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Fellow Passenger




THERE IS SATISFACTION in being imprisoned in the Tower of London. It seems to set a man, however undeservedly, in the company of the great. I wonder if criminals feel the same about Dartmoor. It is likely. After all, a sentence of twenty years, served in Dartmoor, does mean that one has reached the summit of one’s profession.


I wish I could claim that the blackness of my crime was worthy of the grandeur of my prison, but the fact is that I do not know whether I can be found guilty of High Treason or not; nor does a somewhat embarrassed State. That suits both parties. The Government is in no hurry to decide what shall be done with me. I, so long as they continue to keep me safe from newspaper reporters, am in no hurry to leave. The food, while uninteresting, is at least as good as that of the average English hotel, and the service suggests a club in which the rules are rather too stringent and the staff a little too ceremonious in manners and dress.


There is also the blessing of leisure, as well as a strong tradition for its use. So, for my own amusement, I shall emulate Sir Walter Raleigh and Archbishop Laud. Like me, they were innocent of High Treason but thoroughly deserved the accusation. That, I think, is a combination which lends itself to literature.


I have no intention of justifying myself, for I do not feel in the least ill-used. If I were of pure English birth and shared the national gift for solemn indignation I should probably write to The Times – assuming that from this institution one is permitted to address the other – and kindle the sympathies of those excellent citizens who fret themselves about the eccentricities of birds and the injustices of bureaucrats. But I spent my youth in Latin America, and I am too much in love with the world as it is to bother about what it ought to be.


My father, James Howard-Wolferstan, emigrated to Ecuador in the early nineteen hundreds. He was, he said, the last of his line, and I have only heard of one other bearer of the name. He never told me why he left England. At any rate he was right to choose a small country where his flamboyant and kindly character would not be lost.


Ever since I can remember him he was the most dignified exhibit of Quito, dressed as if he were a fashionable clubman in a London June of 1908. But probably I underrate the formality of the time. Dressed, I should say, as if he were off for a week-end in the country during which he was likely to meet King Edward VII at lunch. Invariably he had a carnation in his buttonhole, and a white slip under his waistcoat. At race meetings and bull fights he would sport a grey top-hat. He would have nothing to do with the small British colony, but preserved proudly his British passport. So have I – or I shouldn’t be where I am.


He cannot have arrived in Ecuador with any capital, and I have no idea what the qualifications were – beyond personal charm – which permitted him to obtain the hand and dowry of my mother. Thereafter he lived a life of gracious idleness, buying and selling concessions on the eastern side of the Cordillera. He was always at ease with politicians – indeed I often think he might have been Vice-President of Ecuador if he had cared to surrender his nationality – and foreigners, especially North Americans, were impressed by his appearance and undoubted influence.


I loved my mother dutifully, what there was of her to love. She was his absolute opposite. Dressed in unrelieved and dusty black, she spent her days and nights creeping rapidly between the Convent of the Sacred Heart and the Cathedral. In early days there must – since I exist – have been occasional exceptions to this routine, but I remember none.


She would, of course, have been happily fulfilled in a nunnery, but her parents, who carried the blood of the Incas, preferred that their only daughter should increase the lay population rather than the clerical. I suspect that my father was far from their first choice as a son-in-law, but it was said that only he was persistent, perhaps over-persistent, in his attentions to her. Lest I appear unfilial, let me add that it was never said in my presence – or only once, and by my second cousin who was a lieutenant in the glorious army. I slapped his face and, though already under the civilizing influence of Oxford, shot him in the leg (I aimed for it, too) at the comically ceremonious meeting which followed. But I have no doubt that his libellous statement contained a certain element of truth.


My mother, poor dear, had little influence on my father and myself. I do not think she found any tragedy in that. She was entirely absorbed by the salvation of her soul – not selfishly, but in the firm belief that we could be saved from eternal torment by her prior arrival in the next world and her careful employment of political influence with its Authorities.


My father died two years ago. He had known for some time that his fate was on him, but never allowed me to suspect it. Only when his doctor told him it was that week or the next did he break the news to me, and then with the very minimum of solemnity between his first and second brandy.


When he saw that I was wholly overcome by sorrow – for in moments of extreme emotion I cannot help being as Latin as I am English – he told me to restrain myself and to relight my cigar. I can remember his exact words:


‘Everybody’s father has got to kick the bucket sooner or later,’ he said. ‘What’s so bloody astonishing about it?’ You’ll miss me for a month, I trust, and I’ll miss you for the next forty years or so – if there’s anything in all that stuff of your poor, dear mother’s, which I rather hope there isn’t.’


Then he told me that very little would remain for me after his death, and that the various companies of which he was chairman or president had only been kept in apparent prosperity by his reputation and the aid of a really clever auditor. We had lived well, and I would not have reproached him even if it had entered my head to do so.


‘The auditor will skip with his savings as soon as I am under the daisies,’ he assured me, ‘and my advice to you is to follow him pronto. I’ve got a few hundred pounds in gold, and I want you to take them now. Book your passage home, and as soon as you’ve planted me – for I’d like you to be there – clear out before they start to settle up the estate.’


My father had never lied to me – though there were, of course, things which he found unnecessary to be described in detail. I therefore placed absolute trust in the story which he now told me, especially as it amused him. He was capable of being amused up to the end. His last conscious act, a fortnight later, was to wink at me.


‘I have never mentioned to you,’ he went on, ‘the old home of the Howard-Wolferstans, and I don’t propose to discuss it now. It was the manor of the village of Moreton Intrinseca. Go upstairs to the attics on the third floor. In my day a pack of servants used to sleep there, but from what I read in the English papers there won’t be many of them now and they won’t sleep under the tiles.


‘Turn to the right at the head of the staircase. The third door to the right leads into a small attic with a dormer window giving on to the parapet, and a fireplace. About three feet up the chimney you’ll find enough capital to settle you in any respectable business. My advice would be to look up your old Oxford friends and buy yourself a partnership in a firm of stockbrokers. But if you prefer a racing stable, that’s your affair.


‘And, whatever you do, don’t try burglary!’ he added. ‘Make friends with the present owner of Moreton Intrinseca. Stay a week with him. Marry his daughter, if you must. It doesn’t matter whom a man is married to, so long as he has enough money to keep his temper.’


His instructions, on their face value, belonged to a fairy tale, but I knew him: the mere fact that there was some sardonic jest which he hugged to himself made it certain that he was in earnest. He did not encourage me to question him, nor did I wish to. He had just told me that he was going to die, and attic chimneys were a wretched irrelevance. I only asked why on earth his money should still be there. He replied that he had good reason to think it was, and why wouldn’t it be? Even in his days no one ever lit a fire in the attics, and he was prepared to bet they hadn’t since. Early Victorian architects, he said, always built a fireplace, whether it was likely to be used or not. It was part of the room, like the wallpaper.


When my father’s funeral was over, I obeyed him and sailed for England. The financial disaster was just as great as he had feared, though not in the eyes of the public. That was because the concessions which he and his companies held were so enormous that they could be valued at any sum which the Government agreed; and agreement was easy since the politicians were heavily involved. Nor was the hushing-up wholly a question of money. My father was a much loved man, and nobody wanted to take revenge on his memory.


I was partly educated in England, for my father wanted it to become my country. Though he himself could never be bothered to return, he profoundly enjoyed all the second-hand impressions which I could give him. I used to record for him any incidents and characters with the sort of richness he appreciated. After his death it seemed to me that there were few to record, though whether it was I or the nation which had changed I could not tell. I had not been out of Latin America since 1939.


The after-war years I spent in idle movement for the sake of sport or exploration or wild-cat mining. I had some excuse for relaxation since, during the six years of war, I had been employed as a clerk, ostensibly Ecuadorian, at various airports, and as a guitarist in the Callao café which was the favourite of the German colony. My cover was never broken, and the less I talk about it, the better for me. Anyway, service to the State will not get you out of the Tower. It never did. The most it could ensure was that you would be beheaded instead of hanged – a doubtful advantage if you happened to meet the headsman on a day when he was off his drive and trusting to short approaches.


By the time I had settled into a small furnished flat in London I found myself with about five hundred pounds in the bank which vanished at the devil of a pace. I was not being at all prodigal, but it takes time for anyone with Latin tastes to adjust himself to contemporary England. Merely to eat and drink as well as a prosperous peasant is a shocking extravagance. So it was not long before I went down to Moreton Intrinseca.


There was no kindly retired colonel with whom I could make friends; no daughter to tell me how different I was from the average Englishman. The manor had become a damned hostel for scientists. I had lunch at the local pub and discovered that the house, for as long as anyone remembered, had belonged to two old maiden ladies, and that after they died it had remained empty for three or four years until it was requisitioned by the War Office. The War Office had passed it on to the Ministry of Supply, who used it to house a sort of upper middle class of experts from the atomic plant some five miles to the west. The real upper class were at the universities or where they pleased. A lower class was, I gathered, confined in the huts of the plant itself. But the chaps who really administered the plant were entertained in the ancestral mansion of the Howard-Wolferstans.


Back in London, I went to work to find an introduction into this specialized monastic world. I was, of course, under the impression that a man of standing and good education could still go more or less where he pleased. Before the war, if I had wanted, for example, to have a look at our latest tank, I feel sure that I could have found someone at my club to show me round the factory. One’s loyalty was taken for granted. Security applied only to foreigners.


I could not get in touch. That upper middle class of cyclotronic monks seemed to have no background. Its world nowhere overlapped my own, which was social and commercial rather than scientific. However, I had academic contacts, too, and I looked up old friends and tutors. My innocent enquiries must have been a bit too frank. I was gently warned – so gently that I might only have been questioning a point of Greek grammar which had been settled for ever in 1892 – that perhaps I was drawing too much attention to myself. It is sometimes a handicap that in looks I take after my mother. The English will never assume reliability in a too bronzed complexion.


I gave it up. After all, I had no idea what was in the attic chimney. My father had not told me, and, as the whole matter seemed faintly distasteful to him, I had not asked questions. I made a note of his directions, but very reluctantly and only because he insisted that I should.


A satisfactory job was difficult to find. For one thing, I was thirty-seven and had been too many years away from the conventional ladder; for another, I found it hard to say what I had done in the war. Unofficial, unpaid service in South America. I myself would distrust anyone who came to me with that yarn and no proof of it.


At last I got on to a really sound business proposition. I was offered a partnership in a firm to be founded by men of my own sort who knew the Latin American markets, the politicians and their exchange difficulties. We were out to persuade manufacturers to entrust their export business to us, very much as they would give their advertising to professional advertisers. It was a job after my own heart, allowing me to live and prosper with one foot on each side of the Atlantic. But it needed capital, and that, if existing at all, was at Moreton Intrinseca.


There was an excellent country hotel within two miles of the village, and there I stayed for a week. The earnest young scientists from the manor would occasionally drop in and become noisy in the bar. It wasn’t drink. They were competing for the attention of an athletic and over-painted young barmaid-secretary, and behaving like a visiting rugger team. They did not seem to know how to set about seduction quietly. It was easy enough to make acquaintances among them, but none asked me to visit him at the manor.


Towards the end of the week I found that two genial strangers were paying me drinks. I was accustomed to that. Police employed on security duties are all the same – German, Spanish or English. Their job must be far easier in American countries, north or south, than in England, where they are always up against the convention that one stranger does not normally ask questions of another.


So that was that, and I returned promptly to London to think out some new method of approach. It was all very well for my father to tell me to avoid burglary. He did not know that I had had a good eye for entries and exits ever since I was nearly caught with the archbishop’s god-daughter at the age of thirteen, and had to pretend tearfully that I was only looking for my mummy. The outer ring of security, protecting the Ministry’s secrets and stretching all over England, was evidently efficient; but the inner, more material ring around the manor was derisory. There were merely a twelve-foot brick wall, topped with barbed wire, and a gate with a doorkeeper on it day and night. After all, there was no reason for more. Burglars do not raid the simple bedrooms of scientists; and spies, I imagine, prefer to contact them on more neutral ground.


People have told me that I have a natural leaning towards lawlessness. I do not think that is true. I did consider at great length what a really English Englishman would do. He would undoubtedly write to the Ministry of Supply, giving every possible reference for his respectability, and ask permission to search for and recover his family property. I was instinctively unwilling to take this step. My father’s conception of property, while never dishonest, had a certain originality, and – since all my enquiries had led nowhere – I found it hard to prove what the connection of the Howard-Wolferstans with Moreton Intrinseca really was.


A chestnut tree, growing in the manor garden, appeared to me less futile than correspondence with the Ministry. It extended a noble branch into an open field, passing a clear ten feet above the wire-topped wall. I bought a length of good, light rope and attached a heavy hook to the end of it. With this and other simple necessaries in a small rucksack, and myself attired as a hiker out for serious exercise, I departed from London in a motor coach and got off it at a cross-roads some eight miles from Moreton Intrinseca.


It was a hot evening in early May, when a temperature of seventy feels like ninety. The hawthorn was out; the hay was growing; and the scent of the countryside was as deliciously overpowering as anything I have known in the tropics. This island remains inhabited, I think, merely for the sake of that week in May; another, probably, in June; and a third, reasonably certain, in September. I walked across country to the edge of the downs above Moreton Intrinseca, and waited for darkness.


When the night was velvet black I circled round the village and found – after a couple of bad shots – the manor field and the chestnut tree. My first swing at the branch failed to catch and made a noise much more alarming than it really was. However, a wood-pigeon obligingly flew out, and under cover of her clatter, as she swerved towards the house through the little plantation inside the wall, I made a second swing at the branch and the hook caught.


I climbed the rope, pulled it up after me and stayed quiet for several minutes. Everything else was quiet – wood-pigeons, dogs, scientists and the village itself. The thick, smooth trunk of the chestnut looked as if it would be impossible to climb on my way out; so I shifted the hook to a firm hold on the garden side, curled up the rope in a fork and left hanging from it a piece of string by which it could be pulled down. When I had dropped to the ground, I attached the end of the string to a twig above my head. I reckoned that it would never be noticed even in daylight.


Once in the garden, I undid my pack and changed into pyjamas, dressing-gown and bedroom slippers. I did not know how many people lived permanently in the manor, but it stood to reason that there must be occasional distinguished visitors staying the night. A figure glimpsed on his way to the bathroom, with his face partly obscured by towel and dressing-gown collar, was most unlikely to be questioned even if he could not be immediately identified.


The luck, to start with, was all with me. On so warm a night the french windows to the lawn were open, and two men were strolling on the paved and very weedy terrace – one of them in sweater and trousers, the other, like me, in dressing-gown and pyjamas. Though it was after midnight there were faint lights in several windows, as if the cloistered scientists were reading or writing in bed.


I could not be sure what eyes might be looking out of the darkened house, so I moved from cover to cover slowly and meditatively, with the air of one seeking new experiments with which to tickle up a bored universe. When the two strollers had their backs to me, I nipped in through the french windows.


The room turned out to be the dining hall. I escaped from its uncompromising bareness into a lounge or common room, from which a fine oak staircase rose into the darkness. The lights were all off except for a single naked bulb at the foot of the stairs. The Government had certainly put the interest of the taxpayer before the comfort of its servants.


There was no object in hesitation or reconnaissance, so I ran silently up two flights with dressing-gown flying. On the second floor, at the end of the landing, I saw a small, mean staircase which had to be that leading to the attics; but to reach it I had to pass an open door, flooding a strip of passage with light. I locked myself in a bathroom, peeping out at intervals, until the occupant of the room returned and went to bed.


Keeping my feet close against the wall to avoid the abominable creaking of the stairs, I went up to the attics. So far all had been so easy that I began to feel light-heartedly sure of success. I turned right and opened the third door to the right and found myself in just such a room as my father had described. Below the little dormer window was a parapet.


There were no bulbs in any of the lighting fixtures on the attic floor. My torch showed that the room was packed with junk – all the utterly valueless debris of a home which the old ladies had stowed away and no one, after death and auction, had ever bothered to clear out. The fireplace was there, but covered by a ruinous old dresser in front of which were piled fenders, fire-irons and decayed basket chairs from the garden.


I could only go slowly and hope that there was a heavy sleeper underneath. I managed to clear all the odd lots to the other side of the room in reasonable silence, but then came the dresser. The sole practical method of shifting that was to lift one end out and drop it, and then the other end out and drop it. The lifting and dropping, six inches at a time, made no noise, but the squeaking and scratching of the legs on the opposite side were intolerable.


I rushed the last of the job before anyone could come and investigate, and shoved my arm up the chimney. Nothing. Not even any soot. I looked up it and shone my torch up it. Still nothing. I was bitterly, desperately disappointed, but had, as it were, no time to be. Steps were climbing the stairs. I took refuge under the pile of basketwork.


Two men, one young and one younger, came straight to my attic and dropped something which they were carrying on the floor.


‘It’s not usually in this room,’ said a positive voice.


‘The furniture has been moved,’ answered the other in an excited half-whisper.


Well, it had. I did not see why he should make such a point of it.


‘Peter was up here looking for owls or rats or something,’ explained the younger.


‘There aren’t any. The War Office gassed ’em. And since the Ministry took this place over, the food has been too bloody awful to tempt ’em back. Now, we do not want to inhibit the phenomena, so we’ll leave this and clear out. It will record the temperature readings for the next two hours. Meanwhile we can sit in my room and note the times of any audible disturbances.’


That was the elder man, and, though an enthusiast, he sounded responsible. The other had the infallibility of youth.


‘Note my backside!’ he said. ‘If you can prove (a) that there are poltergeists, (b) that their action is accompanied by a drop in temperature, bang goes the second law of thermodynamics!’


‘A mere working hypothesis,’ answered the elder. ‘We all know we’ve got the universe upside down, only none of us dare say so.’


Instead of noting disturbances they spent the next quarter of an hour arguing about the second law of thermodynamics. It was interesting. I love to listen to the learned so long as they avoid algebra; and I never knew that the case for poltergeists was quite so good. I concentrated furiously on their debate, for I had to keep my mind from brooding on the probability of a sneeze. The dust under those basket chairs was getting into my nose.


At last they set their thermocouple by the light of a small pencil torch, and went downstairs.


I must admit that after being mistaken for something that went bump in the night I was not as relieved at being left alone as I might have been. I put myself in better heart by the thought that if the other creator of disturbances was also a Howard-Wolferstan we had at least so much in common. After extracting myself from the chairs with the least possible noise, I examined the instrument left on the floor. The thermocouple at once recorded the heat of my torch on its revolving cylinder, so I made some little pattering noises to prove to the listeners below that poltergeists sent the temperature up, not down. It was the least I could do for the second law of thermodynamics.


I made a last thorough examination of the chimney just to ensure that I had not overlooked an envelope, a key or anything tiny but promising, and then, no longer buoyed up by the hope of capital gains free of income tax, set imagination to the duller task of removing myself to London. I did not dare tackle the creaking stairs again while two ghost-hunting scientists were on the floor below, wide awake and timing every sound. At my third attempt I found an attic window which would open quietly, and went through it on to the leads.


The manor was an oblong, late Georgian house without wings or additions, and as simple as if it had been built out of a child’s box of bricks. While running up the main staircase I had clearly seen both ends of the landing on the first floor; and on the second floor, where I had more time to explore, I confirmed that the ground plan was as I thought. Now the house, seen from the roof, appeared larger outside than inside, but I put that down to the vague profusion of attic dormers, low gables and chimney stacks. In any case I was in no mood for cool measurements. My whole enterprise had gone wrong. Instead of wandering freely about the house as an amiable stranger in a dressing-gown, I was in the most unwelcome position of a cat burglar on the roof.


A handy drain-pipe at the extreme west end of the house would have offered a route from the parapet to the ground if only it had not struck off at an angle half-way down. I can tackle a perpendicular pipe as well as my neighbour, but not a sloping one. However, the perpendicular stretch passed close to a balcony on the floor below. There were french windows on to the balcony, and they were open. I listened. The room was dark, and a sound sleeper gave an occasional heavy snort. I scrambled down the pipe, losing a slipper on the way, gained the balcony and peered into the bedroom. It was occupied by a tousled, an immense, a very major scientist. I averted my eyes – for one should never allow one’s illusion of woman to be destroyed by a mere accident – and fled through her door into the passage beyond.


It was lit by the usual ministerial naked bulb, and horribly empty of cover. The position was becoming plain. There were female scientists – dozens of them perhaps – and this west end of the manor was their nunnery. The ends of the landings had been blocked up, precisely to keep out gentlemen in pyjamas and dressing-gowns. The Lord only knew what might happen to me if I were caught, or how many psychiatrists might be turned loose upon me with indecent questions.


At that moment a door opened, and an extremely intellectual female – I judge her only from her hair, her vertebrae and a far too transparent nightdress of revolting green – began to say soft and interminable good nights to someone within. I panicked. I turned very quietly the nearest door handle, popped inside and closed it behind me. The room was pitch dark. The curtains were drawn in spite of the heat. A most attractive voice, with a shade of merriment in it, said:


‘Horace, you have been long.’


What on earth was I to do? One answer was obvious. But I have never been able to believe those delightful fourteenth-century stories where the hero takes the place of husband or lover in the dark. At any rate, I trust that few other lovers could ever be mistaken for myself.


There was no time for any thought. The only deliberate act I remember was wiping my hands, all dusty from the drainpipe, on my dressing-gown. I can only attempt to analyse – and that at a regrettable distance – my instinctive deductions. Horace was a bore. Horace hadn’t really been expected to come. He had perhaps been dared to come. Something of the sort I guessed from her voice. And she? Probably forbiddingly scientific, but certainly not cold. A little quick tenderness was indicated – to kiss her hair or something, on my way to the window.


I tried it. I never said a word. Lord, but Horace wasn’t going to be allowed to get away so easily! I responded. What else could I do? She was delicious, and the May night was amorously scented. It seemed as if Boccaccio must be right after all. But perhaps Horace had never kissed her before, and she hadn’t much to go on. I did not dare say a word except the lightest breath of a whisper. The pace slackened, and it looked as if I would have to say something at last. That had to be avoided at all costs. I did what I hoped Horace would have done. This supple and passionate scientist had something of the scandalous attraction of the dedicated. She was startled rather than offended. She suddenly pushed me away and said:


‘Peter, you beast!’


Contempt? Mingled with amusement? It was hard to tell. But if I had been Peter I should have thought the tone highly propitious. Perhaps this wing was where he was bound when he pretended to be up in the attic looking for rats. I was about to do my very best for his reputation when the door began to open. I ought to have had half an ear listening, but the complications were too absorbing. I jumped behind the curtains a little too late. Peter? Horace? Which of them was it?


It was Horace.


‘I heard something,’ he remarked stolidly. ‘Is this a joke?’


She was marvellous. I shall never again say a word against the higher education of women.


‘How dare you come here?’ she whispered fiercely. ‘Just because I said I wished we could go on with our talk! You must be mad!’


‘There’s a man behind those curtains,’ said Horace.


His lack of tact was really astonishing. He had no right whatever to be there – or only, let us say, the very smallest – and it was no business of his if she liked to have ten men behind her curtains. Also he was about to commit the extreme indecency of turning on the light. I bounded out, hit him hard in the wind and vanished through the open door.


‘A burglar!’ she yelled. ‘Stop him! Stop him!’


She had not seen my face. She still thought I was Peter. And of course she was reckoning that Peter would be able to get clear away before the hunt started, and that then he could join in it. I do not think she would have aroused the whole manor if she had known how gravely it would embarrass me. My first impression of her was – admittedly on slender evidence – that she was a woman of taste and that she should never have been confined to a routine where her heated imagination had only scientists to dwell upon.


Horace was after me with the speed of light as soon as he had straightened himself out. I expect he was glad that such a very awkward situation had ended in a chance for him to play the hero. Meanwhile I was charging down the private staircase of the nunnery, and using my faithful towel as well as I could to hide my face.


On the ground floor I ran into a dear old boy, full of distinction in spite of his heavy flannel pyjamas, who peered out of his room and asked me what all the excitement was.


‘Trouble up in the harem again,’ I answered. ‘Just listen to this!’


And I took him by the arm and led him back into his bedroom.


‘The harem! Ho, ho!’ – he had a laugh like the bark of a small terrier enjoying itself – ‘that’s very good. And my poor room at the foot of the staircase. The chief eunuch. Ah, well!’


Someone dashing down the passage shouted rudely that it was that little bitch of a metallurgist again.


‘Bitch?’ protested my rescuer thoughtfully. ‘Bitch? Well, I suppose we must admit it. But when you are my age, Mr . . . er . . . you will find that bitches are so much more polite to you than the others.’


‘And we must all remember,’ I added sternly, ‘that she is an excellent metallurgist.’


‘You would really say so? Is that your branch, Mr . . . er . . . ? I am afraid that without my glasses I find it increasingly difficult to recognize faces.’


I told him that, yes, indirectly it was my branch. He seemed satisfied. His rooms were highly civilized – a comfortable study lined with books, and a bedroom and bathroom leading off it. I had a feeling that he was a good deal senior to anyone else in the place: a sort of unofficial dean, perhaps, or an occasional and eminent visitor from one of the universities.


Outside this pleasant oasis of scholarly peace, the hostel was humming. I have noticed that those who are bored with living by their brains usually seize upon any opportunity to prove themselves men of action. The scientists were baying and rampaging all over the manor. I did not hear the voices of any females. Possibly they had their own opinion about that burglar. My delightful little metallurgist was unlikely to be popular with colleagues of her own sex.


‘It all began,’ I explained to him, ‘with those two young idiots ghost-hunting in the attics.’


‘Ah,’ he chuckled, ‘the second law of thermodynamics! And did they alarm the harem?’


‘They did indeed.’


‘And so – forgive me if I jump to conclusions – you were compelled to decamp so hurriedly that you left behind a bedroom slipper with the Scheherazade of the moment?’


This mixture of acuteness and wanton imagination was alarming.


‘Sir,’ I said, ‘I trust to your discretion.’


‘Sir,’ he replied with an echo in his voice of Dr Johnson and senior common rooms, ‘you might well do so if I knew your name.’


I hesitated a shade too long over my reply. He had a window opening on the lawn, and all I wanted was to open it and run.


‘May I give you your glasses?’ I asked. ‘And then, I think, you will recognize me.’


A bit mysterious, perhaps. After all, I was not very likely to be the Minister of Supply himself or the Director of Military Intelligence. Still, it kept the ball rolling, and gave me a chance to stroll in the direction of the window.


‘Certainly,’ he replied. ‘Thank you. They are on the ledge in the bathroom.’


His voice sounded so courteous and natural that I actually went to the bathroom instead of the window. And then he slammed the door on me and locked it.


He started calling for Peter. Peter again! This random personality dogged me. I might have guessed what he was. Who else would be checking up rats in the attics? Who else would have a perfect right to wander about the nunnery passages after dark? The security officer, of course!


Peter let me out of the bathroom with a damn great pistol held unobtrusively – so far as it could be unobtrusive – in his fist. A fine figure of a man, certainly. But her impulsive guess that I was Peter could never have lasted more than a few seconds. Even in the dark he would have smelt of snooping. I am quite sure she could never have said a word which would allow him to think that on his nightly round he might open a door which had been left unlocked for a friendly and comparatively innocent chat with Horace.


My dressing-gown and pyjamas seemed to bother Peter. He insisted on knowing where my clothes were. I was tempted by the vision of him searching very tactfully for my trousers through every blessed bedroom in the nunnery; but it wouldn’t do. I had to behave responsibly. So I offered to tell him where my clothes were on condition that he sent someone to fetch them and allowed me to put them on.


I think the case might have been dealt with quite informally if I had admitted an overwhelming passion for atomic scientists. It might not even have been necessary to specify the sex. It was obvious, however, where suspicion would fall, and I could not possibly allow a government metallurgist to be so badgered with questions that she would mistake uranium for platinum, and plutonium for a bit of grandmother’s bedstead.


‘My name,’ I said, ‘is Claudio Howard-Wolferstan. My family were at one time lords of this manor of Moreton Intrinseca, and I am here to recover certain family property.’


‘And exactly how did you propose to recover it?’ asked Peter, with a nasty lift of his voice at the end of the sentence.


‘By the only means open to me,’ I replied.


‘What were you doing in Dr Ridgeway’s bedroom?’ Horace asked.


I had seen just enough of him – while he hesitated at her door – to recognize him, but he was worse than I imagined. I could not conceive how I, dark, eager, and of bronzed complexion, could be mistaken for a pale, sandy streak of futility. However, to the touch we might have felt alike, for we were both clean-shaven, narrow-faced and smooth-haired.


I said I had not been in any blasted doctor’s bedroom.


‘Dr Cornelia Ridgeway,’ he explained, stressing the Christian name.


‘Will you permit me to conduct this enquiry in my own way?’ Peter thundered at him.


‘Look here, I was in that confounded wing entirely by accident!’ I protested. ‘I dropped off the roof on to a balcony, and you’ll find my bedroom slipper under it. I went through that room into the passage, was nearly seen and popped into another where I hid behind the curtains. Unfortunately I disturbed some old lady in making my escape, and she yelled for help.’


Horace was not very bright. He started off to say something and then saw that he was going to give his own movements away. I don’t believe he cared a damn about darling Dr Cornelia. He had a long way to go before reaching the mental acuteness of my aged and sympathetic captor. The old boy, who had been basking in quiet approval as if some experiment of his had revealed perverse and entertaining behaviour of the proton, met my eyes with a mischievous expression of innocence which he evidently meant me to appreciate. He had no more need of glasses than I.


My clothes, with some difficulty, were found, and I put them on. When Peter handed me over to the police, dressing-gown, pyjamas and towel were stowed away in my pack. I looked a respectable holiday-maker, but I was at once recognized as the man who had been staying at the local hotel a fortnight earlier and asking too many and too suspicious questions.


In the morning I was driven to Saxminster, and came up before the local beaks. The bench was at first favourably impressed. I was, after all, a citizen of known antecedents with a club and friends to whom reference might be made, and a bank balance – though it was mighty small, and I could not claim any source of income. But nobody could remember that there had ever been any Howard-Wolferstans at the manor, and my statement to Peter was treated as bluff or a mere impertinence. I thought it best to give no more details.


The justices remanded me for further enquiries, and were very ready to grant me bail. They had quite an argument with the police about it. But then Peter called up reinforcements – a very military-looking gentleman who had not opened his mouth in public and was continually having violent, whispered conversations with the superintendent of police. The superintendent passed on a whisper to the magistrates’ clerk. The clerk whispered to the justices. They announced gravely – though looking impatient – that in view of the Importance of the Establishment into which I had broken, bail could not be granted.


All went well in gaol. I won’t pretend I enjoyed it; but if a man is to live his life to the full, he must expect occasional loss of liberty, be it in cell or hospital bed. For the first five days I was treated genially as if it were a foregone conclusion that my behaviour could be satisfactorily explained. Then came a subtle change in the attitude of my warders.


I thought I must have broken some taboo. Had my normal social gaiety been mistaken, I wondered, for insolence? In so ancient and traditional a country as England there is a proper manner for every situation, and one knows it or should know it by instinct. In the Tower, for example, I find that a distant courtliness, a melancholy humour are much appreciated. But in a plain, respectable prison the right note for a first offender was hard to strike, especially since I was accustomed to conditions in the less formal countries of Latin America. There a prisoner is free to chat, to cook his food if he can get any, to catch his own lice and to pass the time as best he can in the easy society of well-mannered thieves and murderers. I have never been able to understand why Victorian England decided that confinement in a cell was more progressive.


The disapproval of my warders, however, had nothing to do with any traditional subtleties of behaviour. No, their inexplicable coldness merely showed that they had learned through the police grapevine of the enormity of my crime. Myself, I never suspected it. I had not even employed a solicitor to advise and defend me. I felt that the complexities were such that only I myself could be sure what to admit and what to suppress. In gaol I had had plenty of time to think, and it had occurred to me that the manor, as I had pictured it, did not fit the social habits of its day. The horde of maidservants, passing from the domestic offices to their attic bedrooms, would have to go up the main staircase, which was most improbable. The likely answer was that the Ministry had blocked up the western ends of the landings on the first and second floors to form the nunnery wing, that the nunnery stairs had originally been the back stairs and that they carried on up to the attics at some point which I had not discovered in the dark. If my father had been thinking of this second staircase – I repeat that I always had the utmost confidence in what he chose to tell me – then his nest-egg might still be where he said it was and I still had a hope of regaining it. Obviously I did not want any solicitor insisting that I should produce it and prove my title to it.
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