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      Andrew Garve

    


    Andrew Garve is the pen name of Paul Winterton (1908–2001). He was born in Leicester and educated at the Hulme Grammar School, Manchester and Purley County School, Surrey, after which he took a degree in Economics at London University. He was on the staff of The Economist for four years, and then worked for fourteen years for the London News Chronicle as reporter, leader writer and foreign correspondent. He was assigned to Moscow from 1942/ 5, where he was also the correspondent of the BBC’s Overseas Service.


    After the war he turned to full-time writing of detective and adventure novels and produced more than forty-five books. His work was serialized, televised, broadcast, filmed and translated into some twenty languages. He is noted for his varied and unusual backgrounds – which have included Russia, newspaper offices, the West Indies, ocean sailing, the Australian outback, politics, mountaineering and forestry – and for never repeating a plot.


    Andrew Garve was a founder member and first joint secretary of the Crime Writers’ Association.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    It all began with a chance encounter on a murky evening in November, 1954. I had just left the office and had stopped in Whitehall to buy a paper. As I turned away from the stand I felt a detaining hand on my arm and a man said, “Surely it’s Clive Easton?”


    I knew his face, but for a second I couldn’t place him.


    “Dunoon!” he said—and then it all came back. His name was Walter Cowley. He’d had a job during the war advising on low-temperature equipment for the Navy, and I’d run into him on the Clyde when the H95 was being fitted out for an Arctic mission. It had been a brief and superficial acquaintance, but as I remembered it he’d been a tolerable drinking companion in a lean week, and I wasn’t too appalled at seeing him again.


    It was cold for standing about, so I suggested we should pop into the Red Lion and have a chat. He obviously wanted to talk, but he said his wife was expecting him and wouldn’t I go along and have a drink with them at home—it wouldn’t take more than three or four minutes in a taxi, and he knew she would be delighted to meet me. I’d have preferred the pub, but he pressed me and I couldn’t decently refuse.


    On the way, we exchanged our bits of news. I told him I’d been working at the Admiralty as a sort of back-room boy since the war, and that I hadn’t married, and that I was living in a flat near Sloane Square. He told me that after leaving the Service he’d gone back to his refrigerating plant business, and that he was doing fairly well on the export side and traveled abroad a good deal. He said he’d been married for five years, but hadn’t any family. That was as far as we’d got when the taxi drew up outside a detached house in a quiet street off the Royal Hospital Road.


    He opened the door with his latch key and called to his wife that he’d brought a friend home with him. Then he took me into a large, expensively furnished drawing room, and asked me what I’d like to drink. While he busied himself with the bottles, I had a good look at him. He was much as I remembered him—a short, slight man, good looking in a dapper sort of way, with mild, accommodating eyes—but he was beginning to show his age, which I reckoned was about forty-five. His slicked-down hair was thin and graying, and his face in repose was faintly anxious.


    I was prepared for his wife to be harassed and forty-five, too—which made her actual appearance all the more breath-taking. She wasn’t a day over thirty, and she was lovely. She was tall and rather statuesque, with a mass of dark brown hair that waved back from a round forehead. She had high cheekbones and sleepy-looking eyes and a full, sensual mouth. Her movements were slow and she spoke with an attractively insolent drawl. She had the poise and grace of a leopardess and I thought she was superb. I couldn’t imagine how an insignificant little man like Cowley had ever managed to acquire her.


    He introduced me flatteringly, undeterred by my protests. I hadn’t realized until then how great an impression I must have made on him in those few days at Dunoon, or how closely he’d followed my wartime career afterwards. He insisted on presenting me as a romantic hero—“Clive Easton, D.S.O.”—“One of the few R.N.V.R. chaps to be given a submarine command”—“Sank the Wilhelm II.” His wife—her name was Isobel—regarded me appraisingly during this panegyric, and then gave me a slow, appreciative smile. I didn’t think it was solely on account of my war record.


    “Well, I’m sure you two want to talk about old times,” she said. “I’d better efface myself.” She took her glass and removed herself to a divan a few feet away and arranged herself carefully. She was about as inconspicuous as a siren on a rock.


    Cowley kept the conversation seesawing around Dunoon for quite a time. From the way he talked, it might almost have been supposed that we’d been close friends. He took absurd pleasure in recalling quite trivial incidents, and he worked his way conscientiously through a list of casual acquaintances whose existence I’d almost forgotten. His anxiety to extract every possible scrap of reflected glory from our brief association was pathetic. He even asked me earnestly if the special boots he’d recommended for the Arctic trip had been all right, as though the chief danger off the North Cape had been frostbite and he’d personally averted it.


    It was all dreadfully tedious, and I could only suppose I must have been pretty tight when I’d found his company tolerable. I’d have been on my way in no time if it hadn’t been for the Gioconda on the divan. She fascinated me. Her husband was too busy talking about subzero temperatures to notice her provocative pose, but it hadn’t escaped me. I felt sure she was trying to put ideas into my head. It was a stimulating thought—and the longer I watched her the more certain I became. Every time our eyes met, which was often, the room seemed filled with unspoken invitation. Her smile was outwardly cool and detached, but I wasn’t taken in. Unless I was very much mistaken, she was as detached as a bit of plutonium that’s just going to form a critical mass with another bit and blow everything to blazes. I recognized the symptoms.


    The Dunoon topic flagged at last, and Cowley turned the conversation to the sinking of the Wilhelm II. I gave him a short account of that overpublicized exploit, conscious all the time of his wife’s quizzical gaze. Then he got me to tell him about the successful gun action off the Norwegian coast that had gained me the bar to my D.S.O. As I finished that story, and he rose to refill our glasses, Isobel said, “Well, you certainly have had some adventures, Commander! I don’t know how you could bear to be shut up in one of those things—they sound terribly uncomfortable.”


    “It was an uncomfortable war,” I said.


    “But you talk as though you actually liked being in them.”


    “Oh, submarines have their points.… For one thing, you’re not being pushed around by other people all the time—once you’ve reached your billet, you mostly make your own decisions. And there’s nothing quite as thrilling as hunting and being hunted. Pitting your wits against the other man’s, with everything at stake.”


    “You obviously enjoy danger.”


    “It fills a gap—gives one an illusion of significance. Life seems quite worth while when there’s a good chance it may come to an end at any moment—not that I claim that as a novel idea.”


    “Do you mean it doesn’t otherwise?”


    “Oh, it’s all right as long as you have good health and sharp appetites and avoid all serious thought!” I said.


    She laughed. “You must find it very dull now, working in an office.”


    “That’s an understatement. We all wanted quiet jobs just after the war, of course, but it was only reaction, and the feeling didn’t last. It’s about time I made a change, as a matter of fact, but it isn’t easy to know what to change to.”


    “Surely you can think of something exciting to do?” she said. From the way she looked at me, I felt certain it wasn’t work she had in mind. I’d been right—she was just a primitive.


    I found it difficult to concentrate after that, and very soon I got up to go. They both came to the door with me, and Cowley said how glad he was that we’d run into each other and how much he’d enjoyed our talk. Isobel said she hoped they’d see more of me. I said I hoped so too, and for a moment our eyes met in complete understanding. Cowley didn’t know it, but we’d virtually made an assignation, with only the date left open.


    It was an exhilarating thought. I’d been telling myself for some time that I ought to start a new affair, and this one promised to be something rather special. I was eager to get the date fixed, but I didn’t want to risk spoiling everything by being too impetuous. A little more reconnaissance was clearly called for, and the first move seemed to be to return the Cowleys’ hospitality and find out a bit more about their setup. I had to go up to Glasgow for a few days in connection with the project I was working on, but as soon as I got back I rang them up. Walter Cowley answered the phone, and he said they’d be delighted to come in for a drink the next evening.


    Just before they were due to arrive, I had a call from him. His wife, he told me, had suddenly developed a bad headache and had had to go to bed. He was very apologetic. For a moment I wondered if I’d taken Isobel too much for granted—if I’d misread the signs. I said I was sorry to hear about his wife, but wouldn’t he come along for a quick drink anyway. He jumped at it.


    It turned out to be a most useful meeting, and I decided it wouldn’t have been beyond Isobel to arrange things just that way. Cowley talked at length about his business, and it emerged that he was going off to Amsterdam on the following Monday and would be away for three or four days. I said I thought he and his wife were very fortunate being able to travel around together mixing business with pleasure. He shook his head ruefully and said that Isobel rarely went with him on winter trips unless it was to somewhere very warm, which hardly ever happened. He wished she would, because it couldn’t be much fun for her staying in that house by herself, and she often complained of being lonely! I said if he liked I’d take her out to dinner one evening, and he thought that was a splendid idea. He seemed genuinely concerned that she should have a good time, and was naïvely grateful.


    On the Monday evening I rang her up and said I hoped her headache was better. She laughed and said she was fine. I asked her if she’d care to dine with me on Tuesday, and she said she’d love to. It couldn’t have been simpler.


    I called for her just before seven, and we went to a very new, very chi-chi little place in Chelsea where the food was good and the waitresses were mostly ballet dancers resting and the clientele was headline stuff. We had scampi and coq au vin and a bottle of Chablis, and kept the talk frothy and frivolous, with sexy overtones, until I couldn’t bear to stay there any longer.


    I took her home just after nine, and she asked me in for a drink. I dismissed the taxi and followed her into the drawing room. She said “Whisky?” and I said “Thanks!” She poured out a shot, and I stood behind her and slid my hands under her arms and over her breasts and kissed the back of her neck. She was trembling so much that the whisky spilled. Suddenly she turned and flung her arms round me, pressing her body against mine. I hadn’t made any mistake. We were birds of a feather, all right—both predatory, and both eager prey. She said, “Do you really want a drink?” and I said I didn’t. I pulled her down onto the divan and began to make love to her. After a while she said, “I know a more comfortable place than this,” and we went upstairs.


    I woke from a short, deep sleep to find the bedside light on and Isobel regarding me impassively across the pillow.


    “Hullo!” she said. “Do we know each other?”


    “We should!” I said. I looked at my watch, and it was nearly three o’clock. We’d had quite a session. “I suppose I ought to be getting home now.”


    “If you think you can make it.”


    I laughed. “What I see of you is feminine enough, but you’ve a crude, masculine sort of mind.”


    “So I’ve been told.”


    I stirred and stretched. “You know, that was even better than I expected.”


    “Not bad,” she agreed.


    “Who was it said that every man dreams of a beautiful woman who is both fastidious and shameless?”


    She gave a complacent smile.


    I slid out of bed and began to dress. “I can tell you one thing,” I said. “If I were your husband, I’d never travel.”


    “If you were my husband, darling, I’d travel with you.”


    “He really is an odd chap, isn’t he?”


    “He’s devoted to me.”


    “I suppose he trusts you.”


    “He hasn’t any reason not to.”


    “You mean he hasn’t found you out yet.”


    “That’s what I mean.”


    “What do you really think about him?”


    “I try not to think about him at all. He bores me to death.” She reached for a cigarette and lit it.


    “I suppose you married him for his money?”


    She regarded me for a moment quite unemotionally. Then she said, “Not exactly. I married him for his prospects.”


    “Well, they don’t seem to have turned out too badly.”


    “Yes and no.”


    “Oh? You must have been aiming high.”


    “I always aim high.”


    “Expensive house, nice furniture—masses of clothes, I don’t doubt …”


    “Oh, yes—and my own car in the garage …”


    “Money to burn, in fact.”


    “That’s where you’re wrong. Money for a humdrum, conventional existence with Walter—that’s all. Never enough for a fling without him. Comfort, but no freedom. And even the comfort’s precarious. The house is mortgaged, the furniture and the car aren’t paid for, the business is short of capital. The stupid little man can only just make ends meet. He’s a flop.”


    “What did you think he was going to be—a tycoon?”


    “I hoped he’d make real money.”


    “He wouldn’t ever have looked that way to me.”


    “Well, I wasn’t too sure about it, but there seemed a chance, and anyway he was the best prospect at the time. I had to take what there was—I wasn’t all that far up the ladder myself. Besides, he had a lot more drive and energy five years ago.”


    “You surprise me!”


    “Oh, you’ve a single-track mind. It’s nothing to do with me—it’s just that he worries all the time. He lives on bismuth and aspirin and complains he can’t sleep. He’s a crock. He’ll never get anywhere.”


    “Well, he’s not the only pebble on the beach. Why don’t you look around again? I imagine you could take your pick by now.”


    She shook her head. “Changing husbands advantageously is even more difficult than changing jobs. For one thing, we don’t mix in the right circles. Walter only knows dreary people with dreary incomes like his own, and it’s not easy for a married woman to go scouting around by herself. I have to be discreet—after all, I can’t afford to throw away dirty water before I’ve found any clean, can I?”


    I grinned. “Okay, I’ll let myself out quietly.”


    “You’d better!”


    “And I’ll keep my eyes open for a likely millionaire. I’m afraid I’m not going to be much use to you. All I can offer is an unproductively distant connection with the peerage.”


    “Really?”


    “Oh, yes—didn’t Walter tell you? I’d have expected him to. The twelfth Earl of Colhousie was my granduncle—or is it great-uncle? I can never remember which.”


    “Doesn’t that make you something?”


    “Only a poor relation. I ran through all that was left of our part of the family fortune before the war—and you know what civil servants get.”


    “Oh, well, never mind, darling,” she said. “Money’s nice, but it isn’t everything—we mustn’t be sordid.” She smiled. “At least we’re going to have a lot of fun.”


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    As things turned out, though, we had regrettably little fun. Little in quantity, that is. I spent two more nights of abandonment with her, and then Walter returned, and our affair came to a full stop before it had got properly under way. I’d taken it for granted we should find some means of continuing to see each other while he was around, but to my surprise and dismay Isobel turned down all my schemes as too risky. In spite of her contemptuous talk about the comforts her husband had provided, she actually had a very shrewd appreciation of their value, and what she’d said about not throwing away dirty water had been much more than an amusing piece of bitchiness. Her appetites were strong once they were aroused, but they were far from being out of hand, and in her calculated order of priorities security came first. She was absolutely determined to take no chances, and for her that meant postponing our next meeting until Walter went away again. I thought her attitude cold-blooded, but nothing I could say would make her change her mind. She was a woman of character, even though it might be bad character. For me, the whole situation was intolerably frustrating. I wasn’t in love with her, and I didn’t suppose I’d ever want her for keeps, but I found her madly desirable, and I’d have given almost anything for a long lease.


    I continued to see her fairly often in Walter’s company. It was a tantalizing way of meeting her, but better than nothing, and I thought it might make things easier for us later on if I consolidated my position as a friend of the family. There was no difficulty about that, because Walter was always delighted to see me. I still found him unbelievably dull, but he was such a simple, friendly, good-natured chap that I couldn’t really dislike him. I merely despised him. He must have had considerable skill in his own line of business, of course, or the Admiralty wouldn’t have used him during the war and he wouldn’t have got on as well as he had done since—but domestically he was a pinhead. After five years of marriage to Isobel, he was still blindly and uncritically proud of his lovely wife, and his one aim in life was to please her and appear well in her eyes. I simply couldn’t imagine his being suspicious of her.


    The way Isobel handled him was an object lesson in female duplicity. I knew what she thought about him, but he didn’t. Her attitude towards him—at least when I was around—was invariably one of easygoing tolerance, and I’m sure he never sensed the heartless indifference underneath. Again, her policy was calculated—she’d made up her mind not to rock the boat as long as she was in it, and she stuck to that. She was sustained, no doubt, by her lingering hope that something better would turn up in the end, but I still thought her restraint and patience astonishing.


    Over the weeks, I came to know a good deal about her way of life. She was, of course, blatantly selfish and utterly spoiled. She didn’t have to do a stroke of work, in or out of the house, and she had no responsibilities or obligations of any sort. At the same time, she was by no means an indolent person. Her air of languor, like her drawling voice, was pure affectation, and when it came to amusing herself she was extremely active. She loved driving, and she was always running around town in the fast little Sunbeam Talbot that Walter had bought for her. She was a keen personal shopper, a source of steady profit to her coiffeur, a frequenter of dress shows, and a regular luncher-out. She managed to see most of the new films and plays, usually by herself at matinees. In the evenings, to save herself trouble and to spare herself the monotony of Walter’s undiluted company, she generally got him to take her out to dinner. By and large, she must have been costing him a small fortune, and I could well understand his anxious expression.


    She was, I soon realized, a very self-contained woman, as well as a self-centered one. She regarded most personal relationships as a mere nuisance unless there was some chance they might be useful to her. She certainly had no close women friends, which perhaps wasn’t surprising. If she had relatives, she didn’t talk about them—in fact, apart from that one remark she’d let slip about not having been far up the ladder when she’d met Walter, she never referred to her past at all. My own hunch was that she’d groomed herself out of a pretty squalid background. If so, that would explain the fierceness of her resolve to hold onto all the ground she’d won and her exaggerated caution over our affair.


    On all other matters she was extremely candid. In spite of that—or perhaps because of it—I never felt at this time that I knew her really well. Our exchanges were cynical and brittle and all on the surface. I suppose that even then I suspected hidden depths and latent qualities or I wouldn’t have been so intrigued by her, but she certainly gave no outward indication of them. She rarely showed much feeling, and I sometimes had the impression that a whole range of human emotions had been left out of her make-up. Her face, it was true, would register expressions like sympathy and pity on appropriate occasions, but I doubted whether anything was happening inside her. It seems an odd thing to say about a woman whose body was so warmly voluptuous and passionate, but she often struck me as rather a cold fish.


    That didn’t mean, of course, that she was dull. On the contrary, she had a lively, agile mind, and her conversation was almost always bright and amusing. She had plenty of leisure to read the papers and keep up to date with the news, and the sustained interest she took in everything that was going on in the world was uncommon in a woman. She certainly knew more about the latest celebrities and current books and crime and social scandal and even politics than her work-sodden husband, and she liked talking about them. No doubt the tightest bond between us was the looseness of our morals, but the fact that I could enjoy seeing her even with Walter around showed that there was something else besides. I never pretended to myself that she was a nice person, but she’d certainly have made an entertaining and satisfying companion on a world trip. That millionaire didn’t know what he was missing!


    It seemed ages before Walter went away again, and when he did it was for an exasperatingly short time. He was to travel up to Carlisle on the night train and return the next evening. Isobel told him it was bad for his health to do everything in such a rush and urged him to take an extra day, but he said he had to get back for a board meeting. She drove him to Euston and saw him safely off, and just before twelve I walked round to the house and slipped in quietly by the door she’d left ajar.


    We had a wonderful reunion; so wonderful that I could hardly bear to think of the opportunities we’d been wasting, and were going to waste, because of her stubbornness.


    “It’s a pity,” I said, as we lay side by side in the dark afterwards, “that you can’t persuade Walter to go somewhere a long way off, like South Africa or India. Surely he could work up some export business there?”


    “It wouldn’t do us much good, darling. He’d be certain to fly, and he’d be back in a week.”


    “A week’s a week.”


    “M’m!—yes—but I’m afraid it isn’t very likely to happen, he’s got too much on his plate already.… Never mind, he’ll probably be going to Paris in the new year. We can look forward to that.”


    “What about in between?”


    “You’ll have to make do with your other girl friends.”


    “They seem insipid after you.”


    “They can’t possibly be as insipid as Walter! I don’t like the setup, either—but what can I do about it?”


    “I’ve told you—lots of things. You could pop into my flat at lunch times, you could visit imaginary acquaintances on week ends, you could take up evening classes and cut them and have your lessons with me! There are dozens of ways.”


    “It’s no good, Clive. Sooner or later we’d slip up, and he’d find out. It always happens. And then he’d divorce me.”


    “Nonsense! He’d forgive you, and we could start all over again.”


    “Well, I’m not going to risk it—even a worm will turn. He’s my meal ticket, don’t forget.”


    “You could eat less.”


    “It’s not a thing to joke about! Suppose he did divorce me, where would I be? You know you couldn’t support me.”


    “Not in the manner to which you’ve been accustomed, that’s certain. Not unless I won a football pool or something.”


    “Ah, now you’re talking …! One of those very big ones, darling—wouldn’t it be gorgeous?”


    “Would you come away with me then?”


    “Of course I would—if it was big enough. Just think!—we’d be able to get out of this ghastly climate—we could live in the sun—we could go to all the exciting places and be together all the time, and I’d never have to see Walter again. What a heavenly prospect!”


    “I’ll make a point of filling in my first coupon tomorrow!”


    She laughed. “It won’t work—I’ve tried it. You do them for three months and then get thirteen and eightpence.”


    “Well, I don’t know any other way of making big money—not honestly.”


    “Do you have to be so fussy?”


    “Or dishonestly, for that matter. I wouldn’t have the least idea where to begin.”
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