of the island. Even the traders had to bow and call him King, or they got no pearls or copra. The palace still stands—derelict, of course. People who have seen it say it is an incredible building. Every slab of coral, of which it is built, was hewn with blood and sweat by the wretched natives.”

	“How disgraceful!” put in Frecks indignantly.

	The Air Commodore agreed. “Well, you can imagine what happened,” he went on. “The natives died like flies. Even sick men were made to work. Those who refused were murdered as an example to the others. For a time Prout replaced the casualties with natives brought from other islands by unscrupulous traders. But eventually even they were sickened and one of them reported what was going on. That was in 1900, by which time the natives were reduced to a mere handful of emaciated wrecks. Inquiries were set afoot, but before anything could be done a hurricane hit the island. Just what happened we don’t know for there were no survivors. Judging from the report of the next trader who called big seas must have washed right over the place carrying everything before them. Not a soul was left alive. The only thing still standing was Prout’s incredible palace. But all this has nothing to do with our mystery.”

	“Are you sure of that?” put in Worrals.

	The Air Commodore frowned. “What do you mean—am I sure?”

	“What I say. How can you assert positively that this palace, or whatever it is, has nothing to do with the case? Has someone been to look at it lately?”

	“No.”

	“Never mind. I’m only trying to get my facts right,” murmured Worrals. “Go ahead.”

	“As far as we’re concerned, the island is uninhabited,” went on the Air Commodore. “The first intimation we had that there might be someone there came in the form of a rather curt note from the French Foreign Office, passing on a complaint of the French Administrator of Oceania, at Papeete, in Tahiti, which is the metropolis of the Islands. In effect, their complaint was this. It seems that some of their Polynesian nationals from the Paumotus, at sea in one of their big canoes, called at the island for fresh water. Before they could land they were greeted by a volley of rifle shots, most of which, fortunately, went wide. But one man was killed. Naturally, as the natives had no firearms they did not persist in their attempts to land. The canoe returned to its own island and reported the incident to their Resident Administrator, who, quite naturally, took a dim view of it. According to him, this was no mere inter-tribal dispute. The natives reported that they were fired on by wild women, and these women were white women. One had red hair, which is something that just doesn’t happen in that part of the world.” The Air Commodore smiled. “Of course, such a fantastic story didn’t make sense,” he resumed. “It seemed to us far more likely that the natives had drunk too much kava—the local toddy—and got to fighting among themselves. One of their number was killed, and the rest, to account for his disappearance, concocted the story.”

	Worrals shook her head. “It doesn’t sound that way to me.”

	“Indeed! And why not?” asked the Air Commodore with a touch of asperity.

	“Because, in the first place—although I’m no expert in Polynesian affairs—I can’t think of any possible reason why these men should invent such a story. All they had to say was that one of the crew had been washed overboard by a wave, or had been grabbed by a shark while bathing. Such a story would not have been doubted or questioned because it’s the sort of thing that must happen every day. You’re asking us to believe that these natives, who could quite easily have accounted for a missing man in a score of perfectly natural ways, deliberately sat down to concoct a yarn which was bound to be received with incredulity and suspicion even by the Administrator himself. The Polynesian may not possess a high degree of intelligence according to our standards, but I imagine he’s got more sense than to lie, knowing that the matter would be investigated—surely the last thing the crew wanted if they were trying to put something over. And to specify red hair, which is probably something not one of them had ever seen, is giving them credit for too much imagination. But go on. What was the basis of the French complaint?”

	“As the island is ours, the behaviour of people living on it is our responsibility. We admitted that in our reply, but pointed out that we had no idea that anyone was there.”

	“That was pretty weak, anyway,” averred Worrals.

	“In what way?”

	“If we own something, surely it’s our business to look after it, and know what goes on?”

	“The truth of the matter was this,” confessed the Air Commodore. “We didn’t believe a word of the story, and neither, I’d wager, did the French Administrator. Naturally, we couldn’t say that in our reply. It would hardly have been diplomatic. But the French were quite right to complain, and we had to send a reply. Of course, there is just a chance that some white men were there—the crew of a trading schooner after copra, for instance; although it’s hard to see why they should fire on a native boat. On mature consideration, my personal opinion—and the Admiralty agree—is this. The Polynesians had gone to the island either for coco-nuts or pearls. Copra, by the way, which is the dried kernel of the coco-nut from which fat is extracted, is a valuable commodity to-day. As the island is ours the natives had no right to do that, and they knew it. Having got there, they found they had been forestalled. A party from another island was there on the same job. Seeing another boat coming, and being unwilling to share the loot—or perhaps they didn’t want to be identified—they smeared their bodies with wood ash and tried to frighten the newcomers away by pretending to be spooks. This having failed they opened fire. Doesn’t that sound reasonable to you?”

	“I don’t find it very convincing,” answered Worrals dubiously. “There are several flaws in that theory. It presumes that the men already on the island were carrying rifles. Even if they possessed such weapons, which is unlikely, why take them ashore? There are no hostile natives, or wild beasts, on Pacific atolls. And in what sort of craft did these men reach the atoll? There’s no mention of a boat. Admittedly, we must allow for the fact that we have only got the Polynesians’ word for it that there was any shooting.”

	“Very well,” answered the Air Commodore. “The alternative theory is that there are castaways on the island.”

	Worrals shook her head. “That won’t do. Castaways normally receive a boat from the outside world with open arms, not musket-balls.”

	“What an awkward woman you are,” protested the Air Commodore.

	“You’re telling the story,” asserted Worrals. “If I’m not to do a little deducing on my own account, why waste your time telling it? If you’d rather I remained dumb in the face of these pretty but quite unconvincing theories, you have only to say so and I’ll endeavour to keep my tongue under control.”

	The Air Commodore smiled. “Don’t do that. I am enjoying the argument. But there’s more to come and this coffee is cold. Shall I order some more?”

	“That’s okay with me,” declared Frecks. “This is nearly as good as going to the flicks.”

	“Our time is all yours,” Worrals told the Air Commodore.

	The Air Commodore beckoned to the waitress.

	


CHAPTER
 TWO

	  

	More Coffee

	for Three

	  

	 

	“N


	ow

	 tell us what you did about this complaint,” invited Worrals, when fresh coffee had been brought.

	“We told the French authorities that we’d look into the matter,” replied the Air Commodore. “We could do no less. But how were we going to look into it except by sending an expedition to the island? The French must have realized that. They must have known it would be unreasonable to expect us to ask the Navy to send a vessel on a special voyage to the other side of the world to check up on a vague and most unlikely story told by a party of Polynesians.”

	“Unlikely, but not vague,” disputed Worrals. “These natives seem to have been particularly observant in the matter of detail—even to the extent of noticing the colour of a woman’s hair.”

	“All right. Have it your own way,” said the Air Commodore. “But get ready to hold your hat. It now seems that there was some foundation of truth in the story.”

	“Ah! Now we’re getting somewhere,” stated Worrals. “To me that’s been the most sensible explanation of the thing all along. Have you had confirmation?”

	“Up to a point. The Admiralty doesn’t forget. Two months ago, having a sloop passing within a few hundred miles of Outside Island, the Skipper was ordered to look in and investigate. Standing by—naturally he wouldn’t hazard his ship by getting too close to the dangerous reef—he lowered a boat with half a dozen men under an officer. This boat was nearing the shore when a rifle shot rang out and a bullet hit one of the sailors in the arm.”

	Worrals smiled. “The mad white woman with red hair had evidently had a spot of practice,” she commented. “Her shooting had improved.”

	“I don’t know about that, but in view of this hostile reception the naval officer did the only thing he could. It wasn’t for him to risk the lives of his men so he went back to the sloop and reported what had happened. The captain was at a loss to know what to do. There was nothing in his orders about taking the place by storm. He did not want casualties himself, and to inflict them on other people might start an international row. It doesn’t take much nowadays to do that. In any case, it seemed silly to waste shells on coco-nut palms. He radioed to his base for instructions, at the same time stating that the glass was falling and he was on a lee shore. He was told to proceed on his way. There was no sense in risking a costly ship to save somebody who obviously didn’t want to be saved.”

	Worrals nibbled a biscuit thoughtfully. “It was difficult,” she admitted. “Still, it seems a pity the thing wasn’t buttoned up while the ship was there.”

	“Maybe so,” agreed the Air Commodore. “The fact is, the matter isn’t really important enough to give anyone a headache. Our chief concern is to settle the matter amicably with our French friends. We certainly don’t want their nationals shot on our territory. There’s enough bickering going on in the world as it is.”

	“What about these alleged women on the island?” asked Worrals. “Did this naval officer see anything of them?”

	“No. He had a good look at the place through his glass, but he saw no sign of life. The sharpshooter, whoever he or she was, was well hidden. The island is pretty well covered with coco-nut palms, which supports the copra theory. The palace is still standing. The top of it could be seen through the trees, though not in any detail owing to the distance.”

	“And that’s how the thing stands at present?”

	“Yes.”

	“What are you doing about it?”

	“Nothing at the moment. The Admiralty is against sending a ship all that way for the one purpose of looking at an island which nobody wants. When they have another ship passing that way it will be told to call.”

	“But it begins to look as if somebody does want the island,” argued Worrals. “Not only wants it, but is prepared to fight to keep it,” she added.

	“All the same, it would be an expensive business to send a ship all that way,” insisted the Air Commodore. “But it struck me just now—I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before—that a far more economical plan would be to send an aircraft. In fact, an aircraft would have several advantages. It would be quicker than surface-craft. It could land on the lagoon instead of taking chances with the dangerous passage through the reef. Indeed, it might not be necessary for it to land at all. It might see all that was necessary by simply flying low over the atoll.”

	“Which, as the occupants are obviously all against publicity, would merely have the effect of sending them all diving for cover,” observed Worrals dryly. “I think you’ll find that it will be necessary for the aircraft to land. Are you suggesting that we do the job?”

	“If you’ve nothing better to do. Frankly, I shan’t lose any sleep if nobody goes, although I suppose the thing will have to be sorted out sooner or later. We owe that to the French authorities. In suggesting that you go, I’m bearing in mind that if by any remote chance there should be females on the island you would be better able to cope with them than men. Women might be prepared to greet other women with something less hostile than gun shots.”

	Worrals nodded. “True enough. Can you tell me this? What was the date of the last official British visit to the atoll?”

	“The Admiralty have no record of any ship calling there since 1906.”

	Worrals’s eyes opened wide. “That’s a long time ago. A lot could have happened there between then and now.”
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