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PROLOGUE
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There will be much disappointment, I fear, among my fellow scholars. From the Senior Common Room of St George’s College, where anxious colleagues ask daily, ‘Finished yet, Hilary?’ to the far distant lecture halls of Yale and Columbia, where I understand that the phrase ‘In Professor Tamar’s forthcoming publication’ is constantly to be heard, the world of learning waits with impatient eagerness for my long-promised work on the concept of causa in the common law. How then am I to admit that I have yet again allowed myself to be led astray from the true path of Scholarship and that what I now offer my readers is no more than the chronicle of my defection?

Would it not perhaps be more seemly to refrain from publishing any account of my investigation of the Daffodil affair and to allow the whole matter to rest in obscurity? The mere facts of the case, after all, are hardly in themselves of sufficient importance to warrant publication. The reason for the high mortality rate among the advisers to the Daffodil Settlement; the identity of the white-robed figure seen on the cliffs on Walpurgis Night; how Julia Larwood came to be arrested in evening dress one morning on a beach in Jersey – of what serious interest or value can it be to my readers to be informed of such matters? And yet the case provides so striking a demonstration of the methods by which Scholarship, when applied even to such trifling questions, may dispel Error and reveal Truth that it will perhaps afford not only instruction to the public but much needed encouragement to other scholars. I have accordingly been persuaded, despite my misgivings, that it would not be right to withhold an account of it.

It was far from being my intention, when I made my way to London shortly before Easter, to permit myself to be distracted from the labours becoming to the Scholar. My former pupil, Timothy Shepherd, now in practice at the Chancery Bar, finding himself obliged by a combination of his professional commitments and his arrangements for the Easter vacation to be absent from London for a period of some three weeks, had invited me to make during that time such use as I might wish of his flat in Middle Temple Lane. Happening to have reached a part of my researches which required frequent visits to the Public Record Office, and which therefore could not conveniently be pursued in Oxford, I accepted his invitation with alacrity and gratitude. I regretted, naturally, that Timothy himself would be absent, for I have always found him a most generous host; but the friendship I had long enjoyed with other young members of his Chambers at 62 New Square assured me of agreeable company when I sought respite from my labours.

There was nothing to forewarn me, on my arrival in the capital, of the dark and sinister events in which I was shortly to become embroiled. The sun was shining on Lincoln’s Inn Fields; the azaleas were blooming in the gardens at the edge of New Square; the barristers hurrying in wigs and gowns across Carey Street were exchanging seasonable gossip about who was going to get Silk – it is on Maundy Thursday, as my readers are doubtless aware, that the Lord Chancellor announces which members of the Junior Bar are to be elevated to the eminent and lucrative rank of Queen’s Counsel.

My young friends in 62 New Square, when not engaged in deploring the inadequate remuneration negotiated on their behalf by their clerk, Henry, with their instructing solicitors, were innocently employed in activities befitting to the Chancery Bar: Selena Jardine, if my memory serves me, in a lengthy and acrimonious piece of litigation relating to the rights of the debenture holders in a public company; Desmond Ragwort in advising on the construction of documents affecting the title to certain land in the West Country; Michael Cantrip in sundry possession actions in various county courts. In the Revenue Chambers next door, Julia Larwood was peacefully studying the latest Finance Bill.

Everything, in short, was proceeding in a manner appropriate to its nature and the season, with no such departure from the natural order of things as might be expected to be the portent of hidden danger and mysterious death. Or so, at any rate, it seemed to me. I did not realize, of course, how odd it was for Cantrip to be sent to the Channel Islands.


1

[image: Image]

‘No, no, let me go or I’ll scream,’ cried the lovely Eliane, her beautiful eyes filling with tears and her bosom heaving under the delicate silk of her blouse as she struggled to free herself from the vile embrace of the brutal barristers’ clerk.

‘Scream all you like, you little fool,’ snarled the clerk, his hideous features twisted in a vicious leer. ‘There’s no one left in Chambers to hear you.’

But at that very moment there appeared in the doorway of the Clerks’ Room the suave and aristocratic figure of the brilliant young barrister Martin Carruthers.

‘That’s where you’re wrong, Toadsbreath,’ he drawled with suave contempt. ‘Take your vile hands off Eliane this minute. She may be only a temporary typist, but she is too rare and fine a creature to be touched by the likes of you.’

‘Mr Carruthers, sir, I thought you’d gone home, sir,’ stammered Toadsbreath, cringing like a whipped cur before the young barrister’s contemptuous suavity.

Eliane gazed at Carruthers with adoration in her lovely eyes.

*   *   *

Cantrip and Julia were collaborating in the composition of a novel, based on their experiences of life at the Bar and to be entitled Chancery!, which they confidently expected to earn them wealth beyond the dreams of avarice and so free them from the tyranny of their respective clerks. It had fallen to Cantrip to write the first instalment.

Offered the signal privilege of glancing through the opening paragraphs, I was reading them by candlelight in the Corkscrew, the wine bar on the north side of High Holborn which is the customary resort of my friends in Lincoln’s Inn when the long day’s work is done. Cantrip sat watching me with the anxiety characteristic of the aspiring author. It occurred to me that at least in appearance he was a not unsuitable model for the hero of a novel – the blackness of his hair and eyes combined with the pallor of his complexion to suggest a certain romantic quality which I supposed might appeal to the more susceptible portion of the reading public.

‘What do you think of it, Hilary? Pretty hot stuff, wouldn’t you say?’

I answered, well knowing the sensitivity of the creative temperament, that I could scarcely contain my impatience to read further.

‘May I infer,’ I continued, ‘since you tell me that your narrative is based on real life, that you have a new temporary typist in Chambers?’

‘That’s right,’ said Cantrip. ‘Lilian’s her real name. Pale and blonde and sort of wistful-looking. Makes you feel she’s probably an orphan, going out to work to support her aged parents.’

‘So touching and unusual a predicament,’ I said, ‘cannot fail to engage the sympathy of your readers. And is it indeed the case that you have discovered your clerk making unwelcome advances to her?’

‘Oh, absolutely. Not exactly like I’ve put it in the book, of course – you’ve got to ginger things up a bit, haven’t you? But I went into the Clerks’ Room the other evening and Henry was sort of leaning over her and she was saying, “Don’t be silly, Henry, someone might come in.” So I gave him a quizzical sort of look and asked if I was interrupting something.’

‘And Henry cringed?’

‘Well, not exactly. He said no, not at all, sir, he was just going to take Lilian for a drink in the Seven Stars, and shouldn’t I be reading the papers for my possession action in Willesden County Court? That,’ said Cantrip with a certain vindictiveness, ‘was when I decided to call him Toadsbreath.’

The proposed collaboration, though I wished it every success, seemed to me to be fraught with difficulties. The difference in educational background – Julia was educated at Oxford, while Cantrip, poor boy, through no fault of his own, spent his formative years at the University of Cambridge – would lead, I feared, to an irreconcilable disparity of style. Moreover, I had difficulty in seeing how the labour of composition was to be divided between them.

‘Oh, that’s easy,’ said Cantrip. ‘We’ve done a lot of research, viz read a lot of these books that people make pots of money out of, and what we’ve noticed is that some of them have heroines who are sort of fragile and waiflike, like Lilian, and some of them have heroines who are more sort of regal and imperious. So to be on the safe side we’re going to have one of each. I’m doing the Eliane bits, and Julia’s doing the bits with the regal and imperious one. Her name’s Cecilia Mainwaring, and she’s at the Tax Bar.’

‘Dear me,’ I said, ‘does Julia intend a self-portrait?’

‘Well, not exactly. Cecilia’s what Julia’d be like if she wasn’t Julia, if you see what I mean – tremendously cool and poised and well groomed and never getting ladders in her tights or spilling coffee on her papers or anything. Oh, there’s Julia now – be frightfully nice to her, she got roughed up a bit in court this morning.’

Julia showed at first sight no manifest signs of ill treatment. Her hair was no more than usually dishevelled, her clothing no more than normally disordered, and she stumbled, in her progress towards the bar, over no more than the customary number of briefcases; but it was with feverish urgency that she purchased a bottle of Nierstein and with pitiful weariness that she sank at last into her chair. I enquired cautiously if she had had a difficult day.

‘I suppose you could put it like that,’ said Julia. ‘In the same sense that I suppose you might say that the early Christians had a rather trying time with the lions in the Colosseum. I have been appearing against the Revenue before Mr Justice Welladay.’

‘Come now, Julia,’ I said kindly, ‘Mr Justice Welladay couldn’t eat you, you know.’

‘So I tried to persuade myself, but I found that I had grave doubts about it. It is a matter of observable fact that Welladay has twice as many teeth as anyone else, all of enormous size. He also has eyebrows which gather in a continuous line across his forehead, like some savage beast of the primeval jungle waiting to spring on its prey.’

Despite the risk of learning a good deal more about some obscure provision of the Taxes Acts than I had any desire to know, I thought it right to enquire upon what issue she had found her views at variance with those of the learned judge. Though I have the honour to be a member of the Faculty of Law, I am happy to confess that I am an historian rather than a lawyer, and there is little in the English law of taxation after the year 1660 which I find of absorbing interest; but it would have seemed unkind – and since she had purchased the wine, ungrateful – to deny poor Julia the consolation of giving a full account of her misfortunes.

‘My client,’ said Julia, ‘a simple, innocent property developer, had entered into a perfectly straightforward transaction which happened to involve a bank in Amsterdam and one or two companies in the Netherlands Antilles and which therefore happened to result in his having no tax to pay. Or rather, that’s how it would have resulted if the case hadn’t come before Welladay, who considers it the duty of every citizen to arrange his affairs in such a way as to maximize his liabilities to the Inland Revenue, and of his professional advisers to assist him in achieving that result. When I pointed out that the Duke of Westminster’s Case is a decision to the contrary effect and according to accepted rules of precedent still binding on him, he gave a most disagreeable laugh and asked if I didn’t happen to have heard of a decision of the House of Lords called Furniss v. Dawson. I have spent the day explaining, with the utmost respect, that the facts of Furniss v. Dawson were in no way similar to those of the case before him, and the words “Oh really, Miss Larwood” and “Miss Larwood, are you seriously suggesting . . . ?” have been constantly on his lips, accompanied by ever more menacing movements of the eyebrows. The woman you see before you, Hilary, is not the Julia of former days but merely the mangled remnants which my instructing solicitor was eventually able to scrape up from the courtroom floor.’

A deep draft of Nierstein seemed to revive her spirits.

‘Vengeance, however, will in due course be mine. The day is not far distant when the evil Mr Justice Heltapay will find himself confronted by the proud and imperious Cecilia Mainwaring, and little his teeth and eyebrows will avail him then. She will wither him with a scornful glance of her magnificent eyes, denouncing him as an oppressor of the widow and orphan and perhaps adding a few disdainful comments on his failure to follow long-standing decisions of the Court of Appeal.’

‘I gather,’ I said, relieved that the conversation had turned to happier matters, ‘that your novel is to have two heroines but only one hero. Are Cecilia and Eliane to be rivals for the affections of Carruthers?’

‘Certainly not,’ said Julia. ‘Cecilia, by reason of her cool and disdainful exterior, is widely supposed indifferent to the gentler emotions, but she secretly nurses a passion, of the most noble and spiritual kind, for the aloof and elegant Dominic Ravel. Fearing to be rebuffed, however, she is too proud to tell him of her feelings.’ I had no difficulty in recognizing Ragwort as the model for Dominic Ravel, though Julia in expressing her regard for him had never shown such reticence as she imputed to her heroine.

‘I don’t mind Dominic being aloof and elegant,’ said Cantrip rather anxiously. ‘But he’s not allowed to be suave. Carruthers is the one that’s suave. Did that come across, Hilary, that Carruthers was a tremendously suave sort of chap?’

I assured him that this characteristic of his hero had been most admirably established.

‘And who,’ I asked, ‘is the principal villain? Toadsbreath or Heltapay?’

‘Both of them,’ said Cantrip. ‘Eliane’s really an heiress, you see, but Heltapay’s the executor of the estate and he wants to keep it all for himself, and Toadsbreath doesn’t want her to get it so she’ll go on being at the mercy of his vile lusts, so they’re in cahoots to stop her finding out about it. In the end, of course, they’re foiled by Carruthers and Cecilia, so Eliane gets her inheritance and marries Carruthers and they all live happily ever after.’

I gathered that the joint oeuvre was designed to be in the romantic rather than the realist tradition.

‘It’s designed to make us pots of money,’ said Cantrip. ‘You can’t do that if you don’t ginger things up a bit.’

‘We are of course anxious,’ said Julia, ‘to appeal to as wide a public as possible, and it seems to us that the readers who want fiction to be like life are considerably outnumbered by those who would like life to be like fiction.’

‘But that doesn’t mean it hasn’t got verysmellitude,’ said Cantrip. ‘It’s all based on real life, so it’s going to have very-smellitude in bucketfuls.’

‘It is only in respect of the most trifling details,’ said Julia, ‘that we depart in any way from the purely factual. The idea of Eliane being unjustly deprived of her lawful inheritance and restored to it by the efforts of our hero is based entirely on actual events.’

I expressed a measure of scepticism. Delightful as the company is in 62 New Square, it seemed improbable that any young woman who had inherited a substantial fortune would choose to remain employed there in the capacity of temporary typist.

‘The size of the inheritance,’ said Julia, ‘is a matter of mere detail. Lilian is the specific legatee, under the will of her deceased uncle, of a complete set of the works of the late Captain W. E. Johns. The executors, Messrs Stingham and Grynne, have failed and neglected to hand it over to her.’

‘I don’t suppose,’ said Cantrip, ‘that they actually wanted it for themselves. But let’s face it, if you appoint a snooty firm like Stingham’s to be your executors and then go and die leaving an estate worth twelve hundred quid, they’re not exactly going to give you top priority. If they get round to applying for probate by the turn of the century, you can think yourself jolly lucky.’

‘The poor girl first sought advice from Henry, who told her that the matter wasn’t worth fussing about. He would naturally be reluctant to antagonize a leading firm of solicitors. In her despair, she turned to Cantrip.’

‘Well, not in despair exactly,’ said Cantrip, ‘but jolly miffed. She hadn’t actually seen this uncle of hers since she was a kid – he was one of those chaps who are always going off to make their fortune and turn up once in ten years or so to borrow a fiver – but she thought it was frightfully nice of him to have wanted to leave her these books and pretty rotten that she wasn’t getting them after all. It made a sort of bond between us, because that’s how I felt about the air gun my Uncle Hereward gave me on my fourteenth birthday, and it got taken away from me just because I broke a few windows.’

‘And were you,’ I asked, ‘able to assist her?’

‘Oh, rather,’ said Cantrip. ‘There’s a bird at Stingham’s called Clemmie Derwent who’s an old mate of mine – we were at Cambridge together. So I rang her and told her to get a move on, as a favour under the Old Pals Act, and they’re going to hand these books over any day now. So Lilian thinks I’m the greyhound’s galoshes, and Henry’s as miffed as maggots.’

‘That,’ I said, ‘must be extremely gratifying.’

‘Well, in a way,’ said Cantrip, with a look of sudden doubt. ‘The trouble is, though, that when Henry’s miffed he can make life a bit difficult. You suddenly find you haven’t got any fees coming in and the only work you’re getting is Legal Aid cases in Scunthorpe. What he’s done this time is put the kybosh on a rather jolly little spot of holiday I thought I’d got fixed up in Jersey. Clemmie Derwent wants me there on the Friday after Easter to advise the trustees of some settlement thing, and she wants me to stay over until the Monday, so I thought it would be a sound scheme to stop on for the rest of the week and sit on the beach and build sand castles. But Henry’s gone and accepted a brief in West London County Court on Tuesday afternoon, and he says he can’t give it to anyone else, so I’ve got to come back. I bet you anything he did it on purpose.’

‘Are you saying,’ said Julia in a curious tone, ‘that Clementine Derwent has instructed you in connection with a case in Jersey?’

‘That’s right,’ said Cantrip. ‘I haven’t the foggiest what it’s about.’

‘I see – how nice,’ said Julia, imparting to these words a degree of coldness which one might have supposed sustainable only by some more polysyllabic observation.

I was perplexed. Unless she had decided in the cause of Art to rehearse in propria persona the icy disdain which characterized her heroine, I could think of nothing to account for her sudden change of manner. Her tone had unmistakably been that used by a well-bred Englishwoman to indicate that if she were not well bred, or not English, she would be making a scene. Had I not known how long it was since she and Cantrip had been on the terms sometimes productive of such a sentiment, I would almost have suspected her of jealousy.

‘I say,’ said Cantrip, ‘are you miffed about something?’

‘No,’ said Julia. ‘Of course not.’

‘Yes, you are,’ said Cantrip. ‘What are you miffed about?’

‘My dear Cantrip,’ said Julia, ‘I have already said that I am not miffed about anything.’

‘All right then, what aren’t you miffed about in particular?’

‘Since you ask, I am in particular not miffed about Clementine Derwent sending you instructions in connection with a case in Jersey. Clementine is entitled to send instructions to anyone she pleases, and I hope her clients will be as impressed as I am by the originality of her choice of Counsel.’

‘Look here, Larwood,’ said Cantrip, ‘what’s that supposed to mean?’

‘You will forgive my saying, I hope, in view of our longstanding friendship, that you are not universally regarded as an expert in Revenue matters.’

‘No, of course I’m not. Whenever I try to read a Finance Act I come over all wobbly and have to lie down, like you with a first-aid manual. What’s that got to do with me going to Jersey? No one’s said there’s a tax angle.’

‘My dear Cantrip, in Jersey there’s always a tax angle. It’s the whole raison d’être of the place.’

‘Just because it happens to be a tax haven – ’

‘“Offshore financial centre” is the expression generally preferred in polite circles.’

‘Just because it’s an offshore what’s-it that doesn’t mean they can’t have cases about anything else. They have cows there, don’t they? It’s probably a claim for possession of a cow shed.’

‘That would be governed by the law of Jersey, that is to say by the ancient customary law of the Duchy of Normandy, and would be dealt with by Jersey advocates. The services of English solicitors or Counsel are required in Jersey only in those cases where fiscal considerations are of major importance. That is why it is usual, you see, to instruct in such matters Counsel believed to have at least a nodding acquaintance with the Taxes Acts. Miss Derwent, in her less original moods, would normally instruct . . . myself, for example.’

My perplexity vanished. The chagrin of a woman displaced in her lover’s affections is as nothing compared with that of a barrister superseded in the favour of a leading firm of solicitors. Cantrip, now likewise perceiving what was amiss, made haste to soothe Julia’s wounded feelings with all the eloquence of which he was capable.

‘Look here, Larwood, I’ve heard you talk a lot of bilge in my time, but the bilge you’re talking now just about takes the biscuit. Have a bit of sense, for heaven’s sake – even if Clemmie’d gone off you for her tax stuff, you don’t honestly think she’d send it to me, do you? Clemmie’s not an idiot – she’d go to someone else at the Tax Bar.’

‘I suppose,’ said Julia, beginning to be mollified, ‘that there is something in what you say.’

‘What I think is that Clemmie’s going to land me with something so frantically boring, she can’t get anyone else to do it – going through two hundred files of correspondence in somebody’s beastly office or something like that. Let’s face it, I owe her a favour on account of her helping over Lilian, and when a solicitor you owe a favour to sends you to Jersey for four days, there’s got to be a snag somewhere. I mean, there’s nothing wrong with the place itself, is there? I don’t have to learn that funny Frogspeak they talk there?’

Julia confirmed that it would be unnecessary for him to master the local patois and that there was no other feature of the island which might be regarded as a drawback. She spoke, indeed, with such enthusiasm of its golden beaches and picturesque valleys, its imposing castles and charming manor houses, its abundant dairy products and tax-free wines and tobaccos as to present a picture of something little short of an earthly paradise.

‘Unless,’ she added, apparently as an afterthought, ‘you happen to be frightened of witches.’

‘I say,’ said Cantrip, ‘do they really have witches?’

‘Oh, certainly. I speak, I may say, with some authority on the subject, having once been fogbound for four hours at Jersey airport with nothing to read but a book about witchcraft in the Channel Islands. In ancient times, we are reliably informed, Jersey was the centre of certain mysteries in honour of Demeter and Persephone similar to those practised on the island of Samothrace in the Aegean. We may assume, of course, that they were also in honour of Hecate, Queen of the Witches, who is invariably associated with those two goddesses as the third member of the celebrated triad of maiden, mature woman, and crone. The priestesses of the cult were believed to have power by their singing to control the winds and sea, so that it was prudent for seafarers to the harbour of Le Rocq to pay them their required tribute, and similar powers were imputed in later folklore to the Jersey witches.’

‘I’m going by plane,’ said Cantrip.

‘There are one or two stories, however, which suggest that the witches do not always confine their attentions to those travelling by sea. You would do well, perhaps, to avoid wandering after dark anywhere near Roqueberg Point in the parish of St Clement, at the south-eastern tip of the island. That, according to tradition, is where they gather to sing and dance in the moonlight and lure young men to their doom.’

‘What kind of doom?’ said Cantrip.

‘The authorities are not entirely clear about that, but you would be unwise to assume that it was very agreeable. You should also remember that the witches have the ability, like the goddess Demeter herself, to transform themselves at will into beautiful young girls or hideous old hags. I would not wish, my dear Cantrip, in any way to inhibit your enjoyment of your time in Jersey, but I think I must advise you, just to be on the safe side, to steer clear of young girls, mature women, and crones.’
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