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  Chapter One




  The 3.45 to Gallmouth arrived at the station at 3.55, on Friday, the fifteenth of October, only ten minutes late. Most of the passengers on the train were pleasantly surprised.

  Professor Andrew Basnett, who had been dozing in his seat, came to himself with a start, grabbed his suitcase and the copy of the Financial Times which he had been reading earlier, hoping,

  though as usual failing, to make out if he was a little richer or a little poorer than he had been when he had last studied this newspaper, got to his feet in a hurry and made for the exit from the

  carriage.




  On the platform he did not waste time looking for a porter but set off down the stairs to the station yard. When he and his wife Nell, who had been dead now for over ten years, had first

  discovered Gallmouth, there would have been more than one porter eager to carry his suitcase, and also there would have been flowerbeds on the platform. But these, like the porters, had long

  disappeared. In the yard, however, in the old days there would have been only two, or at most three, decrepit taxis waiting hopefully for passengers, whereas now there were more than half a dozen.

  You lose a little, gain a little with the passage of time, Andrew reflected. He took the taxi at the head of the rank and asked to be driven to the Dolphin Hotel.




  Andrew was in his mid-seventies. He was a tall man who would have looked even taller than he generally did if he had resisted a tendency to stoop which had developed during the last year or two.

  He had kept his spare figure and still walked with some vigour, had bony features, short grey hair and grey eyes under eyebrows that had remained formidably dark. He had an intelligent face, though

  its expression during the last few years had been becoming increasingly detached, instead of showing the lively interest in most things that it had had when he was younger. He had been a professor

  of Botany in one of London University’s colleges for nearly twenty years, but now had been retired for some time, yet was still living in the flat in St John’s Wood where he and Nell

  had lived together until her death from cancer. He had nearly moved out then, thinking of something that would not be haunted by memories. But in fact it had been the memories that had held him.

  Any thought of moving into something smaller and perhaps more convenient had passed long ago.




  The Dolphin Hotel was on the seafront of Gallmouth. It was an undistinguished but reasonably comfortable place which suited Andrew, because, among other virtues, it was moderately inexpensive.

  The service was good, the food tolerable, and without being ostentatious about it, catered mostly for elderly people. Andrew and Nell had stayed there together two or three times, and now, when a

  need to escape from London occasionally came to him, he generally returned to their old haunt, because it was less trouble to pick up the telephone and fix up a room for himself there, knowing

  exactly what he would get, than to venture into the unknown.




  It was a Victorian building, which only recently had improved its plumbing, installing a bathroom for each bedroom, and arranging adequate parking space in what had once been its garden. Not

  that parking space was of any interest to Andrew, who did not own a car, holding that to do so in London was a costly inconvenience. If it was essential to have one for some particular occasion, it

  could always be hired. He was thinking, as the taxi drove him to the Dolphin, that perhaps he would hire one for the week that he intended to stay in Gallmouth. On the other hand, walking would do

  him good and there were some attractive walks along the cliffs that rose steeply on each side of the little town.




  Once comfortably installed in his room at the hotel, he treated himself to some afternoon tea. This was something that he never did when he was by himself in his flat, but to have it now in the

  roomy and not overcrowded lounge with its pleasant view of the sea, gave him an agreeable sense of luxury. A nice-looking girl brought him his tea on a tray, and pushed a trolley up to him laden

  with a variety of the rich-looking sort of cakes that he would never have thought of buying for himself at home. Something that looked soft and creamy, topped with chocolate, seemed to him

  particularly inviting, and gave him a sense, as he bit into it, that he really was on holiday.




  Not that it could really be said that he needed a holiday. Ever since he had finished writing his life of Robert Hooke, the noted seventeenth-century microscopist, he had been unable to settle

  down seriously to any other work. It had been a great mistake to finish the book. He had been very contented, working at it and really, in his heart, had never believed that it would ever come to

  an end. But he had been tempted by a clever young editor in a large firm of scientific publishers, who had given him two or three excellent lunches and dangled a contract before him. Having a

  contract had made Andrew feel rather grand. Whether the fact that the editor had once been a student of his, who had gone into publishing instead of into research or teaching, had had anything to

  do with Andrew’s finally producing the book on which he had worked happily for so long, he was not sure, but the thing was done now, and in the last month or so he had even finished the

  proofs, the bibliography and the index. That had been quite hard work, so perhaps, after all, he did deserve a holiday. Looking dreamily at the sea, glinting in the pale October sunshine, and

  eating the creamy, squashy thing that he had chosen from the trolley, he felt that it was very nice to be back in the Dolphin.




  When he had finished his tea he set out for a walk along the seafront. There was a slight breeze blowing in from the sea, making the air cool, but the sunlight had not yet begun to fade into

  dusk. There was a sparkle on the little waves that slid in towards the beach, and on the frill of surf that toppled gently over on to the shingle. There were not many people about. The season had

  come to an end at least a month ago, indeed in another two or three weeks half the hotels in Gallmouth would close down for the winter. Andrew had booked in at the Dolphin just in time.




  He strolled slowly along the esplanade which stretched from the base of the cliff that rose on one side of the town, to that of the one that rose on the other. One or two streets branched off

  it, leading to the shops, the cinema, the church, the library, a small theatre and the town hall. Andrew walked almost to the far end of the paved walk, to the point where a bridge crossed the

  Gall, the little river that had given the town its name and beyond which, if he wanted to go on, he would have to start climbing up the cliff there. But he did not feel like doing that. Instead, he

  turned into a small shopping mall where he vaguely remembered from his last visit that there was a delicatessen. He wanted to buy some cheese.




  Not that the Dolphin would not have supplied cheese if he wanted it at dinner, but he had the slightly eccentric habit of eating cheese with his breakfast. Some years ago a friend who was a

  respected dietician had persuaded him that the day ought always to be started with some protein, and to get himself some cheese, Andrew had found, was so easy compared even with boiling an egg that

  he had agreed to give the theory a trial. By now, though he had no faith whatever in the health-giving properties of cheese at breakfast, he had let it become a habit and never felt that the day

  had properly begun till he had had a slice of it.




  He was right about the delicatessen. It was where he had remembered it. He went in, bought a quarter of a pound of double Gloucester and emerging, took a look at the window of the shop next

  door. It was a bookshop. It had two windows, with a doorway between them. The nearer window, at which he looked first, held what seemed to be a display of children’s books written by a woman

  called Mina Todhunter. The name stirred a memory in Andrew, not of his own childhood, when Beatrix Potter had fulfilled all his literary needs, but of a much later time, when he had often been

  driven into reading aloud to a nephew of his, aged four, whose favourite writer had been Mina Todhunter. The central character in all her works was a scarecrow, who wore a battered top hat, a red

  muffler and a tail coat and carried an umbrella, and was called Mr Thinkum. Andrew did not believe that his nephew had ever seen a real scarecrow, and he was certain that the children of the modern

  age had never done so, so it seemed surprising in a way that the window of a bookshop should be filled with works about one. He wondered if they had been selling well for all those years, or if

  this display betokened a revival. He felt almost inclined for a moment to go into the shop and buy one of the books, to see if he could discover what the writer’s magic had been, but instead

  he moved on towards the farther window.




  ‘Andrew!’




  He started and turned.




  There was the nephew, Peter Dilly, of whom he had been thinking only a moment before, who was now thirty-five and who happened to be a very successful writer of science fiction.




  ‘Peter! What on earth are you doing here?’ Andrew exclaimed.




  ‘I might ask you that,’ Peter Dilly said.




  He was a small man with fair hair, pink cheeks, an attractive smile and a light, springy way of walking. His writing had made him a rich man, and since he owned a cottage of considerable charm

  in the country and an apartment in Monte Carlo, it was surprising to find him loose in a place like Gallmouth, unless perhaps he had come to visit friends or had some mysterious professional

  commitment there.




  This was the case, as he explained, when Andrew repeated his question.




  ‘Haven’t you heard of the Gallmouth Arts Festival?’ he asked. ‘I’m speaking tonight. That isn’t by any chance what’s brought you, is it?’




  ‘To hear you speak?’




  Andrew had a great deal of affection for his nephew, but it would never have occurred to him to go out of his way to hear him speaking on a platform, presumably about his work, which in spite of

  that genuine affection, Andrew never read.




  ‘No, no, I mean the festival,’ Peter said. ‘It’s not much of a thing, but I was invited to speak and at the same time to stay for the weekend with someone who rather

  interests me and I’d nothing else to do for the moment, so I came. But you haven’t answered my question. I never thought of you as likely to be interested in a thing like an arts

  festival.’




  ‘I’m afraid I’ve got to admit that I’d never even heard of it,’ Andrew replied. ‘Haven’t you ever heard me talk of Gallmouth? I’ve been coming

  here for the odd week or so for the last dozen years. I’ve just finished a job of work correcting proofs and so on, on my poor old Robert Hooke, and I thought I’d treat myself to some

  relaxation.’




  ‘Yes, now that I think of it, of course I’ve heard you talk about Gallmouth,’ Peter said. ‘I’m being stupid. But since you’re here, and there actually is a

  festival, do you think I could persuade you to come and listen to me?’




  ‘When would that be?’




  ‘This evening at eight o’clock in the Pegasus Theatre. Where are you staying?’




  ‘In the Dolphin, as usual.’




  ‘Yes, of course. Well, I could pick you up and take you along. I assume you haven’t a car.’




  ‘No, I haven’t.’




  ‘Oh, do come, Andrew.’ Peter sounded genuinely eager.




  ‘Well, perhaps, if you want me to,’ Andrew said. ‘But what are you going to talk about? I didn’t know you’d added public speaking to your other talents.’




  ‘I haven’t, that’s the trouble.’ Peter laughed. ‘I’ve hardly ever opened my mouth in public before, and I’m as nervous as a cat on hot bricks. Not that

  I’m actually going to have to say a lot. There are going to be three of us on the platform, and we’re each going to give a short talk on our own line of work, and how we came to choose

  it, and that sort of thing. Then the audience, if there is one, will sling questions at us, the thought of which doesn’t much frighten me, because they’re always the same. I’ve

  answered them a dozen times. Then I believe we drink coffee and then we go home. I’ve written my talk, of course, and only have to read it, so I shouldn’t have let myself get worked up

  about it. But you know what a nervous character I am.’




  Andrew did not believe for a moment in Peter’s nervousness. He was probably looking forward with great satisfaction to the thought of appearing on a platform and hearing himself speak.




  ‘Who are the other two who are going to be appearing with you?’ he asked.




  ‘Well, good old Todhunter, for one.’ Peter said. ‘She’ll be talking about writing for children.’




  ‘Todhunter – Mina Todhunter!’ Andrew pointed at the shop window full of her works. ‘You mean this lady, whose stories I used to have to read to you when you were an

  infant. Is she still alive? She must be very old.’




  ‘I shouldn’t think she’s much more than seventy,’ Peter said, ‘if that. But take a look at what’s written up there.’




  He moved a little way back from the window and pointed at what was written above it. Andrew looked up and saw the words Todhunter’s Bookshop, there in bold black capitals on a white

  background.




  ‘She owns this shop then?’ Andrew said.




  ‘Yes, and I’ve got to go in in a minute and speak to her,’ Peter answered.




  ‘She’s a local figure?’




  ‘Very much so.’




  ‘And who’s the third person who’ll be appearing with you?’




  ‘Simon Amory.’




  ‘Simon Amory!’ Andrew was startled. ‘Death Come Quickly Amory?’




  ‘That’s right,’ Peter said.




  ‘He’s a friend of yours?’




  Death Come Quickly was the title of a play that had been running in the West End for two years, and that had been filmed and televised, after originally appearing, about four years

  before, quite modestly as a novel by an unknown author.




  ‘Well, I know him slightly and I’m staying with him for the weekend,’ Peter said.




  ‘If he’s in on this thing you’re involved in this evening,’ Andrew said, ‘it’s a little more of an event than you’ve just suggested.’




  ‘Not really. He happens to live here, and when the local Arts Council decided to have authors speaking in their festival, the first thing they did, naturally, was invite him to be one of

  the speakers.’




  ‘And where do you come in?’ Andrew asked.




  Peter took a few steps towards the second shop window, into which Andrew had not yet looked. Following Peter, he saw that the window contained a display of the works of Simon Amory and of Peter

  Dilly. Numbers of Peter’s most successful novel, called Whalewater, were there. It was a story of how, by a miracle of genetic engineering, a whale had been developed that could fly

  as well as swim, which naturally was taken over eagerly by military Intelligence because of its remarkable usefulness in overland and underwater spying. The book had been filmed and had made a rich

  man of Peter.




  ‘You see,’ he said with a little smile, ‘I’m not unknown.’




  ‘Of course not,’ Andrew said, ‘but how did you get to know Amory?’




  ‘We met at a Foyle’s luncheon,’ Peter replied, ‘and this affair down here was just being organized and he seemed to think I was the sort of thing they wanted. Anyway, a

  few days later I got a formal invitation from the committee to speak, and an informal invitation from Amory to spend the weekend with him. I’m rather regretting it now, but at the time it

  sounded entertaining.’




  ‘Why are you regretting it? Don’t you like him?’ Andrew asked.




  Peter hesitated very slightly before he answered, ‘Oh yes, I like him, but I can’t make him out. He puzzles me. But now I’ve got to go in here and speak to Miss Todhunter.

  Amory suddenly decided to give a small dinner party this evening before the show and he wants me to ask her to attend. Come in with me and meet her. I haven’t met her myself yet, so I

  can’t promise you what she’ll be like, but I’m sure she’ll be charming. Amory seems to be devoted to her.’




  Andrew laughed and shook his head.




  ‘I’ll leave her to you. And I think I’ll be getting back to the Dolphin. If you have any time to spare while you’re down here, telephone me there and we’ll arrange

  to have lunch or something together. We don’t normally see as much of each other as I’d like.’




  ‘But aren’t you coming to the show tonight?’ Peter sounded really dismayed. ‘Oh, do come, Andrew. I was sure you would.’




  ‘Well, I’ll think about it. I’ll see how I feel when I’ve had a couple of drinks. Now I’ll leave you to the lady inside. You could thank her from me for all the

  help she gave me with keeping you quiet when you were very young. I wonder if her Mr Thinkum had sowed the seeds in you of your great scientists in Whalewater.’ For Mr Thinkum, like

  Peter’s whale, using his umbrella as a sail, could fly. ‘Goodbye for now.’




  Andrew put a hand on Peter’s shoulder for a moment, then turned to retrace his steps down the mall and the esplanade towards the Dolphin, while Peter went into Mina Todhunter’s

  shop.




  Andrew was in his bedroom at the Dolphin, thinking of going down to the bar for the two drinks of which he had spoken to Peter, when the telephone rang.




  He assumed that it was Peter ringing, since no one else knew where he was, and he felt a certain gratitude for the sound because it cut across the thoughts, or rather lack of thoughts, with

  which he had been occupied for the last half hour. He had an unfortunate habit, when nothing else occupied his mind, of letting scraps of verse, or sometimes of songs, repeat themselves endlessly

  and meaninglessly in it. They were nearly always fragments which he supposed had meant something to him in his childhood and which had somehow lingered on in his brain when they had ceased to have

  any interest for him. If he had managed to repeat to himself lines from Shakespeare, say, or Milton, or Donne, he might, he sometimes fancied, have derived some pleasure from what he had

  remembered, but those, however much he venerated them, would not stay securely in his head, while he might be troubled for a whole day at a time by nursery rhymes, or commonplace jingles.




  When the telephone rang he was muttering to himself some lines from the Bab Ballads.




  

        

          ‘Among them was a bishop who




          Had lately been appointed to




          The balmy isle of Rum-ti-Foo




          And Peter was his name . . .’


        


  




  How many times he had repeated it since parting with Peter he had no idea, but it was irritating him deeply that he could not blot it from his mind. He snatched up the telephone and said,

  ‘Yes?’




  But it was not Peter who spoke. It was an unfamiliar voice, deeper than Peter’s, smooth and rather cold, though what followed was friendly.




  ‘Professor Basnett?’




  ‘Yes,’ Andrew repeated.




  ‘My name’s Amory,’ the voice said. ‘Simon Amory. Peter’s told me that you’re a relative of his.’




  ‘His uncle, actually,’ Andrew answered.




  ‘And that you met by chance in the town this afternoon. I think he told you about the show we’re putting on this evening, he and I and dear Mina Todhunter, and that you were going to

  come along to listen to us. I expect he also told you that he’s staying with me and that I’m laying on a small dinner party before the event. It would give me great pleasure if you

  would join us.’




  ‘That’s very kind of you,’ Andrew said, though he was not aware that he had actually promised Peter that he would attend the performance in the Pegasus Theatre. ‘If it

  isn’t putting you to any trouble . . .’




  ‘None at all. We’ll be delighted to have you. I’ll send the car for you. It’s quite informal. Just a few friends. Well, we’ll pick you up about half past six, if

  that’s all right with you. Very early, I’m afraid, but as the show starts at eight it seemed better to be early than having to rush our drinks and our meal. I look forward to meeting

  you. Goodbye.’




  The ringing tone sang in Andrew’s ear.




  He put his own instrument down and stood still for a minute, thinking over what had just happened. Just a few friends. He had before this accepted invitations to parties which were to

  consist of just a few friends and on arriving had found at least thirty people gathered together, all in evening dress. He hoped such a thing was not going to happen this evening. Following his

  trip from London and then his stroll about the town, he was distinctly tired and in spite of wanting to please Peter, would have preferred a quiet dinner by himself and the chance to go early to

  bed. However, he had committed himself now and it would be advisable, he thought, even if he was to meet only a few friends of Simon Amory, to change out of the slacks and pullover that he was

  wearing, and to put on the one dark suit that he had brought with him. When this was done he went downstairs and waited in the lounge for whoever it was who was coming to fetch him.




  It was Peter who came and he was driving a Rolls.




  When he saw Andrew admiring the car, he grinned and said, ‘You didn’t know I’d risen to this, did you? Nice, isn’t it?’




  ‘Is it really yours?’ Andrew asked.




  ‘Damn it, you always see through me,’ Peter said. ‘No, it’s Simon’s. I’ve still got my Mercedes, which is very nice too, but not in this thing’s class.

  Well, hop in and we’ll get going.’




  They both got into the car and Peter turned it in front of the hotel and took it down the short drive to the gates that led out to the main street.




  It was dusk and the streetlamps had all been lit. Only the sea was an expanse of darkness. Once in the street, Peter turned to the right, the road mounting a steep hill which soon left the

  houses behind. Between the road and the cliff-top the space was wooded with beech trees that even in the twilight it could be seen were covered in the splendid copper of autumn.




  ‘Now, tell me what I’m actually in for,’ Andrew said. ‘A few friends – that can mean anything. And different people have different ideas about

  informality.’




  ‘Oh, you needn’t worry,’ Peter said. ‘I think we’ll only be about half a dozen. You and I and Todhunter and Simon and the Chairman of the festival, a man called

  Edward Clarke, and a woman who’s some sort of relation of Simon’s. Her name’s Rachel Rayne. She’s just arrived from America and I don’t know much about her.’




  ‘Isn’t Amory married?’




  ‘He was, but she died, I think it was five or six years ago. Leukaemia, I believe. The curious thing is that he didn’t start writing until after her death. I suppose it may have

  begun as a way of filling the gap, but with the fantastic success he had with that first book of his, I suppose it took him over, so to speak. Have you read it?’




  ‘I’m afraid I haven’t.’




  ‘Or seen the play?’




  ‘No. But I saw a shortened version of it on television. I doubt if it was fair to him. For one thing it said that the book was by someone else and the television version was only based on

  characters created by him. If I’d been him I think I’d have been fairly disgusted.’




  ‘Well, it kept the money rolling in, I expect, so he was probably quite happy about it.’




  ‘What did he do before he took to writing?’




  ‘I think he was a chartered accountant.’




  ‘Here in Gallmouth?’




  ‘Oh no, in London. He’s only lived full time in Gallmouth for the last few years. He and his wife saw a house here when they were on a visit to friends and fell in love with it and

  bought it for when he retired. But she died and never lived here.’




  ‘Peter, you said this afternoon that he puzzled you. What did you mean by that?’




  Peter did not reply at once. He peered ahead of him up the road that was lit by the long shaft from the car’s headlights.




  Then he said, ‘I said that, did I?’




  ‘Yes,’ Andrew replied.




  ‘Well, I shouldn’t have. I didn’t really mean anything.’




  ‘Oh, come on, of course you meant something. What was it?’




  ‘I suppose I was thinking . . .’ Peter paused, then went on hesitantly. ‘It’s probably absurd, but I can’t get rid of a feeling that he dislikes me. Yet he pressed

  me to come down to do this show tonight, and then to come and spend the weekend with him, and he’s never been anything but pleasant and friendly to me. So it’s probably some feeling in

  myself that’s worrying me. Jealousy, for instance. I’ve done well enough in my way, but it can’t compare with what’s happened to him. And because I don’t like the idea

  that I’m capable of such cheap jealousy, I’ve transferred the feeling on to him.’




  ‘Sounds complicated,’ Andrew observed.




  ‘Yet you know what I mean.’




  ‘I suppose I do, but I’ve never noticed any undue signs of jealousy in your character. I’ll wait and see what I make of him myself.’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ Peter had slowed the car down outside a gate in a high stone wall. The gate was open and he turned the car in at it. ‘I admire him, you know, and I want to be

  liked by him, but I’ve got this queer feeling . . . Perhaps the fact is that I’m a little afraid of him.’




  He drove along a drive under two tall rows of chestnuts, splendidly copper-coloured like the beeches on the cliff. Andrew saw a house ahead of them, not as large as the approach to it had led

  him to expect, a building of only two storeys, with small windows in its stone walls and a small porch jutting out over an oaken front door. Lawns spread out to right and left of the house, with

  what looked like stables joined on to one end of it, and a summerhouse among some holly bushes a little way off from it on the other. There were lights in all the ground-floor windows. As the car

  stopped in front of the entrance the door opened.




  A light was on inside and the figure that stood in the doorway was only a dark shape against it: a man, tall, very erect and slimly built, but with wide shoulders and a striking air of dignity.

  That was Andrew’s first impression of Simon Amory. He waited in the doorway while Peter leapt out of the car and hurried round it to open the door beside Andrew and as he did so Amory came

  forward, holding out his hand.




  ‘Professor Basnett?’ he said. ‘I’m so glad that you could come. Peter, there’s no need to put the car in the garage. We’ll be wanting it presently. Come in,

  Professor, and meet your fellow victims, the people who’ve been persuaded to come with us and listen to a few of us talking a great deal too much about ourselves.’




  Andrew did not really see much of the other man’s face until they were in the lighted hall. It was a long, narrow hall, with a steep staircase, carpeted in dark crimson, rising out of it

  to the floor above. The ceiling was low and dark with heavy beams. Andrew guessed that the house dated probably from the seventeenth century. The walls were white and decorated with a few flower

  prints. The only furniture was a bow-fronted walnut chest that had a telephone on it and a silver bowl filled with sprays of bronze leaves. At the far end of the hall was a glass door which

  presumably opened into the garden.




  Looking at his host, Andrew saw a man of about forty-five, with a sharp-featured face, high cheekbones and hollow cheeks, a long, sharp nose and a pointed chin, a taut nervous face that wore an

  oddly tight-lipped smile and had bright, observant eyes. His hair was dark and curly and still plentiful. His skin was tanned to a healthy brown.




  He opened one of the doors in the narrow hall and ushered Andrew in ahead of him. Andrew’s first impression was that the room was full of people, but that, he realized in a moment, was

  merely the result of the low, dark ceiling and the great fireplace that occupied most of one wall. A fire of logs was alight in it. But he noticed that there were also a couple of discreetly placed

  radiators. It would be a very comfortable room in winter. The number of people waiting there was actually only three, a short, bald man of about fifty, a slim woman of perhaps thirty-five, and a

  square, heavily built, crop-haired woman who was probably in her seventies and who, Andrew felt sure as soon as he saw her, was Mina Todhunter.




  This turned out to be right, for Simon Amory introduced her at once.




  ‘And I don’t need to tell you who Mina Todhunter is,’ he said, ‘for even if you were too old to have her works read to you in your infancy, I expect you often read them

  in your time to a younger generation. Your nephew, for instance.’




  She smiled up at Andrew and in a deep, gruff voice said, ‘Your nephew’s told me already that he cut his teeth on them.’
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