Whispering Palms

R. S. CHARLES

Copyright © 2009
All rights reserved – R. S. Charles
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in
any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical,
including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information storage retrieval system, without the permission,
in writing, from the publisher.
This novel is a work of fiction. Any similarity to persons living
or dead is purely coincidental.
Eloquent Books
An imprint of Strategic Book Group
P. O. Box 333
Durham, CT 06422
www.StrategicBookGroup.com
ISBN: 978-1-61204-366-1
Printed in the United States of America
Book Design: Judy Maenle

For Steven and for Hildegard.

Chapter 1

“M

ontgomery. You really will have to do something about that
dreadful woman!” shrieked a predictably outraged Lady
Laetitia Lascelles as she burst open the door, completely unannounced.
“I didn’t hear you knock, ol’ girl,” mumbled Monty with
an air of disinterest. “And which dreadful woman would that
be?” he mused, nonchalantly looking up from his morning newspaper. “There are so many on the Island.”
“Don’t be obtuse, man!” retorted the distinguished visitor.
“Firstly, I don’t need to knock. You’re a public servant! And secondly, you know damn well to whom I’m referring! That bloody
tart who parades up and down the beach every day, wearing next
to nothing and flaunting herself to all and sundry. It’s an utter
disgrace!”
“Lottie, I’m the Governor of this Island, not some errand
boy. I have far more important matters to concern myself with,”
he yawned, before continuing to puff noisily on his pipe. “I’m
intrigued, however, that you see me as being a public servant. I’ll
have to remember that one! Anyway, why don’t you do something? You’re hardly the shy, retiring type!”
“Damn it man, that’s not the point! It’s up to you to maintain
standards. The place will be overrun with floosies if we’re not
careful. But it’s plain to see that she’s got even you under her
spell as well! Huh! Typical man! Well you haven’t heard the
last of this. And I’m sure that Daphnee wouldn’t be too pleased
either to learn that you condone such behaviour!” she bellowed
as she slammed the door and flounced off down the hallway,
leaving Monty looking somewhat bewildered, unable to think of
an even vaguely suitable facetious response.
Lord Meadows and Lady Lascelles had been sparring partners for years. Both from old English aristocracy, she saw it as
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her duty to monitor moral standards on the Island, and he saw
it as his duty to ignore her. “She’s just having a bad day again,”
muttered the Governor to himself, and instantly forgot the episode which had unnecessarily interrupted his morning coffee.
The Island in question was exotic and alone, small and
remote. Nestling anonymously off the southern coast of a sprinkling of larger Caribbean islands, it had enveloped itself in a
rich variety of lush, sprawling flora and fauna. Surrounding,
sparkling, clear blue seas gently lapped against the white, sandy
shores and craggy cliff boundaries, helping to secure its envied
seclusion.
The climate was perfect; hot, but not too humid. Mild rain
storms interspersed the mingling seasons, usually disappearing
as fast as they came. And sheltered by its fortunate geographical location, the Island’s prevailing winds were usually light
and pleasant, providing a much appreciated gentle circulation
of air.
Few real locals actually lived there any more, and those who
did inhabited the less salubrious side. The developed quarter, on
the other hand, had strong colonial influences and, though it was
now 1986, still seemed to exist in a time warp from the 1950s.
The Island was a hideaway for some, a home for others, but
everyone had a past and everyone had a reason to be there.
The ‘Royal Palms’, formerly a grand residence of Victorian
gentry, had been an imposing feature of the shoreline since that
era. Immersed in a history of mystery and intrigue, it doubtless
had many an interesting story to tell. Now, however, some say
against its will, the draughty old relic had been tastefully refurbished into a deluxe hotel and provided a lively social centre for
the small, privileged, bohemian community.
Redesigned to allow the intrusion of a few decadent contemporary facilities, it specifically catered for the rich and
anonymous, appealing to those who expected and demanded a
lifestyle of envied luxury. By and by, however, it also lured some
of the Island’s more undesirable characters into its clutches,
often for reasons best not to reveal.
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Part of the hotel complex was the adjacent gourmet restaurant, ‘Le Paradis Gastronomique’, boasting top quality food and
drink which one could savour in an intimate ambience of fancy
furnishings and unrivalled splendour. Besides offering patrons
the invitation to over-indulge in culinary delights and alcoholic
beverages, the secluded corners of the classy venue had also
become a popular haunt for a far more compelling daily pastime, the opportunity to dish the dirt on everyone else, in utter
comfort, of course!
The only other such amenity was a rather down trodden
beachside café, frequented solely by the echelons of the small
society who were unable to afford to dine or enjoy liquid refreshment in the more up market watering hole.
***
The balcony doors of the plush first floor hotel suite facing
the beach slowly opened. Raoul, wearing just a flimsy sarong,
ambled on to the decking, leant on the beautifully carved
wooden balustrade, and took a deep breath of sea air. “It’s going
to be another glorious day,” he yawned, as he surveyed the stunning vista in front of him.
“Come back to bed!” murmured a sleepy voice from inside.
“We’ve got all day to enjoy it.”
“Morning Raaa!” trilled a woman’s voice seductively from
the hotel’s private seafront garden below. The smiling face of
bikini clad Della Dubois was alluringly looking up at him from
under one of the colourful umbrellas which hospitably offered
shade to the hotel pool sunbeds.
“Using my private facilities again, Mademoiselle Dubois?”
flirted Raoul, raising his eyebrows with a saucy grin.
“Oh, I’m sure we could find somewhere much more private
than this,” replied the gin soaked voice, invitingly.
“You think so?” asked Raoul with a chuckle, purposely
posing provocatively to show off his hairy chest and manly physique. “Shame I’m off limits.”
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“Who are you talking to?” shouted the voice from inside,
sounding increasingly more agitated.
“Not that slut again, I hope? I’ve told you not to encourage
her! Anyway she’s banned! Tell her to sling her hook!”
“It’s only a harmless bit of fun,” reassured Raoul. “She knows
the score.” He silently blew the bleach blonde a kiss, rubbed his
hand slowly across his groin, turned around, and went back into
the hotel, closing the wooden shutters gently behind him.
“One day!” pouted the busty beauty softly to herself, as she
eased back onto her sun lounger. “One day!”
Raoul was one of the males on the Island seen as somewhat
of a ‘catch’, but officially he was spoken for. That didn’t, however, deter several Islanders from targeting him for their sexual
desires and, as a born flirt, he openly enjoyed the attention.
The only child of elderly Catholic parents, Raoul von Reissmann, now 34, had been brought up in England by his flamboyant, ex-socialite French mother and destitute father of German
nobility. The couple had met when young, during the war, fallen
in love, and then been forced to shelter as refugees in England
shortly afterwards. To avoid any undue attention or suspicion,
and for the sake of safety, they claimed his father was Dutch,
having changed the ‘von’ in their surname to ‘Van’.
By the time he was born, Raoul’s parents’ original lifestyle
had sadly plummeted, and the family lived modestly, and somewhat reclusively, in a Council dwelling just outside London.
Both his mother and father took whatever work they could,
scrimping and saving to ensure that their son was well educated.
They tutored him at home, and selflessly supported him through
a scholarship to Boarding School.
From early childhood, Raoul soon became naturally proficient enough to speak both his parents’ languages faultlessly and
with little real effort. The first class Honours degree in Business
he later obtained from Oxford University was the icing on the
cake and the key to many convenient doors which would soon
begin to open for him.
Working as a skilled interpreter with an outgoing, sociable
nature, he became swiftly noticed by those who mattered, mak4
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ing several useful contacts in high society. Little did he know
that those early days were to lead to an interesting, if somewhat
turbulent, future?
***
“Oh do come along!” barked Sadie irritably, as she marched
across the beach for her regular morning constitutional with
her two elderly dogs. Wearing her renowned fawn tracksuit and
beige plimsolls, her striking silver hair made her a familiar and
instantly recognisable sight on the seafront.
At 56, she had already turned into a bitter spinster lacking
sympathy for anyone, except, seemingly, her long standing companion, Olivia Van Leiden, an ailing older widow of considerable wealth, who had moved to the Island for health reasons and
brought Sadie, a retired nurse, with her. They had been friends
for many years back in England, and Sadie had been her equal
until her father had suddenly died and left her not only penniless,
but with considerable debts, reducing her to instant poverty.
Despite being of strong character, Sadie Finch had no life
of her own and was, to an extent, browbeaten by her friend who
now had the upper hand, doing her a favour by ‘employing’ her.
Sadie’s only consolation was her frequent indulgence in a modest form of clairvoyance. Apparently, certain feelings and senses
encouraged her to endure her current lifestyle in the firm but
unspoken belief that Mrs. Van Leiden’s days were numbered and
that she would inherit both her money and her substantial estate.
After all, she had no-one else to leave it all to. Then, and only
then, would Sadie really be able to live again!
“Morning, Sadie!” echoed a well spoken female voice across
the mildly wet pathway which the receding tide was just beginning to reveal. “You seem in a terrible hurry this morning.”
“Oh, Harriett! Yes. Didn’t see you there. Sorry! Deep in
thought, I’m afraid.”
“Yes, yes, so I see. At that pace you could have very nearly
knocked me over, and you know I’m rather fragile at the
moment. I have to be so careful. My back has been giving me
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such jip recently. Could have been a nasty accident! Do watch
where you’re going in future,” pleaded Harriett in her inimitable, clipped English accent, perfected over the many years of
her career in broadcasting for the BBC World Service.
“Off to the Orphanage today?” enquired Sadie with a wry
smile.
“No, I’m going over to the Church to meet Father Antonio
and Dr. Tremaine’s wife. We need to talk about fund raising.”
“So that’s why you’re all dolled up,” teased her friend as
she admired Harriett’s white, cotton trouser suit with matching
silk neck scarf, sun hat and stylish sandals. With her auburn
tinted hair, gold framed spectacles and attractive skin tones, the
former radio celebrity remained a model of sophistication and
elegance, and still enjoyed many an admiring glance. “Fund
raising indeed,” mocked Sadie with a grin. “Whatever next?”
At that point, without any warning whatsoever, Harriett
Haversham suddenly flung her arms up and gave Sadie an
almighty blow to the head, almost knocking her over. This was
promptly followed with a few powerful, but badly aimed kicks.
She then fell to the ground and flailed helplessly around, uttering
the most revolting obscenities that her normal impeccable manners and refined conduct would never dare to have suggested.
Slurred speech, unsteady deportment; for all intents and purposes, Harriett seemed drunk as a Lord. Such a spectacle would
be most frowned upon. Most frowned upon indeed!
Luckily, Sadie knew what was happening and instantly rummaged through her bag for some sweets, a biscuit or something
with sugar in it. Unfortunately, she had nothing, and was forced
to cry for help while trying to prevent Harriett from both harming herself, and lashing out at her in the process. Meanwhile,
Sadie’s dogs had begun to howl and bark and scamper about,
causing uproar, and Harriett’s Scottie had fled in terror.
“What’s all the commotion?” shouted Raoul, hastily covering
his modesty with a towel as he burst open the balcony doors.
“Oh, it’s only that silly cow having another one of her
turns,” replied Della Dubois disinterestedly. She then shamelessly flaunted her assets as she slowly turned herself over on
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the sun lounger to tan the back of her body, which was by now
completely naked.
“Aren’t you going to help?” asked a somewhat concerned
Raoul.
“Nah! Just let her get on with it. That’ll teach the posh bitch
to take her medication. She’s always forgetting. Besides, Sadie’s
there. She couldn’t be in better hands, now could she?” Della
laughed sarcastically.
“Looks like Sadie’s got her hands full!” observed Raoul
anxiously, ever the gentleman.
Just as he decided to get dressed and go to the rescue, Father
Antonio and Mrs. Tremaine were hurriedly arriving on the
scene, having witnessed the whole affair from the churchyard
garden. The Doctor’s wife looked stunned as Father Antonio
gently enticed Harriett to calm down, offering her a soft drink
he had rudely snatched from a concerned waiter watching at one
of the poolside tables. The priest seemed to have such a natural,
soothing effect on the female in distress.
Unbeknown to most people, however, there was a guarded
history between these two associates. They had, in fact, first
crossed paths in Italy over thirty years previously, when Harriett, a devout Catholic, was on a pilgrimage, and before the
handsome young trainee had taken Holy Orders. She’d carried
a torch for him ever since, and it seemed more than just coincidence that she had decided to settle on the Island where he had
been born and subsequently returned to, as the community’s
only cleric.
“Sip it slowly, my dear,” whispered Father Antonio tenderly.
“It’s alright, Hattie. I’m here now. There’s no need to worry.”
Harriett allowed herself to drift gently into the pastor’s arms and,
with the help of the others, he slowly got her to her feet and supported her to one of the benches lining the sandy alley.
About ten minutes later, Harriett, still dishevelled, dazed
and confused, blankly began to look around and then gradually became more coherent. “Oh no, not again!” she sighed.
“Sadie, did I . . . ?” she asked hesitantly, as she noticed her
friend’s freshly blackened eye. Sadie nodded, for once somewhat
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sympathetically. “Oh, I am so sorry. Do forgive me. What on
earth is the matter with me lately? I haven’t the slightest idea! I
can’t apologise enough,” whimpered Harriett, shaking her head
in dismay.
“I’ll live!” grunted Sadie stoically, wiping sand off her
clothes.
“This damn malaise! I just don’t know when it’s going to
strike next,” she sobbed repentantly.
“Well it wouldn’t be a problem if you took your bloody
medication like you are supposed to,” roared Della Dubois,
who couldn’t resist chipping in, and was by now sipping a large
gin. “We keep telling you, but you won’t listen! One day you’re
going to do yourself or somebody else some real harm, and
what’s worse, you probably won’t even know anything about it.
Mark my words!” nodded the sun worshipper with a knowing air
of conviction. “Mark my words!”
Harriett just looked up in utter bewilderment, not knowing
quite how to respond.

***
“Of course, you know there’s something going on there,”
confided Kittie to her sister Clarrie as they both relaxed in their
favourite corner of the hotel beach garden.
“Where? What do you mean?” questioned Clarrie.
“Her and him!”
“Who?”
“Toni and Harriett! They knew each other before.”
“But I thought he was born here.”
“He was! He lived on the poorer side of the Island for most
of his early life. Then, both his parents died. It was in that terrible storm. He was still very young, so his grand-parents, who
were Italian, encouraged him to go and live with them in Rome.
While he was there, he met Harriett. He was in his early twenties. She was a ‘debutante’. They had an affair!
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“But, he’s a priest,” observed Clarrie, interrupting to show
she was carefully following another of her sister’s interminable
monologues.
“This was before! Now do listen! His grandparents were
very religious and put pressure on him to take Holy Orders. Said
it was God’s Will that he should return to the Island and start
an Orphanage for other children who had lost parents. In the
end, he was forced to choose; Harriett or the Church. You can
see who won. She’s never forgiven him and she won’t let it go.
That’s why he drinks so much. He’s never been sure he made the
right decision . . . And that limp . . . ? Gout! Too much communion wine, if you ask me,” blurted Kittie knowledgeably, hardly
pausing for breath in her unflinching judgemental tone.
“But, how do you know all this, dear?” asked her sister
inquisitively.
“I make it my business to know, Clarrie. I make it my business! Could be useful one day. Forewarned is forearmed!”
Just as she’d finished speaking, the bushes behind their
bench seemed to rustle clumsily. They both thought this unusual
as there was no wind to speak of. Clarrie was sure she had also
heard footsteps on the gravel pathway, fading gently away into
the distance, but, being partially deaf, did not wish to appear
foolish to her sister, so said nothing.
Every community had its gossips, but these identical twin
sisters, of debatable age, from the more wealthy side of the
Island, knew more than most; one by enterprising choice, the
other by passive obligation.
However similar in looks, they were dissimilar in character. Kittie was a forthright, interfering trouble maker, whereas
Clarrissa was meek, mild and always saw the good in everyone.
Usually they were together, but when apart, no-one could ever
really be sure who was who.
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