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  Chapter One




  WHEN THE TELEPHONE rang at Peter Corey’s elbow, he knew that it would be Clare. She had a habit of telephoning about nine o’clock in the

  evening, just when he had settled down to watch the news. He had to switch the television off before he could answer.




  When he said, ‘Hallo,’ she said, ‘Peter?’ just as if it might possibly have been someone else. Tonight this irritated him and he wondered, as he often had before, why he

  had spent so much of his life in love with someone who had so many irritating little habits.




  But the irritation did not sound in his voice as he said in his stolid way, ‘Yes, Clare. How are things coming along?’




  He had the manner and the appearance, if not the feelings, of a very stolid man, solemn, unemotional, a bit slow. He was forty-five and looked more because his brown hair had thinned above his

  forehead, leaving it high and bare, and his thickset body had recently been putting on some extra weight. He was vaguely concerned about this, though not enough to cut down on his whisky or

  consider drastic changes in his diet and he went on taking the same amount of exercise as before, a walk of about two miles, when he had finished his day’s work, through the quieter

  side-streets of Kensington.




  His height was five foot ten, but only when he pulled himself upright. Usually he had a slightly slouching way of standing which made him seem squatter than he was. His eyes were grey,

  good-natured and more observant than they seemed. He had very little interest in clothes and usually dressed in conservative grey suits, of which he had accumulated a fair number in recent times,

  but which were all almost identical.




  Clare Methven answered him, ‘I’ve finished the drawings, Peter. I’m pleased with them. I think you will be too. Suppose you come round for lunch tomorrow and take a look at

  them.’




  ‘Thank you, I’d like to do that. When shall I come?’ he asked.




  ‘Oh, come early. Twelve o’clock. Actually there’s something I’d like to talk over with you, apart from the drawings. Just an idea I had, but it’s rather important

  to me. Incidentally, how’s the idea for the new book coming along? Are you going to have some more work for me soon?’




  ‘I don’t think so. I don’t seem to be getting anywhere,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve been thinking of taking a holiday.’




  ‘That’s what you said last time we talked. Have you made any plans?’




  ‘Not really.’




  ‘It’s a long time since you’ve gone away anywhere. I often think you’re getting too settled down. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow at twelve.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  Now what does she want of me, Peter wondered as he put the telephone down, switched on the television again and picked up his glass of whisky. When Clare had something that she specially wanted

  to discuss with him it generally turned out that she had some request in store, something that he, and only he, could do for her. And he invariably agreed to do whatever she wanted, if it was in

  the least practical, which it sometimes was not. She had some curious ideas about his capabilities. But the thought of disappointing her scared him acutely. His hold on her was so tenuous that he

  had only to fail her a few times, he thought, and he would lose her completely.




  Not that that would necessarily be a bad thing, except that it would upset his work. He would have to find a new illustrator. And since he did not know for certain whether it was his stories or

  her illustrations that made the Edward Otter books sell so well, he might find, if he finally broke with her, that he had landed himself in some serious difficulties.




  Edward Otter had been their joint creation, born long ago when Peter had still been a lecturer in the Department of English in the University of Hong Kong and Clare had been the wife of Alec

  Methven, Inspector in the Hong Kong police. The first book had been produced more or less as a joke, to pass the time, and Peter had never known just why he had decided to write about a kingdom of

  otters, for he had known almost nothing about them and even now had come face to face with one only in the Regent’s Park Zoo. But Edward Otter, defender of the peaceful otters against the

  fierce, invading, imperialist mink, had sprung into Peter’s mind, complete with his eccentricities, his shy heroism and his quiet guile, as if he and Edward had always known one another.




  Clare, in her illustrations, had seemed to have an immediate understanding of him too. Then the book had sold far beyond their expectations, so it had been only natural to write another, and

  now, with one coming out each year in time for Christmas and Edward Otter toys in the shops and a television series that seemed to be going on for ever, they were providing both Peter and Clare

  with comfortable incomes, so that Peter had been able to give up his university post and Clare to leave her husband without either of them feeling the pinch of financial anxiety.




  Peter had never known if Clare would ever have left Alec if she had not stumbled on a pleasant way of making an independent income. Alec’s pay had not been high and even if he had been

  generous when they separated, any allowance that he might have been able to make her would not have kept her in the style that she enjoyed. She had seemed careless of money at the time, but Peter

  had come to realize that in fact she was shrewd and cautious.




  But perhaps that had only developed as she grew older. The break-up had happened a long time ago, more than fifteen years. She was forty now, which was a difficult thing to remember since she

  always looked so young, but Peter knew that she herself was very conscious of her age and afraid of it and of the passing of time.




  He arrived at her flat in Hampstead next day punctually at twelve o’clock. It was near Swiss Cottage in a block built fairly recently in a street where the earlier Victorian houses had

  been demolished, and had a lift and a porter and an atmosphere of moderate luxury. The flat was on the fifth floor, with a fine spread of sky to be seen from the windows, but the rooms were small

  and too crowded with furniture, books, pictures and oddments of glass and china to be anything but rather a mess. Clare was a compulsive buyer of odds and ends. Even the room where she did most of

  her work was crowded with knick-knacks, most of them charming and a few of them valuable, though scattered around in such profusion that it puzzled Peter how she managed to keep them clean. But

  this she scrupulously did. She was very fastidious and after her own fashion surprisingly tidy. Every object had its proper place and she would have noticed it at once if any of them had been

  moved.




  When he rang her bell at the entrance to the block of flats, her buzzer sounded and he pushed the door open, went to the lift and pressed the button for the fifth floor. She was waiting in her

  open doorway by the time that he reached it. She slid her arms round his neck and kissed him on the mouth, one of her quick, friendly kisses, which was all that he expected from her now. Kissing

  him at all, he knew, was just a habit and he half-wished that she would give it up. But making an issue of it had never seemed worth while.




  ‘A drink first,’ she said as she led him into her small, cluttered sitting-room, ‘then I’ll show you the drawings. I do think they’re good, Peter. I think

  they’re about the best I’ve done.’




  She went to a tray of drinks that had been put down on the open flap of a Georgian bureau among heaps of letters, bills, bank statements, sketches and notebooks. At a first glance these appeared

  to be in total disorder, but Peter knew that Clare would have been able to put her hand on any one that she happened to want without having to search for a moment.




  Pouring out whisky and soda for him, as he liked it, and sherry for herself, she sat down on a small, high-backed Victorian sofa and swung her feet up on to it. She was a small woman and

  slender, but with rounded hips curving below a waist which in spite of her age was tiny. Her hair was very fair and fine, looped down softly on each side of her face. It was a puckish face, with

  high arched eyebrows and an upturned nose and eyes of a very pale blue that had a deceptive, mild, unfocused look about them. Deceptive because they often looked as if she were not attending to you

  at all and was lost in some private dream when in fact she was a very good listener with an almost uncanny memory of anything that had been said to her. Today she was wearing jeans, a plain white

  shirt and sandals and no ornament but a silver ring set with a big white topaz.




  ‘Well, sit down,’ she said, ‘and tell me about this holiday of yours.’




  Peter sat down on a curiously shaped chair, one of the few modern objects in the room, which tilted back startlingly as he sat in it. The first time that he had done so he had thought that he

  was about to fall over backwards, but by now he knew its tricks.




  ‘I told you, I haven’t got very far with planning anything,’ he said.




  ‘That’s fine, that’s just fine, because that’s what I want to talk to you about. The trouble is, you’re going to think I’m crazy.’ She gave him a smile

  which lit up her face for a moment, but which faded quickly, leaving her looking unusually unsure of herself, as if she were really a little afraid of what he might think of her. ‘I told you,

  I’d had an idea, didn’t I? It’s about Alec. I don’t know why, but recently I’ve found I keep thinking about him. Not worrying exactly, but feeling there’s

  something I ought to be doing about him. And so I’ve been wondering, if you’re thinking of taking a holiday, if you’d consider visiting him? You always liked each other,

  didn’t you?’




  Peter was more than a little startled. Clare very seldom spoke of her husband, though Peter knew that she had never entirely lost touch with him. She always seemed to know where Alec was and

  what he was doing. Peter could not remember any occasion when she had said that she had had a letter from him, yet it seemed that they must write to one another occasionally.




  ‘Yes, of course I always liked him,’ he said, ‘but we haven’t had any contact for years. I don’t see how I could possibly descend on him all of a sudden.’




  ‘But he’d love it!’ she exclaimed. ‘I know he would. You were one of the few people he honestly liked. He didn’t like many people, you know. That was one of the

  things about him I found so difficult, because he didn’t want me to like them either and normally I like people rather indiscriminately, and need them too. Well, you know all that about me.

  But he really did like you and actually listened to what you had to say.’




  ‘That kind of thing can change in fifteen years.’




  ‘No, it doesn’t. What happens to you as you get older is that your old friends mean more than ever to you, because you find it harder and harder to make new ones.’




  ‘Are you forgetting that I stole his wife?’




  ‘For which he was grateful.’




  ‘But if he wanted me to visit him, he could have written to me himself.’




  ‘Yes, but you know what he’s like. He’d never do that. He doesn’t expect people to care about him.’




  ‘And you do care? Why, so suddenly?’




  She gave another of her quick smiles which faded almost at once, leaving her looking graver than before. ‘I always have, you know. I never stopped being fond of him. But now I’m

  puzzled and worried.’




  Peter knew that she had never got Alec wholly out of her system. During the brief time when she and Peter had been lovers he had thought that she had been half-regretting the break-up of her

  marriage. Certainly he himself had never been able to give her whatever it was that she had wanted. Making love had released a curious streak of aggression in her. At the time it could seem to be

  all that she desired, yet afterwards, only too often, it was followed by outbursts of petulance, recrimination, even tears. After a little while he had begun to wonder if she ever really enjoyed it

  at all, or if she was forcing herself simply as a way of getting even with Alec. She had had to have a lover in order not to be a failure, and Peter had been there. It had been a peculiarly unhappy

  time and a relief, though he had not realized it at first, when it had ended.




  But because of Edward Otter, the tie between them had never been wholly broken. That well-meaning animal, who had always been deeply anxious not to do any harm to anybody, not even his enemies,

  the mink, who were to be won over to his way of thinking by persuasion, not by violence, had been largely responsible later for the failure of Peter’s marriage. From the very beginning of it,

  Margaret had been deeply jealous of Clare. It had been a complicated sort of jealousy, not all simply sexual, but based as much on the fact that she and Peter shared something in which Margaret

  could have no part, as on the fact that they had once been lovers.




  To make matters worse, she had realized that in a sense she was dependent on Clare. Edward Otter was her creation as much as Peter’s and it was Edward Otter who had provided Margaret with

  her comfortable way of life. The marriage had lasted three years, then she had left for Canada with a young doctor who had been hoping to earn more money there than he could make in Britain. And

  Clare had still been there at Peter’s elbow, affectionate as always, loyal to him after her fashion, only not in love with him.




  That he had never quite been able to get over being in love with her sometimes made him bitterly angry with himself. He derided his feeling for her by calling it a fixation. Whatever it was, it

  had brought about the failure of other love-affairs even more easily than that of his marriage to Margaret. Sometimes he wondered if he hated Clare. But as hate can be as obsessive an emotion as

  love, what did it matter what he called it? Whenever she wanted something of him, he did his best to provide it. He knew that he would give in now over this curious desire she had that he should

  visit Alec.




  But first he wanted to know a little more about it. That was really necessary.




  ‘What is it exactly that’s worrying you about him?’ he asked. ‘You must have some idea.’




  ‘Well, money, for one thing,’ she said. ‘There he is, living on Madeira, which isn’t the cheapest place in the world, and where’s his income coming from? He’s

  never told me much about that kind of thing since he left the police and went off to the Congo, but in the last letter I had from him he said something about giving English lessons to waiters and

  taxi-drivers, which doesn’t sound like affluence. And if things are too bleak, I could help him a bit. I hate to think that he might actually be in want.’




  ‘How long ago did this letter about the taxi-drivers come?’




  ‘It wasn’t exactly a letter, it was a Christmas card with some oddments of news scribbled into it.’




  Christmas, and it was now May. It had taken Clare a fair time to start worrying about her husband.




  ‘You could go yourself and find out how things are,’ Peter suggested.




  ‘Oh, he’d never let on to me, he’s much too proud,’ she said. ‘But he might tell you the truth.’




  He gave her a thoughtful look, so small, so pretty, so concerned.




  ‘What are you really after, Clare?’ he asked. ‘You aren’t wondering, are you, about giving marriage a second try?’




  ‘That would be absurd, of course,’ she said. ‘I could hardly expect him to be interested, could I, even if I thought . . . No, no.’ She laughed. ‘Once was enough

  for me. Marriage isn’t my thing. I’m not asking you to go out there as a matchmaker, Peter. I just want to know how he is, for old time’s sake. Is that really so

  abnormal?’




  ‘A bit, I think,’ Peter said. ‘But I’ll tell you what I’ll do. Give me his address and I’ll write to him and say that I’m thinking of a holiday on

  Madeira and does he feel like meeting me? Then I’ll see how he answers. You realize he may not answer at all?’




  ‘If he doesn’t, we can forget the whole thing.’ She jumped to her feet. A sheet of paper with Alec’s address in Funchal was on top of a heap of papers on the flap of the

  Georgian bureau, as if she had been very sure of Peter and had had it ready for him. ‘Now let’s look at my drawings, then we’ll have lunch. Avocados and cold duck and cheese. I

  didn’t want to waste any of your time here doing a lot of cooking. Come along.’




  She went swiftly to the door, dodging one or two pieces of furniture and apparently only just missing knocking over a precious old Worcester jug with her elbow. Peter put Alec’s address in

  his pocket and followed her.




  The drawings, as he had expected, were excellent. In the story Edward Otter and his friends and followers had arranged a summit meeting with the mink to discuss whether peace between them might

  be possible in view of a possibly serious menace that had appeared in their disputed territory. This was a singularly large animal that walked on two legs, wore strangely shaped coverings on its

  feet apparently made of animal skins, and whose intentions towards them were obscure. A kind of helpfulness towards them alternated with shocking ferocity. No more than the boots worn by this

  animal ever appeared in Clare’s drawings, trampling down delightful flowers and ferns. She was particularly gifted when it came to plant drawings. She managed to make their desecration by the

  great boots truly tragic.




  Edward Otter himself had a statesmanlike look of dignity and dependability. The mink looked sly and unreliable. The round table at which they gathered for their discussions was covered with a

  cloth edged with little bobbles and had a pot filled with buttercups and daisies in the middle of it. Peter praised the drawings warmly. He also praised the lunch at which nothing more was said

  about Alec, but when he left after it, he still had an uneasy feeling that he was being sent to Madeira by Clare as an ambassador to her husband to find out how he would view her re-entry into his

  life.




  There was a good deal of bitter humour in the situation, but on the whole Peter wished her success. It would settle a number of things for himself, without there having to be anything so

  unpleasant as a rupture. Just a final break, quietly and peaceably made. Painful at first, but a good thing for them both in the end. The only trouble was that he had not the slightest belief that

  it would ever come about, because Alec would not even consider it.




  Peter did not believe either that Alec would answer his letter, but he wrote to him that evening, saying that he was thinking of taking a holiday on Madeira and would like to see Alec again, if

  the thought of this appealed to him too. Then, on his usual two-mile walk, Peter posted the letter and after that put the whole thing out of his mind. He had been thinking, before he had seen

  Clare, of three weeks in the Highlands, walking, fishing and looking for a new background for the next adventure of Edward Otter. Would it be possible, he wondered, to use Madeira for this? Were

  there otters there? Could Edward possibly have chums in the mountain streams whom he might visit?




  Not that Peter had ever worried much about realism where his hero was concerned, but he had never tried sending him abroad before and was not sure how it would work out. There was no need to

  think about this, however, since Alec would not answer.




  But he did answer after about a week.




  He wrote:




  

    

      ‘Dear Peter,




      Good to hear from you after all this time. Yes, if you’re coming here, of course we must meet. In fact, unless you’ve fixed things up in a hotel already, which no doubt would be

      more luxurious, why don’t you stay with me? I’ve an adequate spare room and you can come and go as you like. I’m fairly occupied, so you could feel quite free and you’d

      be welcome. But stick to your hotel if you’d sooner, we can meet all the same. I read one of your books recently, out of curiosity. I’m told adults read them as well as children.

      Anthropomorphism is the thing nowadays, isn’t it? Lucky for you to have hit on a market like that.




      Hoping to see you,




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Yours,




                  

                    Alec.’


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  ‘Lucky!’ Peter said to himself explosively. ‘He thinks it’s all luck and not just damned, slogging hard work!’




  But writing back to Alec, he said that he would be delighted to stay with him, then he telephoned Clare and told her what had happened.




  She sounded oddly doubtful, almost as if, since he had seen her, she had changed her mind about wanting him to visit Alec. But still she thanked him, saying that she was sure that in any case he

  would enjoy a stay on Madeira, even if he and Alec no longer hit it off .




  Feeling rather resentfully that perhaps she had never intended him to take her seriously, as she understood perfectly the absurdity of her demands, and that she had been merely indulging a very

  superficial mood of nostalgia which she had now got over, Peter set off to Cook’s in Berkeley Street to book his flight to Funchal.




  Then he walked along Piccadilly to Simpson’s to buy himself some tropical-weight trousers. He also bought some new shirts, more colourful than he usually wore, which helped to give him a

  holiday feeling, and by the time all his preparations had been made, he had almost forgotten that this was not simply a holiday that he was taking, but that he was supposed to be going to Funchal

  on a mission.




  





  Chapter Two




  THE MORNING of the day of his departure was grey and damp, with the sky lost behind clouds and a sharp little wind blowing, of the kind that can make

  May seem almost wintry. The plane, which left Heathrow at four-ten, direct for Funchal, was only half full. Peter settled down by a window and took a Rex Stout paperback out of the canvas bag that

  he had brought with him. He had packed a number of paperbacks into his suitcase. Alec had never gone in much for books and Peter could easily imagine arriving at the house, flat, or whatever it was

  that Alec lived in and finding that there was nothing whatever to read.




  No one sat down in the seat next to Peter, but a young man took the one beyond it, next to the gangway, and also began to read. Peter read only for a little while, then, as the sign telling

  passengers to keep their seat-belts fastened was switched off and the feeling of climbing ended, he let the book sink on to his knee and sat gazing down at the clouds beneath them.




  Far below the whole sky consisted of those clouds, while up here it was an immensity of blue. As always, when he flew, he found it difficult to believe that so much shining brightness could be

  invisible on the earth. There was a perversity about it, a feeling almost of deliberate wastefulness on the part of whatever powers organized such things. Up here the sun gave no special joy or

  exhilaration, when down below it could have brought delight. But at least on Madeira, it was to be assumed, he would see plenty of it, as well as a sparkling sea and exotic flowers. He started to

  read again. But once more he found his attention wandering as he began to wonder what had made Alec Methven settle there.




  When Peter had last seen Alec he had just resigned from the Hong Kong police force and had been about to leave for the Congo, as it had still been called then, to fight as a mercenary. Peter had

  never known for sure if Alec’s determination to do this had been the cause or the result of the break-up of his marriage. Clare had appeared oddly indifferent to the matter. She had shrugged

  her shoulders and said that if that was the sort of thing he wanted to do, he had better get on with it. She had returned to England and, so far as Peter knew, had never seen Alec again. But there

  had been no divorce because, so she had always said, it would be troublesome and not worth her while. If she ever felt like marrying again, which she did not think was likely, she could see about

  it then.




  Meanwhile Alec must at some time have got tired of wandering and settled down, which seemed strange, considering how restless he had always been. Before Hong Kong he had been a pilot for an air

  taxi company, and before that in the RAF. He had always craved action. But nothing lasted long with him. He had married soon after arriving in Hong Kong, where Clare had been working as a secretary

  to the manager of one of the larger banks. She had gone on working for some time after her marriage, in fact, until Edward Otter had come into her life and given her another source of income. She

  had never considered Alec’s income as a policeman enough for the two of them to live on.




  Peter had met them at one of the endless cocktail parties that made up their social life and had become intimate with them surprisingly quickly. He had still been a newcomer at the University

  and was lonely and the Methvens had intrigued him from the start. Alec could hardly have been more unlike him and yet had seemed extremely interested in Peter’s work and way of living and

  almost regretful that such things were beyond him. In those days Clare had claimed that Peter liked Alec much better than he liked her and perhaps there had been some truth in this. Anyway, he had

  not yet fallen in love with her and still found that it was as a couple that he enjoyed their company. And really it would have been very convenient if only that had lasted.




  Drinks were being served on the plane. The young man in the same row as Peter ordered a gin and tonic and Peter whisky. As he sipped it he found that the man was looking at him with a certain

  interest. As their eyes met, he smiled.




  ‘May’s the wrong month for Madeira, you know,’ he said. ‘The weather may be foul.’




  He was not more than twenty-five, long and bony, with a shock of wavy, light brown hair, a round, fresh-coloured face and friendly grey eyes. He was wearing jeans, a red and white checked shirt

  and a jacket of rather soiled fawn corduroy.




  ‘I’ve never been there before,’ Peter answered. ‘Do you know it well?’




  ‘I’ve been there a few times.’ The young man had a very agreeable voice, light and soft and clear and oddly intimate. ‘I’ve some family there whom I visit from time

  to time. You’re going to one of the hotels, I expect.’




  ‘No, as a matter of fact, I’m going to stay with a friend,’ Peter said.




  ‘In Funchal?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Dreary little place, Funchal,’ the young man said. ‘It used to be rather attractive, but in the last few years it’s changed a lot, hotels springing up right and left,

  and there’s much too much traffic and an appalling lot of noise. The streets are solid with taxis and everyone keeps his thumb on the horn. Of course you can find quiet if you get out into

  the mountains.’




  ‘Perhaps I’ll do that.’ Peter could not remember if Alec was likely to want to walk in the mountains. In Hong Kong such matters had not arisen. But Peter’s feeling was

  that Alec would in any case be grateful if he kept himself occupied a fair amount on his own. Alec had always been a man who seemed best satisfied with a good deal of his own company.




  The young man chattered on while dinner was served and cleared away about the other places he had visited, various Aegian islands, Sardinia, Kenya, Mexico. But because of the way that all the

  young dress nowadays, it was impossible to guess whether he could afford what must have been costly journeys because he was a success in some kind of job, or was dependent on a wealthy family.




  His voice was the only clue to his background and even there it was impossible to guess whether he had acquired it at a public school or, say, at some drama school. It seemed to Peter that there

  was something theatrical about him. He had the actor’s eagerness to please, to project a charming image. Also there were moments when Peter suddenly had the feeling that he had seen him

  before and wondered if perhaps he actually had, perhaps on television or in the theatre.




  But then, abruptly, almost without warning, the young man fell asleep. He gave Peter a winning smile, closed his eyes, folded his hands across his stomach and was asleep in a moment. Peter

  returned to Rex Stout. It would not be so very long now before they landed. The clouds beneath them were as dense as ever and even when the first sinking feeling came as the aeroplane began to lose

  height, there was no glitter of the sea to be seen, but only the still, frothy white mass that stretched to the horizon.




  When the island suddenly appeared beneath them, it was as if they had forced open a lid and slid in under it, so close to the ground that it was a shock to see it there, almost within hailing

  distance. Slopes that perhaps were the base of mountains disappeared in low mist, with no peaks to be seen. There was no evening sunshine on the green countryside, or on the red and white villages

  along the coast, and the Atlantic, beating at the foot of high black cliffs, was a sullen grey. The plane seemed to be flying almost level with the cliffs, then came to rest on a narrow runway

  carved out between a hillside and a steep drop to the ocean.




  The young man, whom a stewardess had had to wake some minutes before to make him fasten his seat-belt, yawned and stretched and said that he had enjoyed travelling with Peter. Then Peter lost

  sight of him in the crowd that surged through the very casual Customs and out into the open where friends and relatives and hotel touts and taxi-drivers were waiting to meet them.
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