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To my parents



1


As I felt the ship tilt and roll, I looked out the porthole to see a hidden horizon, the skyline obscured by the dirty smudge of a black storm cloud. I sat up and took a sip of water, trying to swallow down the feelings of nausea as well as wash away unpleasant memories of bad times at sea.

Perhaps a little fresh air would do me good, I thought as I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. I checked myself in the looking glass, tidied my hair, quickly threw on some clothes, and as I knew it would be cold outside on deck, picked up the paisley shawl that my friend Flora Kurs had given me and draped it across my shoulders.

I listened at the connecting door that led through to the cabin where Rosalind and Carlo were sleeping. All was quiet and I decided not to disturb them. I knew from previous experience that if we were in for a rough crossing, it would be best if my daughter and my secretary were able to sleep through it.

I made my way down the corridor, placing a hand on the wall to steady myself. Oh, please let this not be another Madeira. On that journey, the outward leg of the Empire Tour, the trip around the world that I had taken with Archie, I had suffered such terrible seasickness that at one point I thought I would die. In fact, a fellow passenger, a lady who had caught a brief glimpse of me through the open door, had asked the stewardess whether I had actually passed away.

Although that made me smile now, at the time I had not found the observation amusing. I had had to be confined to the cabin for four days and, like a sick dog, had brought back up anything I had swallowed. I had tried everything, but nothing did any good. In the end, the doctor had given me what he said was liquid chloroform, and after twenty-four hours without food, Archie fed me with essence of beef directly from the jar. How fine that had tasted! I knew my husband hated illness of any kind, and the sight of him offering me a spoon of the dark, viscous substance had made me love him all the more.

That love had gone for good now, at least on his part. The crisis at the end of the last year had finally squeezed the life out of our marriage. Archie had gone back to live at Styles, with a view to selling the house, while the new woman in his life, Nancy Neele, had left the country. Her parents had not wanted her to be caught up in the scandal I had caused with my disappearance and had ordered her into temporary exile. I had heard, however, that upon her return from her travels, she and Archie planned to marry. The word divorce sounded so brutal, so ugly, and although I did not like the idea of it—with all the stigma and shame that accompanied it—I knew that it was something I would have to endure.

It is as inevitable as the force of the sea, I thought as I stepped onto the deck. The wind was beginning to whip up the water, sending its surface into a fury of white. A fine spray of sea mist left its moist trail on my face, and as I ran my tongue over my lips, I tasted salt. After leaving Southampton, we had sailed through the English Channel, headed for Portugal. Although I had been prepared for a spot of mal de mer as we sailed into the Bay of Biscay, the sea had actually been as calm as a duck pond. It was only after leaving Lisbon and traveling south that we encountered the bad weather.

I held on to the rail as I walked along the deck, straining my eyes towards the distance. Somewhere out there was my destination: Tenerife, one of the Canary Islands. John Davison, a man I had met at the end of last year, had finally persuaded me to help him investigate the murder of one of his agents, a youngish chap called Douglas Greene. I had tried to resist his pleas to work with the Secret Intelligence Service—in fact, I remember to begin with I thought the whole thing had been nothing more than a silly joke—but after the deaths of Flora Kurs and Davison’s friend Una Crowe I felt duty bound to help. Neither woman would have died had it not been for me. How could I say no?

And there was something very queer about the circumstances surrounding the murder of Greene: Davison had told me that the agent’s partly mummified body had been found in a cave on the island. At first sight, it appeared as though Greene’s corpse had been covered in blood, but on further examination, it was determined that the glossy red sheen that covered his flesh was in fact the sap from a dragon tree, native to Tenerife. Bizarrely, all of his own blood had been drained from his system, but there was no trace of it on the dry earth in the cave or nearby.

When Davison related this to me, I could hardly believe it. But I knew, perhaps better than most people, that evil really did exist in this world. The way some people talked about crime astonished me—as if a sadistic murder or violent sexual attack could be blamed on a dreadfully unhappy childhood or a certain background. No, I was certain that some people were born, not made, evil. Those that disagreed with me, I am afraid, were nothing more than blinkered idealists who could not face up to the brutal realities of human nature. I had stared wickedness in the face, in the form of Dr. Kurs, and I would never forget it; one could literally smell the stench of evil emanating from him. His scheme to manipulate me into committing a murder, which necessitated that I disappear from the view of family, friends, and the world, had driven me to a point of utter distraction and despair. I doubted I would ever be the same again. Certainly my dreams were still haunted by the horrors of those eleven days in December of the previous year. When I closed my eyes I saw the faces of Una Crowe, that poor young girl who had been determined to follow my trail, and Flora Kurs, the ill-fated wife of my tormentor who had sacrificed herself for me.

I looked out to sea once more and watched the sky blacken in the distance. As a child living in Devon, I would spend hours watching the shifting waters of Torbay, the changing color of the sea and sky, the reflection of the clouds upon the waves. I would imagine what lay over the horizon, the far-flung countries with their exotic climates and strange people, and try to picture my future. I don’t think I ever dreamt that I would be a writer, much less get involved with working for a government agency. It all seemed so fantastical somehow, and yet it was true.

Davison had told me—what was it?—that I had a first-rate brain, or some such nonsense. I surmised that it had more to do with the fact that the division he worked for was extremely short on women. And surely no one would ever suspect a slightly socially inept, middle-aged lady of anything? I could move about in an almost invisible state, asking questions, listening to confidences. I could simply serve as an extra pair of eyes and ears. Before embarking on the journey, Davison had stressed the importance of never placing myself in a dangerous situation. The murder of his friend Una still weighed heavily on him. He was taking no chances this time, and he had insisted on accompanying me on the journey to Tenerife. However, while on the SS Gelria—the ship that would take us from Southampton to Las Palmas before it continued on its journey—and also in Tenerife, Davison would travel under an assumed name: that of Alexander Blake. It would be simpler and more straightforward, he said, if we pretended to meet for the first time on the ship.

I had intended to leave my daughter, Rosalind, behind, under the care of my sister at Abney Hall, on the outskirts of Manchester, but when I mentioned to her that I might have to go away again, she became terribly distressed. At seven and a half, she was old enough to understand something of the miseries of the adult world, and no doubt the thought of my absence brought back the horrors of the previous year: the sight of uniformed police; the strained atmosphere in the house; the worried looks on the servants’ faces; the anxiety that she might see the front page of a newspaper or hear a newsboy’s ghoulish call. Also, I don’t think she had ever quite forgiven me for abandoning her for almost a year on my world tour in 1922. And so I had reluctantly accepted that my daughter would have to accompany me to the Canaries. She would be looked after by Carlo and I would make sure she did not come to any harm. It had taken me some time to persuade the family, and those fussing doctors, that a holiday would be beneficial—they worried about the difficulties of travel, the water, the foreign food—but finally they relented. A few weeks in a balmy climate would soothe my nerves and restore my spirits.

Just then a blast of icy wind forced me to hug the shawl tighter across my shoulders. The fresh air had done me good, but the cold was getting to be too much. Just as I went to return to my cabin, I heard what I first thought was the high-pitched cry of a gull. I stopped and gripped the rail. The sound split the air again, the unmistakable scream of a woman that seemed to be coming from the back of the ship. I ran from the front of the boat along the empty deck towards the stern. I looked around to enlist help, but there was no one to be seen. I heard my breathing—fast, shallow and full of panic—as I ran, but by the time I got to the stern, the screams seemed to have stopped. Instead, I saw a heavyset dark-haired woman standing on the very back of the ship, staring into the sea. A few feet away from her stood another woman, a thin blonde, who on seeing me took a tentative step towards her companion.

“No, Gina, don’t,” said the blond-haired woman, stretching out a hand. “I know you hate me, you hate us both probably, but really, it’s not worth it, we’re not worth it.”

In response to this, the brunette climbed over the railings onto a narrow ledge, holding on to the wooden balustrade with both arms.

“Please, no,” I shouted into the wind, unsure whether the woman could hear my words. “What’s your name?”

I turned to her friend, the beautiful blonde whose face was wet with tears. “Gina, did you say? Is that what’s she’s called?”

“Yes, it’s Gina all right,” she said. “She somehow stowed away on the boat. She’s been missing in England, no one knew she was here. She discovered, well, that her husband, Guy—”

I didn’t hear the rest because at that moment a terrific gust of wind blasted in from the sea, forcing me to take a step back. Big fat drops of rain began to lash down from the ever-darkening sky.

“Have you tried to get help?” I shouted. “Sorry, who are you?”

“Miss Hart. No, I got up early to have a walk around the deck. I just chanced upon her and there was no one around. That’s when I started to scream. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Are you close to her?”

“We were—once. But I’m sure she must hate me now. You see, Guy—that’s Mr. Trevelyan—and I, well—”

I began to understand the sorry state of affairs. Guy had obviously been carrying on with Miss Hart behind his wife’s back. Just like Archie had deceived me with Miss Neele.

I turned away from Miss Hart as I tried to mask my contempt.

“Gina, listen to me,” I said, slowly moving towards her. “Tomorrow everything will seem very different, I can assure you. I found myself in just the same situation, and at one point I even thought of doing—well, something stupid. But it is extraordinary what time and a little perspective can do. Of course, you feel like everything is worthless, but it is not the case. You must have a great deal left to live for. I’m sure you have friends, family, a favorite aunt or grandmother, a pet who adores you.” I thought of the feel of my dear dog Peter’s soft head and the deliciously awful stench of his breath. “Your life is precious. You may not think so now, but it is, especially to those close to you.”

Gina seemed to be on the point of turning around and looking at me and perhaps even climbing back over the railings. But then from behind me I heard Miss Hart scream once more. This time, the noise was low and guttural, primitive almost.

“Gina! No! Please don’t!” she shouted, launching herself forwards. “Not now. Not after everything!”

“Miss Hart, no!” I hissed. “Please stand back.”

I tried to stop Gina, attempted to calm her, but it was all so quick. She raised her arms and stood very still for a moment, before she started to sway ever so slightly as if she had given her body over to the force of the wind. And then like an overweight ballerina, she moved as if she were about to fly, lifting her arms high above her head and then letting them drop to her side. Just as Miss Hart, in a panic, shunted forwards, a desperation in her eyes reminding me of the look of an animal in the slaughterhouse, Gina raised her arms in the air once more, and with a graceful movement she jumped off the ship. As I ran towards her, I knew there was little point, it was too late. But there was something inside of me—something which I was sure lives inside all people who count themselves decent and good—which propelled me to try and grab her. Instinctively, I thrust my hands out, but there was nothing to hold on to, only mist and rain and wind, the spray from an angry sea, and a darkening sky. I craned my neck to look over the railings, but there was no sign of Gina. She must have been dragged under in the wake of the ship.

“We need to see if we can rescue her,” I shouted, but to no response. I turned to see Miss Hart standing there, the life sucked out of her. “Miss Hart, quick, go and get help. Find an officer.”

“Yes, of course, you’re right,” she said, gradually coming back to her senses. “Yes, it’s worth a shot.”

As she turned and ran along the deck, I kept hoping to catch a glimpse of Gina in the water behind us. I called her name, even though I knew that the fierce roar of the wind and the sea would drown out my feeble voice. I was completely soaked through to my skin and my eyes were full of water, a mix of raindrops and tears. I imagined the poor girl in the water, gasping for air as her lungs filled up with salt water.

A memory came back to me from years ago when I had been swimming in the ladies’ bathing cove in Torquay with my nephew Jack. I had set off with the little boy on my back—he was not yet old enough to swim for very long by himself—towards the raft that lay anchored in the bay. As I swam, I noticed that the sea had been possessed of a strange sort of swell, and with the weight of Jack on my shoulders, I started to take in quite a bit of water. I felt myself going under and told Jack to swim to the raft. As I drifted out of consciousness I didn’t have a life-flashing-before-one’s-eyes experience. Neither did I hear the strains of stringed instruments or soothing classical music. There was simply a feeling of terrible emptiness, of utter blackness. The next thing I knew I was being tossed into a boat—which also rescued little Jack—and on the shore, a man laid me out on the beach and started to work the water out of me.

Gina would not be so lucky, I was sure. But we had to try. Where was that woman? Why hadn’t she managed to find help? Just then I saw Miss Hart come running with a man dressed in a smart blue uniform, who introduced himself as first officer William McMaster.

“Please, over here,” I said. “A woman just fell off the ship. Can you stop it?”

The officer leant over the stern and cast his expert eye over the surface of the water. As he turned to us, the grim expression on his face said it all.

“Yes, we certainly will,” said McMaster. “I’ll go and tell the captain now, but I’m afraid there is little hope. She would have been dragged down deep into the ocean. Even an Olympic-class swimmer wouldn’t be able to survive, I’m afraid.”

“I see,” I said, bristling at his pessimistic attitude. “But we must do everything we can to make sure.”

“Of course. And if you could please go back inside. We’re expecting some rather rough weather in the next few hours, so we will be locking the doors that lead to the decks.”

“And if the poor girl did not survive,” I said, “what are the chances of recovering her body? It seems only right we should give her a decent funeral.”

Miss Hart let out a quiet cry and dropped her head forwards as she tried to stifle a sob.

“We’ll do everything in our power to find her. But I am afraid that the weather and the sea are our enemies. We mustn’t delay any longer. Please follow me inside.”

We trailed after McMaster like two mourners after a burial on a wet afternoon, our heads and spirits low.

“Before I go and see the captain, could you give me your names?” said the officer, taking a small notebook from the inside pocket of his jacket.

“Mrs. Agatha . . . Christie,” I said, slightly hesitantly, fingering my wedding ring and wondering whether I would carry Archie’s name for the rest of my life.

The officer raised an eyebrow. Perhaps he had read one of my books—or more likely he had seen something in the newspapers relating to the scandal surrounding my disappearance the year before. Would I ever be free of that? After noting my name, he looked towards the beautiful blonde standing next to me.

“I’m Miss Helen Hart.”

The name sounded familiar.

“Thank you. I’m sure the captain will want to talk to you later. And I’ll let you know if we spot anything, anything at all.”

“Thank you, Officer,” I said.

“How awful,” I said. “What a dreadful thing to witness. You must be terribly shaken. Had your friend been standing there long?”

“I’m not sure,” said Miss Hart, brushing a strand of hair from her eyes. “I’m absolutely soaking, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I said, looking down to see the water puddling on the carpet beneath our feet. “Why don’t we change into fresh clothes and perhaps we can have a talk in the library. I doubt there will be anybody there at this time of day.”

After we had agreed to meet in half an hour, I returned to my cabin. Carlo and Rosalind were still sleeping. I ran a basin full of hot water and proceeded to wash. I dried my hair with a towel and brushed it, but it still looked a fright; it would have to be covered up with a hat. Just as I was dressing, Rosalind ran in from the adjoining cabin, intent on telling me about a dream she had had.

“I lost Blue Teddy, Mummy, I couldn’t find him anywhere. It was horrible.”

“How upsetting for you, darling. But it was only a dream,” I said, stroking her hair.

“I know. Thank goodness. I should so hate to lose him. What on earth would he do without me?” She paused and looked at me as if she had seen me for the first time. “What kind of dreams do you have, Mummy? Do they make you sad?”

“Sometimes,” I said, remembering some of the horrific visions that had recently interrupted my sleep, often culminating in my sitting up in bed in a cold sweat. “But then I always tell myself not to be so silly, as it’s all make-believe.”

“Dreams are such funny things, aren’t they?”

“Indeed they are,” I said, smiling. “Oh, look, here’s Carlo.”

“Good morning,” said Carlo. “I woke up because I felt the ship slow down. Did you feel it, too? In fact—”

She broke off to walk over to the spray-streaked porthole. “I’m sure the ship has stopped. Yes. Look, we aren’t moving. And it’s terrible weather, too.”

I knelt down and kissed Rosalind. “Darling, why don’t you go and see if Blue Teddy is all right? I’ll come and dress you in a moment.”

As I closed the connecting door, I told Carlo of the events of the morning.

“How awful,” she said. “And how awful too that you had to stand by and watch it all. Are you sure you don’t need to rest? You know what the doctors said.”

“No, if I lie down, I’ll most likely start to feel seasick again. That’s why I got up early, to have a breath of fresh air.”

Carlo looked pensive and serious before she said, “She must have been driven to despair.”

“I suppose she must, yes.”

“And it seems as though this other woman, Miss Hart, was having an affair with the poor lady’s husband?”

“Yes.”

“A familiar story.”

“Indeed,” I said, glancing at my watch. “In fact, I’m due to talk to Miss Hart now.”

“Have we met him on board—the husband? What did you say his name was?”

“Guy Trevelyan. No, I don’t believe we have.”

“Perhaps he was with that rather fast set we saw across the dining room last night. The ones making all that noise after dinner.”

I thought back to the previous night. As an ear-splitting guffaw had cracked the air, I remembered looking askance at the group of young people in such high spirits at the far corner of the first-class dining room. Did they really have to be quite so loud? Perhaps it had been sourness or middle age or my own particular circumstances—whatever the reason, I am sure I have not laughed like that in years—but I had cast a rather disapproving stare across the room, and in the process I had met the amused eyes of a handsome dark-haired man sitting next to an elegant blonde, who I now knew to be Helen Hart.

When I opened the door to the library, Helen Hart was standing by the far shelves, her back to me.

“I must say they’ve got a rather poor show of books. Not that I would read any if they had a better selection. Have you seen them?”

“No, I’m afraid—”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t hear you come in,” she said. “I was talking to Mr. Trevelyan.”

A tall, rugged-looking man stood up from one of the green leather armchairs. As he walked towards me, I noticed that the mischievous glint in his eyes that I had seen last night had been extinguished; now his demeanor was serious and melancholic.

“Guy, this is Mrs. Christie, the lady I told you about,” said Helen. “She tried to help with—”

“I’m so grateful for everything you did this morning, I really am,” he said. “Such a dreadful business.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more,” I said to Mr. Trevelyan. “Have you spoken to Mr. McMaster?”

“Yes, he came to my cabin a little while ago. I’m afraid there is no sign, no sign whatsoever,” he said. “The captain is going to hold the ship here for the next few hours to make sure, but I think that’s more out of respect than anything else.” His handsome features, so dazzling at dinner the night before, looked a little worn around the edges, and shadows had appeared beneath his eyes. “Poor Gina. If only—”

“You can’t continue to blame yourself, Guy,” said Helen. “Yes, I know, well, we hardly behaved like saints, but Gina was always a bit unbalanced, wasn’t she?”

“What do you mean?” I said gently.

“Please let’s not go into all of that now, Helen,” said Guy. “All I know is that I feel we’ve driven the poor woman to her death.” His dark eyes filled with tears and he bit his knuckle to prevent himself from breaking down.

“Darling, you know that’s not entirely accurate,” said Helen, placing a hand on his shoulder to comfort him. As she did so, I noticed her large, strong-looking hands. Her short nails were not painted, and around the cuticles lay a dark substance that looked like ingrained dirt.

I realized then how I knew her name: I had seen an exhibition of her sculpture—strange, primitive figures, fragmented naked torsos, and the like—at a gallery in London. I recalled being quite shocked by some of the imagery—it was certainly powerful stuff—but one could not deny that Miss Hart had the ability to tap into the deepest parts of the human psyche. I also remembered feeling more than a little jealous of her talents. At one point I had had the very stupid idea of becoming a sculptress myself. I had even taken some lessons before being forced to admit that I was a hopeless case.

“I’m a great admirer of your work, Miss Hart,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

“Really?” she said, her blue eyes shining.

“Yes, I saw your exhibition at the Pan Gallery early last year. I can’t say I understood it all, but I certainly believe you have an extraordinary ability to capture the essence of things.”

“Well, isn’t that lovely of you to say so. Isn’t that wonderful, Guy?” she said. “I recognize your name, but I’m afraid I haven’t read any of your novels. Reading is not my forte. I can see things—forms, colors, and suchlike—but I must be allergic to the written word. You must think me terribly stupid.”

“Not at all, Miss Hart,” I said. “In fact, it’s always something of a relief to talk to people who haven’t read my books.”

“I know, why don’t you join us for dinner tonight,” said Miss Hart. “And by the way, please call me Helen.”

“Yes, of course,” Trevelyan said flatly. Helen looked at him sternly. “Yes, please do,” he said, more brightly and with greater enthusiasm. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Christie. I still can’t quite believe it—that Gina is dead.”

“I know, a sudden loss is bad enough, but a death of this nature something quite different,” I said. “I’m sure she would not have suffered,” I added, not quite believing it myself. “It would all have been over in an instant.”

“I suppose that is one thing we should be grateful for,” said Trevelyan. “But I just can’t understand it. The last thing I knew she had bolted from our house in Brook Street. She didn’t leave a note or anything. I thought she would spend the night with one of her Mayfair girlfriends and the next day she would return. It’s a pattern I had seen on many occasions. Our marriage was far from a smooth one, you see.”

“And you say she was—well, she had a rather temperamental nature?”

“That’s putting it mildly,” said Helen.

“Please, Helen, you don’t know the strain that Gina was under.”

Helen looked down, duly admonished, and let Trevelyan continue. “Yes, it’s true that Gina had a nervous disposition. She’d seem quite normal for a while, weeks at a time, and then for no apparent reason, she would fall prey to an awful kind of mania. She would be up all night dancing or talking or walking the streets. She said she had the most extraordinary energy, creative energy. She once told me she had written a novel in the course of one night, but when I picked up the notebook I found it to be full of gibberish, nothing more than a few nonsensical phrases and obscenities. And then, with the same kind of suddenness, she would take to her bed, crying for no reason, threatening to harm herself, to do herself in. It was terrible, truly terrible to witness.”

“And when, may I ask, did your wife disappear?”

“It was on New Year’s Day. We’d had quite a party at the London house. Too much drink, too much . . . of everything. Perhaps Gina had seen something at the party or suspected something. But the next thing I knew, she’d gone. I contacted the police, of course, and they issued a statement to the press—there were posters, searches, the lot. But nothing.”

“She didn’t know about you and Miss Hart?”

“I don’t know. Helen wanted me to tell her, but it never seemed the right time. Either Gina was in one of her periods of high-spirited ecstasy or she was in the grip of a terrible depression. There was never anything in between.”

Helen Hart sighed, an expression that spoke of a dozen unsaid sentences, a hundred suppressed wishes.

“There’s no point sighing, Helen,” said Guy, his voice rising. “What was I supposed to do? Tell my wife we’d been having an affair? Did you really want me to drive her to her death?” His eyes stretched wide with anger and his voice cracked with fury. He strode purposefully across the library, opened the door, and turned back. “Is that what you wanted? Well, you’ve got your wish at last. I hope it makes you happy.”

With that he slammed the door and left us standing there, staring at the elaborate patterns in the Turkish rug beneath our feet.

“As you can see, Mrs. Christie, Guy has been left in a state of shock,” said Helen, the china-white skin on her neck now a mass of red blotches.

“Grief does affect people in all sorts of different ways,” I said, trying to smooth over the acute embarrassment felt, no doubt, by both of us.

“Oh, please don’t feel sorry for me,” she hissed. “In fact, I’m pleased the bitch is dead.”

The statement—both the words and the way it was expressed—so shocked me that I was unable to utter a single word.

“I know it’s a truly awful thing to say, but I am. She’s out of our life for good now.”
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In preparation for the storm, the doors to the decks were temporarily locked. We were a floating island, cut off from the world, with a dead body left at sea.

The majority of the passengers retired to their cabins, and in the course of the morning, a steward knocked on my door and handed me a note from Guy Trevelyan thanking me for my kindness. He suggested that because of the bad weather, we postpone our dinner that night—in addition to the queasiness he was suffering, he doubted whether he could face the pitying stares of his fellow diners. Instead, he invited me to a small dinner in one of the private dining rooms the following evening. He would get together a few interesting passengers, and he hoped that by accepting the invitation, I would go some way to forgive his abruptness. I sent back a brief letter of acceptance and then lay on my bed, knowing that I would not sleep.

I kept thinking of Gina Trevelyan and the graceful way she had stepped off the ship to her death. I knew from what I had read in the newspapers that the girl was a very rich young lady indeed, an heiress to a huge fortune built up by her late father, a manufacturer of fertilizer. I had not heard of her recent disappearance, as I had rather given up on the news of late. The doctors had advised against it, in case one of the rags printed something relating to my own disappearance the previous year.

I supposed Gina must have witnessed or heard something about her husband’s affair at the New Year’s Eve party in Brook Street. Perhaps she had continued to follow him and his mistress, watching them steal into restaurants, hotel rooms, even her own home. She must have learnt that they had booked passage on the Gelria to Tenerife and had decided to sneak on board as a stowaway. But had something occurred on the ship that forced her to take her own life? Had Helen, who did not make much effort to hide her antipathy towards Gina, discovered her and told her in no uncertain terms that she wished her dead? Or had Gina simply wanted to stage a final exit that she hoped would bring about the collapse of the relationship between her husband and Helen? There were some who, I knew, accused me of doing the same thing, orchestrating my own disappearance so as to cause a public scandal that would then lead to the separation of Archie and Miss Neele. Of course I would have to live with these slurs and lies, knowing that I would never be able to reveal the truth about how Dr. Kurs had tried to use me to commit a perfect murder.

I could not dwell on the pain of last year. To do so would only generate more hurt and sorrow. Too much time to think was, I knew, not always a good thing. That was another of the reasons that I had agreed to Davison’s scheme to join him in the Secret Intelligence Service. Perhaps now, while everyone was closeted in their cabins, would be a good time to seek him out. Lying down was only making my seasickness worse; surely it would be better to be up on one’s feet, doing something. Carlo and Rosalind had retired back to their beds—there was not a sound coming from their cabin—and so I quietly closed the door and made my way down the corridors. I looked around me—nobody was in sight—and knocked gently on Davison’s door.

“Oh, hello, Mrs. Christie,” said Davison, running a hand through his ruffled blond hair.

“Am I disturbing you? Sorry, if you’d rather . . .”

“No, please do come in,” he said, opening the door to let me pass. He also checked the corridor to make sure my entrance had not been seen.

“I couldn’t lie on my bed a moment longer. I was feeling dizzier and dizzier and the room kept spinning around. How are you feeling?”

“Not too bad, but I must admit I have just taken a brandy. Would you care for one?”

“No, thank you.”

“Of course, I should have remembered that you take no alcohol. And I don’t suppose you fancy your favorite drink? Milk and cream?” he said, smiling.

The thought of it turned my stomach.

“Please don’t, Davison. If I could just sit down.”

Davison’s suite was larger and more luxurious than my own. In addition to a bedroom, it had a sitting room and a larger porthole, next to which were two armchairs. On a small table was a decanter of brandy and a siphon of soda water.

“Now, what’s all this I hear about a suicide?” asked Davison, handing me a glass of the water.

“It was just too awful,” I said as I started to relate the events of the morning.

“And you saw all of this happen?” Davison asked.

“Well, most of it,” I said, sipping the water. “The strangest thing was the complete lack of fear on the part of Gina Trevelyan. As she lifted her hands from the railings she looked like a dancer stepping onto the stage. It hadn’t had been so horrific, I could almost describe her death as beautiful.”

“That does sound peculiar,” said Davison, his eyes darkening. Was he thinking about the way Una Crowe had died? Her death had been anything but beautiful. “And I take it there was no sign of the body?”

“According to Mr. Trevelyan, the crew did their utmost to find her, but of course in this weather they couldn’t risk launching a lifeboat.”

“No, very wise,” he said as he looked out the window to see the waves, seemingly as tall as buildings, crashing onto the side of the ship. “My steward said it’s going to clear up by the end of the day, but one would never think so. Funny, when he told me that they were locking the doors to the deck, I did think how an ocean liner would be the perfect setting for one of your books. A closed community, a gruesome murder, a number of suspects—all of whom have dark and deadly secrets.”

“The idea had crossed my mind,” I said, casting him a half-smile. “You should try your hand at writing it yourself. You’d probably have more luck with it than me at the moment. I’ve got the blasted Blue Train novel to finish.”

“Maybe you’ll find some inspiration in Tenerife.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve read your notes about our business there, but there are a few things I’d like to go over.”

“Very well.”

“So you say Douglas Greene had been found in a cave, his body in the early stages of mummification?”

“Yes, that’s right, poor chap,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “He was one of the brightest young men: ex-Cambridge, athletic, fluent in Spanish—in fact he could speak half a dozen languages. Awful thing to happen. I had to go down to Devon to break the news to his parents. Mother, the county type, tough as old boots, took it in her stride, but his father suffered a complete nervous collapse afterwards. Of course I kept the most gruesome details from them.”

“And what was he doing out in Tenerife? Obviously not there for his health.”

“He was sent because we had reason to suspect that there was someone on the island with Bolshevik links.”

“How long had he been in the cave for?”

“Difficult to say precisely, but about five months. He’d been reported missing by the Spanish woman who cooked and cleaned for him. I think people assumed he must have moved on to another island.”

“Do we know how he died?”

“The doctor who examined the body could not say for certain, but it looked like he had been struck by a blunt instrument to the back of the head.”

“I see. And who discovered the body?”

“Professor Max Wilbor. He’s an archaeologist and anthropologist who specializes in the forgotten culture of the Guanches, the people who lived in the Canaries from around 1000 BC. He was snuffling about one of the caves near the coast, looking for bones and suchlike, when he came across Greene.”

“And Wilbor is still there? In Tenerife?”

“Yes, as far as we know. As you may have gathered, there is not much of a police force on the island, nothing like we have in England. In fact, the whole setup is very basic. Charming, but quite primitive.”

“I take it this is not your first visit?”

“No, I went in September of last year to see a friend—well, the friend of a friend who has a house there. The climate, as you know, is especially good for invalids, those suffering from tuberculosis, asthma, lung disorders, and the like. There is quite an English community in the Orotava Valley. In many respects, it’s like a warmer, more tropical version of Bournemouth, or Torquay.”

“With the added benefit, if you can call it that, of having a volcano,” I said, smiling. I remembered seeing the snow-topped magnificence of Mount Teide as I sailed to South Africa out on the RMS Kildonan Castle five years ago. That had been a voyage of discovery, a voyage of happiness, one I had made with Archie. I had played quoits, played bridge, took part in the daily sweep—I recalled the childish thrill I had felt when my number came up!—and danced with my husband. But even though it was tempting to do so, one could not live in the past: that way madness lay. “And do you have any suspects?” I said, getting back to the main point of the conversation. “For Greene’s murder?”

“As a matter of fact, we do,” said Davison, taking a deep breath. For a moment I thought he had lost the power of speech.

“What’s wrong?”

“Forgive me, I’m just trying to think how best to express what I have to say.”

Davison’s intelligent gray eyes flickered. He pursed his lips. He started a sentence, hesitated, tried again, and then gave up.

“Please, Davison. You should know me well enough by now. I’m the least shockable person you’re ever likely to meet.”

“Yes, and that is one of the reasons why you are so eminently suited to this kind of work. However, there’s something that you need to know that—well, that is more than a little delicate.”

“Don’t hold anything back from me, please. I can assure you that while my physical constitution may be a little shaken at the moment due to the movement of the ocean, my mental facilities have not been affected.”

“It concerns one of the permanent inhabitants of Orotava, a gentleman by the name of Gerard Grenville. Have you heard of him?”

“No, should I have done?”

“Not necessarily. It’s just that he has a certain reputation in some quarters. You see, he is an occultist.”

“Like that unscrupulous fellow Mr. Crowley?”

“Yes, indeed,” said Davison.

“Is that all?” I said, laughing. “I believe my mother had psychic abilities—her instincts about people and places were quite uncanny—and I’ve always been interested in that side of things myself.” I thought of some of the supernatural short stories I had written for The Grand Magazine.

“But Grenville is, I am afraid, of an altogether darker strain of character.”

“Go on.”

“We’ve had our eye on him for quite some time. It seems he was attracted to the island of Tenerife because he wants to set up some kind of base for people of his ilk, occultists and those interested in the black arts. He is intent in creating a community of like-minded souls. I got hold of some of his pamphlets a while back, and it makes for rather uncomfortable reading, to say the least. For instance, there are some magical rites that involve certain . . . acts,” he said, coughing.

“I see, but isn’t that all part and parcel of the charade? Don’t they just use the pretense of magic as an excuse to indulge in particular practices that are considered immoral? And what has that got to do with Greene’s murder?”

“I was about to come to that,” said Davison, blushing slightly. “Before Greene died, he wrote a lengthy report about Grenville. He had a source inside Grenville’s house, a young Spanish man, José, who informed him that the occultist’s ultimate aim was to try and release the spirit of evil from Mount Teide.”

“The evil in Mount Teide? What on earth did he mean?”

“Well, it seems the Guanches, the aboriginal people, worshiped an evil spirit, Guayota. According to local legend, this Guayota was locked up inside Teide for various misdeeds, including the kidnapping of the sun god figure, Magec.”

“But as you say, that’s the stuff of legend, of mythology.”

“Yes, but according to testimony provided by José, and related to us by Greene, Grenville intends to try to free Guayota from Teide. We don’t know how, but there was some suggestion that the ritual might involve, well, a human sacrifice.”

The horror of it all began to make sense. “So you think Greene was killed as part of some kind of ritual? Grenville needed his blood?”

“Exactly. Every last drop had been drained from his system.”

“But it seems so unreal. Surely it can’t be possible?”

“That’s what we thought at first when we got Greene’s report. Thought the poor chap was suffering from too much sun to the head. But then the discovery of his body—and the condition of his corpse—made us think again.”

“How utterly horrible,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve heard anything like it. But what do you want me to do?”

As Davison hesitated, I felt an uneasiness rising inside. The wave of nausea was nothing to do with the motion of the boat or the swell of the sea.

“We want you to try to find out more about Grenville and his plans.”

“And how do you expect me to do that?” I asked.

“He has a daughter, Violet, who lives with him. She must be twenty-three or twenty-four years of age now. Her mother died giving birth to her. See if you can get close to her. Perhaps she will open up to you, tell you things. See if you can find any evidence that links Grenville to the crime.”

“If you think I’m going to become an out-and-out devil worshiper, you can think again,” I said with an air of mock seriousness.

“Don’t worry—even we have our limits,” said Davison dryly.

“I know it’s no laughing matter, but it does sound absurd, you must admit,” I said.

“I wish it was,” he said sourly. “A man from our service has died and his body has been defiled in a most unpardonable manner. Whoever did this needs to be brought to justice. Who knows, perhaps Grenville’s unholy wish has been granted—it seems that evil has already been released from the mountain.”
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A shadow lay over the superficial sparkle of the dining table, with its dazzling display of fine cut glass, glittering silverware, and hothouse flowers. The shadow that darkened the private dining room was the one cast by Gina Trevelyan’s suicide. Each of the six people around the table was thinking of the death, but understandably no one wanted to bring up the subject.

The conversation had been awkward and stilted until Mrs. Brendel, a friend of Guy Trevelyan’s mother, started to talk about how she had survived the sinking of the Titanic. With her liver-spotted skin and mane of gray hair I estimated her to be in her late sixties, and I felt a little insulted to think that Trevelyan had invited her as my companion for the evening. Surely I wasn’t an old maid quite yet, I thought to myself as Trevelyan gestured to me to sit by her.

The storm had reminded Mrs. Brendel of the disaster, and although that ship had gone down fifteen years previously, she said the motion of the sea and the groaning noises emitted by our ocean liner had brought it all back to her.

“My trunks of beautiful gowns—and oh, my jewels, my pretty jewels—all at the bottom of the sea,” she said, her bony hand rising to her throat. Her fingers played with a long string of pearls draped around her wizened neck as if to reassure her that at least she had some of her finery left. “To think of them there, the playthings of fish and stingrays and suchlike. My diamonds used to light up the best salons in Paris. And now they are covered in slime.”

The table fell silent as the diners turned to Mrs. Brendel to hear more. As she spoke, the elderly lady’s face lit up with a kind of theatrical glow, and I suspected that the stories she began to relate had been told many times before.

“It must have been a truly awful experience,” said Daisy Winniatt, the young wife of the bespectacled writer Howard Winniatt, who sat on the other side of her. “I can’t imagine it.”

“Dreadful. Absolutely dreadful.” Mrs. Brendel was in her element. “I was bringing back samples of the very best fabrics and gowns from Paris. I had twenty or so trunks stuffed with chiffons and silks, all from the top couturiers, you understand. I tried to make a claim, a substantial claim, oh, yes, the document ran to something like twenty or so pages, but the White Star Line simply would not pay up.”

“ ‘Those are pearls that were his eyes,’ ” murmured Mr. Winniatt as he scribbled into a notebook by his side.

“Are you talking about your wife’s pearls?” asked Mrs. Brendel. “Those are very beautiful, my dear.”

“Thank you,” said Daisy, her fingers gliding over a strand of what looked like extremely precious jewels.

“No, it’s a line from The Tempest,” said Mr. Winniatt.

“Of course,” replied Mrs. Brendel. “I once saw a tremendous Tempest directed by Herbert Beerbohm Tree at Her Majesty’s. Did you know he used to live in the theater? He built a banqueting hall for himself beneath the magnificent dome. Oh, yes, his Tempest was terribly exciting. There was a battered old ship on the stage, very realistic. One could almost feel like one had been shipwrecked on a desert island. In fact, that’s exactly how I felt when the storm started to lash the ship yesterday. I couldn’t believe that it was going to be the Titanic all over again. I couldn’t bear to lose my jewels—no, not again. Oh, those waves and that dreadful sea . . .”

As she twittered on and on, Mr. Winniatt continued to scribble into his journal, an act that finally drew her attention.

“What’s that you’re writing?” Her question did not elicit a response. “Mr. Winniatt, may I ask what you are doing?”

“I’m sorry, I should have made myself clear,” said the small, thin man, pushing his wire-framed glasses farther up the bridge of his nose. “I’m a writer.”

“Like Mrs. Christie here,” she said, turning her head towards me.

“Really?” Mr. Winniatt looked over to me. “What kind of books do you write?”

“Oh, detective stories, thrillers, and suchlike,” I said, smiling.

“Would I have heard of any of them?”

“My most recent was The Murder of Roger Ackroyd,” I said.

His face remained expressionless. “It’s extraordinary what is written nowadays,” said Mr. Winniatt, addressing the whole table. “And also the kind of people who are published never ceases to amaze me.”

It took me a moment before I realized that the insult had been leveled in my direction. As I did so, I felt the smile melt from my face and a flush come to my cheek. I didn’t know quite what to say. Luckily, Mrs. Brendel continued with her chatter.

“Soon Puerto Orotava will welcome us,” she said. “It is so very good for the constitution, I hear. I felt so awful yesterday, I just couldn’t get out of bed. But despite that dreadful storm, I’m so pleased I decided to come—oh, yes, it was all done on the spur of the moment, at the very last minute. When Mary Trevelyan told me that her son was sailing for the Canaries, I thought what a wonderful idea. And you don’t mind that I’m here, do you?” Mr. Trevelyan gave something of a strained smile. “I promise to make myself scarce when we get to the island. Imagine how they must be suffering from the cold back in dreary old England. Winter for another few months. But the prospect of Tenerife with its sunshine and those flowers! I’m so looking forward to seeing the more exotic specimens I’ve only ever seen in botanic gardens—the hibiscus, the bird-of-paradise.” As she paused to take a breath, she saw Mr. Winniatt scribbling in his notebook. “But why do you have to write at the table?” she asked him. “Can’t you wait until—I don’t know, until you are at your desk or in a comfortable chair on deck? Or is it a case of writing when inspiration strikes?”

“Oh, no,” said Mr. Winniatt, “I don’t believe in that sort of nonsense. I believe in trying to capture the moment. I’m writing a new kind of book, one that is free from the artificial constraints of narrative.”

I found Mr. Winniatt’s pronouncements more than a little pompous and self-regarding, but I kept my views to myself.

“I don’t quite understand,” said Mrs. Brendel, spooning some turtle soup into her mouth.

“I’m working on an epic oral history, a mass of detail gathered from real life. I want to reproduce life in all its light and shade. I want to capture truth, what people say and how they say it. It’s experience, but experience that is vivid and bright and real, experience unmediated by the author, experience free from the contaminants of the story.”

Mrs. Brendel blinked. “So correct me if I am wrong. What you were writing down were the words that I had just spoken?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Howard has already amassed a book that is approaching something like two hundred thousand words,” added Mrs. Winniatt. “And it’s really rather interesting. Other people’s lives make for the most fascinating reading. He never goes anywhere without his notebook, do you, Howard?”

“I see,” said Mrs. Brendel, ignoring her. “How clever you are, Mr. Winniatt. I’ve always wanted to write a book. A memoir of my experiences on that fateful ship, but I’ve never found the right person to help me with the task. That is, perhaps, until this evening.” Her eyes began to mist over, and as she began to relate more details of the sinking, her voice took on the distinctive timbre of melodrama.

Although she might believe that in Mr. Winniatt and his notebook she had found the perfect repository, I feared for Mrs. Brendel’s portrayal in the resulting publication. In fact, I doubted the whole premise of the project, but again continued to play the part of the quiet observer, nodding my head when appropriate, adding the occasional “Yes, indeed,” and “That is most interesting,” when necessary. But of course Mrs. Brendel needed little prompting.

“One thousand five hundred souls perished that night, and I’m sure their spirits must haunt the spot where the ship went down,” she said. “How could they not? Energy does not simply disappear.”

“Do you believe in the spirit world, Mrs. Brendel?” asked Helen.

“Oh, yes. I’ve been to a number of séances, and I have no doubt that there are things that exist which we can barely comprehend.”

“My mother certainly thought so,” I interjected. I explained about my mother’s sensitivity, her uncanny ability to foresee certain events, her talent for reading people and situations.

“And I believe you’ve inherited your mother’s gift,” said Mrs. Brendel, taking my hand.

“I’m not so sure,” I said, thinking to myself how I had not predicted the calamitous events that had hit me the previous year.

“But then you must meet Gerard Grenville,” said Miss Hart. “He has a house on the island and lives there with his daughter, Violet.”

I stopped myself from showing too much curiosity, instead letting Mrs. Brendel take the lead. “Surely you don’t mean—?” Her voice broke. “But I’ve heard such awful things about him. Apparently, as a boy he killed one of the family’s kittens after he devised nine horrible ways for it to die in order to test whether a cat really did have nine lives.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t believe everything you hear,” said Guy.

“But who could do such a wicked thing?” she asked.

Mrs. Brendel’s eyes widened as she contemplated the reputation of the sinister Mr. Grenville. “And what’s he doing in Puerto Orotava? Is he really a devil worshiper, as they say? Does he really eat cake made out of the blood of chickens?”

Mr. Winniatt did not let Guy Trevelyan answer, but interrupted with his own observations. “I read that he believes ordinary morality is only for ordinary people. I must say, I have a certain amount of sympathy with him on that score, on a purely intellectual level, of course.”

“Did he not once perform a magic rite inside the Great Pyramid of Cairo?” asked Mrs. Brendel.

“I believe he’s conducted various experiments at several places around the world,” answered Guy. “You know of his reputation as one of our best mountaineers. I think Teide is what drew him first to Tenerife.”

“Oh, let’s not talk anymore about him,” said Mrs. Brendel. “The very idea of him sends shivers down my spine. And I must say, I have no desire, no desire at all, to meet him. And if I were you, Guy, I would avoid any further contact with him. Of course, there were certain people on the Titanic who one felt were omens of ill fortune. I remember one man . . .”

The dinner continued—we enjoyed a fillet of brill, a sirloin of beef, and a delicious apple charlotte accompanied by great dollops of cream—with Mrs. Brendel’s monologue dominating the table until Helen began to tire of the subject. As I looked across at her, I noticed a spark of devilment in her eyes that unsettled me.

“Mrs. Brendel,” she said, interrupting the elderly lady, “it does sound quite dreadful. You were one of the fortunate ones in being rescued, but so many people died. I believe the majority didn’t drown, but died from the effects of the freezing water.”

“Yes, poor souls. As I sat there in the lifeboat, I could hear their unholy cries. It sounded just like—”

“And I suppose some passengers must have decided to jump off the boat before the very end.”

“Some people were driven to desperate measures, yes.”

“Just like poor Gina,” said Helen. The words sent an icy chill over the table. “I can’t stop thinking about her. Down there, in the sea.”

“Helen, you’re upset, I know,” said Guy, gently, placing a hand on hers, “but really it’s not the time or the place for this.”

She turned to him, her arctic blue eyes shining wildly. “But when would be the best time? The inquest? How can there be a proper inquest when there’s no body? She’s down there now, in the sea, bait for every passing—”

“Helen,” hissed Guy, “please do try and control yourself.”

“I suppose that’s what you used to say to Gina, is it? ‘Darling, do try and pull yourself together now,’ she said, imitating his voice. “And look what it did for her, the poor wretch.”

Guy looked down, stung by the insult. “I think it’s best if we call it a night,” he said, standing up. “I’m sorry, but please excuse us. We’re both still suffering from the shock of yesterday.”

“Yes, quite understandable,” said Mrs. Brendel, a sentiment echoed around the table.

He reached out to take Helen’s wrist, but as he did so, she resisted. Guy continued to maintain his grip, but then Helen wrenched away her arm with such determination that, as she freed herself, she was forced to take a step backwards to steady herself. In that moment, her other arm brushed against a glass of red wine belonging to Mr. Winniatt, who had been seated on her other side. The dark liquid tipped over onto the white tablecloth and splashed onto the pages of Mr. Winniatt’s open notebook. The cries of astonishment, apology, and anger came all at once.

“Oh, no!” said Mr. Winniatt, immediately using a corner of his white napkin to try and remove the spots of wine from the pages. “My notebook! My words!”

“I’m so sorry,” said Guy. “Please let me help.”

“No, I’m sure we can manage,” said Mrs. Winniatt as she used her own napkin to try to clean the book.
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