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  Chapter One




  ‘“The way was long, the wind was cold, The Minstrel was infirm and old . . . ”’




  The way ahead was certainly going to be very long and the December evening was very cold, and although Andrew Basnett was not a minstrel, but a retired professor of botany from one of London

  University’s many colleges, the thought of the journey on which he was embarking made him feel very old and infirm indeed. Seventy-one, after all, was an advanced age at which to be setting

  out to go half way round the world.




  He did not always feel that he was very old. Sometimes he felt hardly more than middle-aged. But the business of carrying a suitcase which had somehow become noticeably heavier than it would

  have felt a few years ago, and of making sure that he had not mislaid any of his hand luggage, or the book that he meant to read on the plane, and of trying to convince himself that his ticket and

  his passport were safe in the pocket where they ought to be, was just the sort of thing that brought on the sense of helplessness that made him feel every one of his seventy-one years.




  

  

    

      ‘“Pibroch of Donuil Dhu,




      Pibroch of Donuil,




      Wake thy wild voice anew,




      Summon Clan Conuil . . . ”’


    


  


  


  For several days Andrew’s mind had been hopelessly under the spell of Walter Scott. Not that he admired Scott’s versification in the least. Some of the novels he

  could just take, but nearly all the verse, he thought, was regrettable. Yet it had a compulsive rhythm to it which, once it started in his brain, repeated itself over and over again until he grew

  really angry with himself for being unable to become absorbed in something more inspiring, a Shakespeare sonnet, perhaps, or some Milton or Donne.




  The trouble was that as a child he had relished Scott intensely. Also, up to the age of twelve or so he had had a habit of automatically memorizing everything he read that had a strong rhythm,

  particularly if it was related to blood, treachery and terror, and all that he had read thus had remained indelibly printed on his brain for life. His interest in violence had been strange, because

  he had been a fairly quiet child, not in the least addicted to quarrelling and fighting. But perhaps that had been the trouble. A more ferocious child might later have acquired a taste for more

  delicate lyrics and gentler fantasy.




  Nowadays, of course, when he became subject to the unceasing repetition of some verse, Andrew knew that there was a simple reason for it. It was merely that it helped to blot out something else

  that he did not want to think about. Something was upsetting him, or scaring him, or making demands on him that he did not know how to meet. And at the moment, as he sat in the departure lounge of

  Terminal Three at Heathrow, it was naturally the journey ahead of him that was intimidating him, driving him to quote stanza after stanza of Scott to himself.




  

    

    

      ‘“Come away, come away,




      Hark to the summons!




      Come in your war array,




      Gentles and commons . . .




      Leave untended the herd,




      The flock without shelter,




      Leave the corpse uninterred,




      The bride at the altar . . .”’


    


  


      




  What a deplorable character this Donuil Dhu must have been, he reflected, interfering in other people’s private lives to the extent suggested by those lines. Yet he had

  been muttering them to himself for days, sometimes actually aloud, because after all there was usually no one to overhear him now. Since the death of his wife, Nell, of cancer over ten years ago,

  he had got more and more into the habit of talking aloud to himself when he was alone in his flat, a pleasant flat in St John’s Wood, which all of a sudden he now thought himself insane to be

  leaving, even for the two months that he had planned.




  What was this urge, he wondered, that from time to time drove one out from one’s comfortable home, where one enjoyed all the pleasures of privacy, of being able to lay one’s hand

  immediately on anything that one wanted, of having the books around one that one was likely to want to read, of being able to reach most of one’s friends, when privacy became boring or

  depressing, simply by lifting the telephone? The thought of travel, considered several months ahead, might seem immensely attractive, but when the time of departure came near Andrew nearly always

  found himself wishing desperately that he had not been such a fool as to commit himself to it.




  However, when the crowd in the departure lounge began to move, surging slowly into the belly of a great jumbo jet, his spirits began to rise. He had always found waiting difficult. It was not

  exactly that he was an impatient man, but he was inclined to believe, if he was compelled against his will to do nothing for a time, that someone was maliciously and deliberately inflicting delay

  on him. Yet whenever he was setting out on a journey he always arrived far earlier than was necessary, thus wilfully imposing on himself that irritating waiting. This evening he had arrived at

  Heathrow more than an hour before the time for checking in and so was feeling moderately tired even before the journey started.




  But action was a restorative. As he made his way to the seat that had been assigned to him a flicker of excitement banished unwanted verses from his mind and left him wondering how soon he would

  be able to get a drink.




  He had not very long to wait, for once the plane had penetrated the cloud cover and it was permitted to undo seat-belts, a trolley came round from which Andrew obtained the whisky which his

  system was craving. Then there came a meal of sorts and after that a film was shown on a screen at the front of the cabin. But as he had not accepted the earphones that had been offered to him, the

  faces that he saw were merely strangely mouthing things, almost funny, like characters in an old silent comedy, though he deduced from the number of guns that appeared, the use of which seemed to

  dispose effectively of a fair number of people, and the cars that crashed into each other, that it was probably a very bloodthirsty thriller that he was watching.




  He had intended to start reading as soon as the meal was over, yet he found that he could not stop watching the incomprehensible film and by the time that it ended he was too tired to begin on

  his book. He knew that he would not sleep. He never could sleep on a plane. But he could not do anything else either because he always found himself so abominably uncomfortable. Though he was a

  spare man who did not find it difficult to adjust himself to the narrowness of the seats, he was tall and had long legs and there was never anywhere to put them.




  All the same, as the hours slowly passed, as daylight succeeded darkness, then darkness came again, he dozed occasionally, rousing himself at intervals to eat some of the incredibly dreadful

  food with which he was presented. Breakfast was the worst, if it really was breakfast. He had lost count of time. Was it night or day? Was this breakfast or a peculiar kind of supper? He was not at

  all sure and he was not sure either what day of the week it was. He knew that the journey took approximately twenty-four hours, yet according to the calendar it took two days, which was really very

  confusing.




  The breakfast that he found so abominable consisted of an omelet made unmistakably of powdered egg, a sausage encased in a tough jacket of plastic, and a roll that had seen better days. During

  the war and the years of austerity that had followed it Andrew had often enough been grateful for omelets made of powdered egg, but it had not occurred to him for a long time now that he would ever

  have to face such a thing again. To be offered it on this flight, which after all was fairly expensive, struck him as positively an insult. He left the meal nearly untouched, only drinking the cup

  of pallid coffee that went with it.




  After that he started hankering for whisky again, but a puritanical sense that if this was really breakfast there would be a certain impropriety in following it immediately with alcohol checked

  his impulse to go and see if he could get some at the bar. His digestion assured him that the time was about nine o’clock in the evening, but there was daylight outside the windows again and

  he was afraid that the meal really had been breakfast.




  A long time ago, as it now seemed, the plane had landed at Muskat and then at Singapore, and now it was on the last stage of its journey. Only a little while after the breakfast had been cleared

  away the sign commanding the fastening of seat-belts was illuminated and soon afterwards the plane bumped on the ground and taxied to a standstill. Andrew stood up, yawning, stretching the joints

  that had stiffened during the night or day or whatever it had been, plucked his hand luggage and overcoat from the locker over his head and joined the throng making its way towards the exit.




  Once in the airport he found that he was required to put his hand luggage on a bench, and to stand a little way back from it while a large and beautiful Alsatian was led up to sniff it.

  Andrew’s first thought was that the dog had been trained to sniff for high explosive and that if this were so, standing back about six feet from the bench would not be much protection. But

  then his mind, addled though it was by fatigue, cleared somewhat and he realized that what the dog was sniffing for was drugs. Cannabis, or perhaps even heroin. He looked at the handsome animal

  with sympathy. He had read somewhere that the dogs that were trained to perform this service often became addicts themselves and did not take long to die.




  Today the dog showed no interest in Andrew’s luggage or in that of anyone who followed him and he was allowed to pick up his bag, go through passport control, collect his suitcase beyond

  it, and then found himself mercifully waved through Customs without having to open anything. With relief that the journey was over, he stepped out of the air-conditioned shade of the airport into

  Adelaide’s heat and golden glare of sunshine.




  ‘Andrew!’




  He had been expecting it, yet had had an unreasonable fear that something would go wrong with the arrangements that had been made for meeting him. He had had an uncomfortable feeling that he

  would have to find a taxi for himself, if such a thing should actually be available at the airport, and have himself driven to the address that he had noted down, perhaps only to find that there

  was no one at home and that he would have to plant himself, exhausted, in the doorway and wait there for he did not know how long.




  Absurd, because Tony Gardiner was not a man to let anyone down, especially since it had been his own idea that he should meet Andrew’s plane, though it was due to arrive at what, according

  to the Australian clock, was an appallingly early hour.




  Tony, whom Andrew had not seen for four years, was thirty-five now, though he had always looked younger than he was because of the way his fair, curly hair sprang up from his forehead, the

  candour of his clear blue eyes, the friendly curve of his mouth and the healthy tan of his skin. He was about six foot tall, wide-shouldered and strongly built. This morning he was wearing shorts,

  a dark blue, open-necked shirt and sandals on his bare feet. Emerging from the crowd of people who were waiting behind a barrier to meet friends and relations who had arrived on the plane, he

  gripped Andrew’s hand and shook it vigorously. Then, while Andrew was still blinking in the sunlight, Tony picked up his luggage with the effortlessness of relative youth and suggested to

  Andrew that he should take off his overcoat, which he had just put on because that was the easiest way of carrying it, assuring him that he would soon find the morning intolerably hot.




  Leading the way to his car, Tony went on, ‘What sort of journey did you have? Everything all right?’




  ‘Well, it was pretty horrible, of course,’ Andrew replied, ‘but there’s something to be said for getting it over quickly instead of breaking it, and then sleeping it off

  as soon as you can.’




  They got into the car.




  ‘That’s right,’ Tony said. ‘You can sleep now as long as you like. Jan’s sorry she isn’t here to meet you, but she’s had to go to work.’




  Jan was the wife whom Tony had acquired a few months ago. Andrew had never met her and knew very little about her. At the time, four years ago, when on retiring he had made his first trip round

  the world, breaking the journey often to lecture in New Zealand, Australia and India, Tony had still been unmarried. He had also been living in Canberra, where he had not yet begun to specialize in

  marine carbohydrates, as he did at present, having only recently moved to Adelaide to a job in the Institute of Marine Biology in the suburb of Betty Hill.




  His friendship with Andrew was of long standing. It had begun about twelve years before when Tony had spent three years in England, working for a Ph.D. in the department of which Andrew had been

  professor. In his occasional letters since that time he had always pressed him to make a second visit to Australia, not to lecture but simply as a guest who would be welcomed by old friends and

  would avoid the dreariness of an English winter. At first Andrew had not considered the suggestion seriously, but then an unexpected legacy had made him suddenly feel far richer than usual and had

  made him decide to accept the invitation. And at last, with the journey behind him, he was beginning to feel very glad that he had done so.




  ‘Of course, I never believed you’d really come,’ Tony said. ‘We’ve been talking about it for so long, haven’t we? Even a week ago Jan and I said you might

  call it off at the last minute.’




  ‘No, there was no risk of that,’ Andrew said. ‘I’ve been saying to myself it’s now or never, and I certainly didn’t want it to be never. But I knew that by

  next year I might not feel up to tackling a long journey. I’m more likely to spend my holidays in Torquay than in Australia.’




  ‘That’s nonsense,’ Tony said. ‘You don’t look any older than when I saw you last.’




  ‘I’d like to think that’s true, though I doubt it. Old age has been creeping up on me. One creaks at the joints. Yet, oddly enough, I rather like it. Now tell me about Jan.

  I’m looking forward very much to meeting her. What’s this job she’s got?’




  ‘She works in a kind of craft shop in the city,’ Tony answered. ‘A place where they sell pottery and handmade jewellery and so on. You’ll see her this evening unless

  you’d like to go to bed and stay there. But my advice to you is, have a good rest this morning—I’ll have to leave you to yourself and go off to work too presently—then if I

  were you I’d get up and have tea with us in the evening. Otherwise you may not sleep well tonight and it may take you days to adjust to the difference in time.’




  Andrew knew that the meal which Australians call tea was what he would call dinner and at the moment he could not imagine himself wanting any kind of solid food for a long time to come. The

  meals that he had endured on the aeroplane had totally taken away his appetite.




  ‘I believe you’re close to the sea,’ he said. ‘I’m looking forward to swimming.’




  ‘We’re not five minutes’ walk to the beach,’ Tony replied. ‘We were lucky to get the house. You’ll see, it’s nice. It was just what we wanted. And we

  didn’t have to have a mortgage, we were able to buy it outright, because—’ He hesitated and Andrew, glancing at him sideways, saw that he was frowning as if he were wishing that

  he had not said what he had. But with a sound of reluctance in his voice, he went on, ‘Jan’s got money. She inherited it from her first husband.’




  ‘I didn’t know she’d been married before,’ Andrew said.




  ‘Yes.’ The way that Tony snapped his jaws shut after he had said it showed that he did not intend to continue on the subject. After a moment, however, he went on, ‘You’re

  going to stay with us for a fortnight, aren’t you?’




  ‘If you can put up with me for as long as that,’ Andrew said. It seemed to him a very long time to exploit the hospitality of even the best of friends.




  ‘Why don’t you stay longer?’ Tony asked. ‘We could take some trips. The country round Adelaide is really worth seeing. And we can show you kangaroos and emus and other

  things you’d like to see.’




  ‘Well, I’ve arranged to go to the Wilkies in Sydney,’ Andrew said. Stewart Wilkie had been a post-doctoral fellow for a year in Andrew’s department and had been as

  pressing as Tony that Andrew should stay with him and his wife on this visit. ‘They’re expecting me.’




  ‘Still, we’ll make some plans as soon as you’ve slept off the journey,’ Tony said.




  They were driving along a wide highway flanked by small bungalows standing in gardens in which oleanders, agapanthus and a spectacular red-flowering eucalypt were in bloom. The sky was an

  intense blue, a colour never to be seen in England and seldom even in the south of Europe. All the colours that Andrew saw seemed to have a brilliance in which he found it difficult to believe.

  With an English December only twenty-four hours behind him, he felt that there was a kind of exaggeration about them all that could not be natural. If he closed his eyes, he thought, then opened

  them suddenly, he would find that the tones had faded.




  But he made an effort not to close his eyes, for if he did so, he thought, he would only too probably drift off to sleep, and it seemed only proper for the present to go on talking to Tony. He

  asked him how he liked his job and how he felt about the move from Canberra to Adelaide, and Tony said that the job was pretty good and that he preferred Adelaide to Canberra. No one who had ever

  lived in Adelaide, he stated, ever wanted to live anywhere else.




  ‘It’s a kind of sub-culture,’ he said. ‘It becomes a part of you.’




  Then he asked Andrew how the book that he was writing was coming along and Andrew said, as he always did when he was asked this question, that it was coming along pretty well. But the truth was

  that he had been working at it for a long time and it had the strange characteristic that it never grew any longer. It was a life of Robert Hooke, the noted seventeenth-century natural philosopher

  and architect, and though Andrew worked at it regularly, paying frequent visits to the library of the Royal Society to do the necessary research, he found that as he went along he could not help

  destroying almost as much of it as he wrote. To himself he sometimes admitted that he did not expect ever to finish the book, and that he would not know what to do with himself if he ever did so,

  but to other people he stuck to his statement that it was coming along pretty well.




  Having told Tony this, he went on, ‘I’ve heard Adelaide’s called the City of Churches.’




  ‘That’s right,’ Tony said.




  ‘And I’ve also been told that in spite of its being a sedate sort of place, more bizarre murders have happened in it than anywhere else in Australia. In fact, it sounded to me as if

  it could compete quite successfully with what we can do in Britain.’




  Tony said nothing for a moment, then with an odd abruptness said, ‘Who told you that?’




  ‘I can’t remember,’ Andrew said. ‘Perhaps it was Wilkie.’




  ‘How long ago?’




  That seemed to Andrew a curious question.




  ‘Some years at least,’ he said. ‘It must have been before I retired.’




  ‘It’s true, of course.’




  As if a kind of excitement overcame Tony as he said this, his driving accelerated. He was already driving at a speed that made Andrew nervous, though he tried not to show his uneasiness because

  apparently it was no more than usual on this busy highway. Other cars frequently passed them and on the left side as well as the right, which was evidently a local custom and perfectly legal.




  ‘But what made you bring that up?’ Tony asked after a moment.




  ‘What? About the murders?’ Andrew said. ‘I don’t know. No special reason.’




  ‘That’s true?’




  ‘Absolutely.’ Tony’s tone puzzled Andrew. It had become uncharacteristically aggressive. ‘It was a silly thing to say, but I never thought it would upset you.’




  ‘It hasn’t upset me.’




  ‘I’ve a feeling it has.’




  ‘Look, I tell you it hasn’t. That’s to say . . .’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Never mind. What would you like when we get in? Coffee? Bacon and eggs? A bit of steak?’ With resolution Tony once more changed the subject and his face, which had had a strange

  shadow on it for a moment, which had looked almost hostile, regained its normal amiability.




  Andrew said that what he would really like, if it would not be inconvenient, was whisky and a small piece of cheese. For a long time now he had had a habit of eating cheese with his breakfast.

  He could not remember when he had heard it or read about it, but at some time he had become convinced that it was healthful to start the day with some protein, and it was so much easier to slice

  off a piece of cheese even than to boil an egg. And at the moment it seemed to him that some whisky and some cheese would provide a satisfying compromise for his nervous system between breakfast

  and dinner, whichever his next meal should turn out to be.




  They had been driving for some minutes along a road parallel to the seashore. The beach was a long, straight stretch of sand on which a few boys were playing cricket, but where there were very

  few other people about. Perhaps it was still too early for them to have come out. Only two or three were in the water. This was Betty Hill, Tony said, and Andrew thought that it must have been

  named by some early settler who had come from the north of Scotland, bringing the name of his old home with him, because there was nothing in sight that could possibly be called a hill. There had

  been dunes along the coast here, Tony added, but these had been cleared away and now there were bungalows along the edge of the beach.




  The Gardiners’ home did not overlook the sea, but was within a short walk of it. The road into which Tony turned was shaded with gums, with here and there a jacaranda, gloriously in bloom.

  Most of the bungalows looked fairly recently built, but the one in front of which he stopped the car looked as if it might date back to Victorian times. It was small and built of stone, with a roof

  of corrugated iron and a narrow verandah round it, roofed in the same way. Collecting Andrew’s luggage from the boot, Tony led the way through the open gate and into the house by a side door

  that led straight into a kitchen.




  Going through it and then along a passage that ran through the middle of the house, Tony took Andrew into a pleasant bedroom. The bed looked wonderfully inviting to him. He longed to get out of

  his clothes and stretch out on it immediately. But he had asked for whisky and cheese and by the time he had had a brief wash, combed his ruffled grey hair and decided against shaving until later,

  Tony had come to tell him that a drink and bread and cheese were waiting for him in the living-room.




  Andrew followed him along the passage into a big, dim, square room, shaded from the sun by Venetian blinds and with an air-conditioner whirring in it. It was furnished with dark, solid Victorian

  pieces, probably collected with great care, for they looked good of their kind, though the general effect of them was somewhat heavy and sombre. But there were armchairs in gaily striped covers and

  green plants in pots on the window-sills. A tray with a bottle of whisky on it and some sandwiches made of bread and cheese had been placed on a low table beside one of the chairs.




  Andrew dropped into it, remarking as he did so, ‘That’s a nice piece of quartz crystal you’ve got there.’




  The crystal was on the table beside the tray. It was a strangely shaped object of a milky white, faintly translucent substance, looking rather like a collection of large jagged teeth joined into

  a bundle somewhat bigger than a human fist.




  Tony smiled, picked it up and fondled it.




  ‘Yes, it’s nice, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘I got it in an old quarry up in the Adelaide hills.’




  ‘You dug it out yourself, did you?’ Andrew said.




  ‘That’s right. I’m a bit of a rock hand. That’s our name for the people who collect these things.’ Tony replaced it on the table and poured out whisky for Andrew.

  He had none himself. ‘That’s one of the best bits I’ve found. I’ve found malachite too and tourmaline and garnets. And of course there are opals, but you have to have

  special mining rights to collect them. Crystal’s my favourite.’




  Andrew had begun on the bread and cheese. ‘How d’you dig for it?’




  ‘Any way you like, with pickaxes, hammers, anything. You find it in cavities in the rock called geodes—but of course you know all that. They’re nasty looking objects when you

  first get them out, but you clean them in boiling hydrochloric acid and they come out like this. I can do it in the lab.’




  ‘Lucky you’ve got a lab to do it in.’




  ‘That’s right. The only thing is . . .’ The glow of enthusiasm that had been kindled in Tony’s face for a moment faded. ‘The only thing is, I don’t do it any

  more. And I’m not sure about having the thing on show here. I know that in her heart Jan would sooner I didn’t, but she won’t say so, because—well, it’s complicated

  really.’




  Andrew watched him warily, trying not to make it too obvious that he was doing it with more than usual interest. He knew that there was something the matter with him. Having known Tony for a

  number of years, he was of the opinion that behind the façade of easy-going candour there was a great deal of reserve. On the surface he seemed the easiest of people to get to know, yet

  Andrew believed that even after all this time he knew very little more about Tony than he had when he had first come to London as a student.




  ‘The fact is, there’s something I want to tell you about, but perhaps it had better wait till you’ve had a rest,’ Tony said. ‘It’d be a bit rough to unload it

  on you now.’




  ‘Go ahead,’ Andrew said. ‘I’m going to have at least a couple of drinks before I lie down.’




  ‘All right, then. You see, the fact is . . .’ But there Tony paused. Then in a voice that had suddenly become defensive, as if he expected some kind of attack from Andrew because of

  what he had to say, he went on, ‘The reason Jan didn’t come to the airport with me to meet you had nothing to do with her having to go to work. She never goes to work as early as this.

  She simply wanted me to tell you all about her before you meet each other. And she wanted you to hear it from me and not someone else who might give you a wrong idea about it all.’




  ‘Is it something I’ve got to know if it’s as difficult as all that to talk about?’ Andrew asked. ‘I’m not normally inquisitive.’




  ‘That’s what I said to Jan. I said there was no need to talk about it at all. But she thinks someone else is bound to tell you about it and she’d like you to hear the true

  story first.’ Reaching again in an absent-minded way for the lump of crystal, Tony stroked it gently with his fingertips. I told you she was married before,’ he said.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘But what I didn’t mention was that her first husband was murdered and that for a time she was suspected of having done it.’




  Andrew sipped some whisky and wondered what he ought to say. After a little thought he said, ‘But it’s all been cleared up, I suppose, only she worries that

  suspicion of some sort has stuck to her. Is that the trouble?’




  ‘More or less. She would have been suspected, in fact I think she might have been charged, if it hadn’t been—well, if it hadn’t been for one thing.’




  ‘Has anyone been charged?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘How long ago did it happen?’




  ‘About a year ago.’




  It occurred to Andrew that Jan had not wasted much time in getting married again.




  ‘Then if you’re sure you want to tell me about it, go on,’ he said, ‘but there’s no need to, you know.’




  ‘All right. Well, it was up in the quarry where I dug this thing out a couple of years ago. Wilding was a rock hound too—Luke Wilding, her first husband. He’d a sheep station

  near the quarry—what we call near in this country. It was only about ten kilometres away. And he was a rich man and he and Jan had been married only about six weeks when he was killed. And

  there are people who are sure she was with him when it happened and that she at least knows who did it. Even now the police keep coming after her every month or two with new lots of questions and

  it drives her distracted.’




  ‘And where was she really?’




  ‘In her home.’




  ‘Wasn’t there anyone to say so?’




  ‘No. There was no one in the house. One of the men working on the station said he saw her set out for the quarry in the car with Wilding. At least, that’s what the man supposed she

  was doing, but no one saw her come back, and when the police arrived at the house to tell her that her husband had been found murdered she was there and told them he’d dropped her off at the

  shops in Hartwell—that’s the township near them—and that she’d walked back after she’d done her shopping. It was only a couple of kilometres and she liked to

  walk.’




  ‘Wasn’t there anyone in Hartwell to say she’d been there?’




  ‘No. That’s to say, yes. But they swore it was much later in the morning than she’d said. Only it was an old man who ran a hardware store who said it and he got muddled up when

  the police started questioning him, so it didn’t amount to much. She’d done the rest of her shopping in a supermarket and you know what it’s like in those places, you go in and

  out without anyone taking the least notice of you. So she couldn’t produce anyone to give her an alibi. But, as I said, there was something—something rather odd—that made the

  police inclined to believe her.’
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