

    

      [image: *]

    


  

    Bello:


    hidden talent rediscovered!


    Bello is a digital only imprint of Pan Macmillan, established to breathe life into previously published classic books.


    At Bello we believe in the timeless power of the imagination, of good story, narrative and entertainment and we want to use digital technology to ensure that many more readers can enjoy these books into the future.


    We publish in ebook and Print on Demand formats to bring these wonderful books to new audiences.


    

      

        About Bello:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/imprints/bello

    


    

      

        About the author:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/author/andrewgarve

    


    

      [image: *]

    


  

    Andrew Garve


    A Hole in the Ground


    

      [image: *]

    


  

    

      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.


  

    

      

    


    

      PART ONE

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Sharp on the stroke of seven the Member of Parliament for the West Cumbrian Division drove his dusty station wagon into the Memorial Square at Blean for the “Mass Labour Rally” that was to wind up his August campaign. Already there was a fair amount of activity. Several dozen men and women—the stalwarts who formed the hard core of the Party’s active workers and could be relied upon to turn up at every meeting—were chatting and laughing around Adam Johnson, the full-time agent. Close by, two youths were erecting a portable platform bearing the red-lettered inscription “West Cumbrian Divisional Labour Party.” On the fringes of the open space stood a few individuals who were probably going to attend the meeting but preferred to keep in the background until the proceedings started. Farther off still there were coy indications of a wider public—heads at open windows, loungers at corners and loiterers without any apparent destination. Among all these a young girl threaded her way distributing leaflets.


    “Looks fairly promising,” Laurence Quilter commented to his wife.


    “Not too bad,” she agreed.


    Although Julie Quilter had been married to an M. P. for seven years, she could never get very excited about the party political struggle. It had been the man, not the politician, who had swept her off her feet almost at their first encounter, and she had often thought since that if he’d been a Flat-Earther instead off a Socialist she’d probably have married him just the same. Of course, his sheer fervour had infected her to begin with and for a while she’d found the partisan battle stimulating and they’d had lots of fun. Now she did gracefully what was required of her as a politician’s wife because Laurence expected it and she would never have let him down. Secretly she nursed what to any politician is the worst of all heresies—that it didn’t much matter which side got in!


    Quilter leaned across to turn the door handle for her and as he followed her out a pleased and smiling expression began to settle on his face. He was good-looking in a rather boyish way and appeared much younger than his thirty-nine years. A lithe, vigorous walk, a slim figure, unruly brown hair and heavy horn-rimmed glasses increased the suggestion of an eager undergraduate.


    As they crossed the Square together there was a stir of welcome among the group of supporters by the platform. Adam Johnson swivelled round on his one leg with a practised shove from his crutch and stumped towards them. He was a white-haired, rubicund man of sixty with a rugged face, an open candid expression and the inner guile of a lifetime spent in professional politics.


    “Evening, Laurence! Evening, Mrs. Quilter!” Johnson shook hands with them, though the three had met every night that week in similar circumstances. “Well, what do you think of it?” He eyed the square with the satisfaction of a man whose labours were about to be rewarded. “Not too bad for Blean, eh?”


    “I’ve seen worse,” said Quilter, and both men smiled at the understatement. The fact was that they had held some heart-breaking meetings on this square in days gone by—nothing but noisy children and dogs and stony adult indifference. In those days Blean had been less a town than a strip of coast dotted with cheap bungalows, their inhabitants dull and self-centred and lacking any vestige of corporate spirit. The place had had no focal point, no community of interest, and Quilter had found it politically inaccessible. However, all that was changed, now. A huge plutonium-producing plant—the largest source of atom-bomb material, it was said, between America and the Iron Curtain—had been built beside the little river Blea, and now every house in Blean and almost every thought was dominated by the pale pink chimneys that towered five hundred feet into the sky. In the past few months workers had come crowding in from Birmingham and London as production swelled, occupying the great new prefab estate that made the original bungalows seem no more than a suburban fringe. And politically the place had come to life.


    “We’re expecting quite a big contingent from the plant,” Johnson said, following the direction of Quilter’s gaze. “Should be here any minute now. And the whole town’s been well billed. With luck, we’ll make fifty new members to-night.”


    “Good work, Adam.” Quilter patted the agent’s shoulder and began to circulate among his supporters, greeting each by name and chatting in an easy, natural manner. Johnson, leaning on his crutch, looked on approvingly. He knew that organisations could be made or marred at such moments; a hint of condescension or too much heartiness from a Member could be as fatal as aloofness. There wasn’t any danger of that here, though. Quilter had just the right touch—he appeared genuinely interested in people and knew how to inspire them with his own keenness. He was an agent’s dream!


    Julie, too, was mixing in her more personal, discriminating way. One of the compensations of her public life was that she had come to know and like many of these devoted people and rightly counted them her friends. It wasn’t difficult for Julie to make friends, for she had a naturally happy disposition and a most attractive appearance. Her sepia eyes were usually bright with laughter and her lively features had a piquant, elfin quality that was matched by her smallness and lightness of movement. This evening she seemed a little subdued, but her manner had an added sweetness. Several mothers of large families thought what a pity it was that the Quilters had no children.


    With the arrival of the Member, the atmosphere in the square had become expectant and the crowd was visibly swelling. A bus deposited the first batch of workers from the plant and a party of miners from Coalhaven in the north of the constituency added to the solid nucleus by the platform. There were many more townsfolk about now, too, and the pavements were becoming well-lined. The local constable wheeled his bicycle on to the square and took up an unobtrusive position against a tree.


    “If you’re ready, Laurence, we’ll make a start,” Johnson called. Quilter nodded and moved towards, the platform. “Right, up you go, Joe.”


    A heavy, balding man climbed carefully on to the stand. Joe Halliday had been for forty years the signalman, porter and general factotum at various stations on a branch line near Blean, an unexacting job leaving him with a good deal of surplus energy which he had devoted unsparingly to the Labour cause. A slow-witted man, he might normally have expected to live out his political life doing the most menial, of party chores, but it so happened that he had a voice of loud-hailer strength which in the general view ideally fitted him for open-air chairmanship. To-night as always he had prepared his introductory remarks with laborious care and now proceeded to unload them with the stolidity of a town crier. Even when some misguided wit called out, “Speak up, Joe!” and a gust of laughter swept the square, he paused only long enough to dab his moist face and then resumed his discourse without a smile.


    Quilter stood close beside him, following his banal words with every appearance of interest and backing him up from time to time with an earnest “Hear, hear!” Inwardly, he wished that Joe would cut it short. The foghorn voice might be all right in theory but in practice it seemed to keep the crowd at a distance. Quilter felt keyed up and impatient to get started himself. Although he had been in public life for fifteen years and had made more speeches than he could remember, he always felt acutely nervous just before he was called upon. His irritation increased as Joe shouted, “Finally, my friends …” for the third time and embarked on yet another peroration. One or two people on the outskirts were starting to drift away and Quilter longed to tug at his jacket. Johnson, too, was beginning to get restless when the welcome-words came at last—” And now, my friends, it gives me much pleasure to ask our Member to address us.”


    Quilter helped the chairman down, murmuring congratulations, and mounted the stand to solid applause from the hard core and some good-natured booing from the middle distance. Once up, he seemed in no hurry to begin. He took off his coat and gave it to Joe to hold and then he leaned nonchalantly over the front of the platform. “Suppose you all come a little nearer,” he said in a conversational tone, beckoning the audience towards him with both hands. Almost unconsciously they closed in, forming a corporate whole with himself as the focal point. “That’s much better. Well, now, as you know the Government’s been having a rather difficult time with its small majority …”


    It didn’t take him long to capture their interest. He began telling them the inside story of the session, explaining the issues in homely terms, drawing lively little word pictures of members who had taken part in the debates, salting his account with amusing episodes. He was completely in command and obviously enjoying himself. Every now and again, as he found some happy phrase, he would look down and catch Julie’s eye and smile. His manner was intimate, as though he were chatting over a glass of beer, yet confident and authoritative, too. Occasionally he slipped in phrases like, “… so I asked the Prime Minister about it and he told me …” People liked that sort of thing—it was almost as good as hearing someone talk who had had dinner with Clark Gable. Politics without tears!


    As the crowd continued to grow, Johnson mentally rubbed his hands. Laurence was doing well to-night, better than ever. A first-class speaker, full of charm and personality. A first-class Member, altogether. Mature, now—very different from the too-clever, verbally violent young man who had somehow managed to snatch the seat in 1935 and had become the “Baby” of the House at twenty-three. In those days Johnson hadn’t expected him to last, but he’d survived two elections and was better-liked now than ever. Of course, he had all the advantages—the prestige of belonging to a famous local family, the kudos of going against that family’s political traditions, great wealth, good looks, an attractive wife—those things all counted. But he’d earned his popularity, too—he’d never spared himself and he’d always had the interests of the constituency at heart. Even so, it would be a near thing next time. The Government had lost ground, there was no denying that, and it was just a question whether the influx of new workers into the district would make up for it. Perhaps an early canvass would be a good idea …


    Julie, also, was thinking about Laurence. “Now that he had got into his stride she had moved away to the edge of the crowd and was watching him appraisingly from a distance. There was no doubt, she thought, that he was wonderfully effective on a platform. He responded to the limelight—and he was at his best in the limelight. At least—she wanted to be fair—it showed up one of his best facets and threw all the contradictions of his complex character into shadow. On the platform he always appeared as she had first seen him—as a man of conviction and integrity and vision, with the fire and intelligence to communicate his message to others. Yet she sometimes wondered. After all these years she still wasn’t sure what kept him in politics—whether it was high principle and the desire to serve, or ambition, or vanity, or just the usual mixture.


    She strolled away out of earshot of the too-familiar speech and made a circuit of the square. She felt restless this evening. Presently she stopped by a seat, smiling at a burly, heavily-moustached man who was wearing a ginger sports jacket and flannel trousers as though he wasn’t really comfortable in them. “Hello, Mr. Barratt,” she said.


    “Evening, Mrs. Quilter.” The man’s rather stem features relaxed in an answering smile and he moved along the seat. “How about resting your feet?”


    “Thank you,” said Julie. She liked Barratt. He was a sergeant at the police station in the square and was usually to be seen behind the counter taking particulars of lost dogs and handbags. It was actually a handbag that had brought them together. Off-duty, he was a Labour supporter in a discreet way and a great admirer of Laurence Quilter.


    “Quite a good meeting,” he said, motioning towards the crowd. For a policeman he sounded almost wistful.


    “Not bad, is it? We’ve been hard at it all week, you know. Mr. Johnson thinks we’re going to have a very close fight, next time.”


    “Does he?” Barratt stroked his moustache judicially. “Can’t say I agree with him. Mr. Quilter’s done well—he’ll get back. That’s what all the chaps in the Force think, anyway, and they keep their ears open.”


    “You’re most encouraging.”


    “Well, Mr. Quilter’s very highly thought of, particularly just now. Fine gesture of his, handing over the Hall and all that property to the Trust! Not many would have done it.”


    “Perhaps not. But I’m sure he’ll get a lot of pleasure from seeing the place put to a good use.”


    Barratt nodded. “I dare say. Still, it must have been a wrench.” Suddenly he broke into a chuckle. “I reckon old Lady Quilter would just about turn in her grave if she knew of it. She was a tartar! I remember going up there as a young constable to get some papers signed—she was a magistrate, of course …”


    The sergeant, who was inclined to be terse behind his desk, became quite expansive. His reminiscences were so amusing that Julie would have much preferred to stay and listen, but her sense of duty told her that she’d been away from the meeting long enough and presently she bade him good-bye and rejoined the crowd.


    The atmosphere had changed during her absence. Laurence was no longer describing and expounding—he’d become thrusting and aggressive and was attacking the record of the opposition with vigour. Julie knew that the climax was now impending. He recalled the situation in the thirties when the Tories had ruled—the long and deep depression, longer and deeper on this coast than almost anywhere; the endless dole queues, the heartbreak of idleness, the hungry children, the sense of desolation. His voice took on a note of passion, of quivering sincerity—it was as though the real stuff of him could no longer be contained. His face glowed, his eyes burned, and the words that poured from him had the eloquence of poetry. There was a moment of spellbound silence in the square.


    Julie, too, was moved in spite of herself. It was always the same, she found—she would watch him for some time, admiring his technique and his patter, appreciating his knowledge and wit, but feeling completely detached herself. Then he would suddenly bare his soul—or seem to—and she would become an ardent girl again, stirred to the depths, ready to follow him in any crusade.


    He was finishing now, for he was too good an artist to blur his exit line. As he got down from the platform, his face rigid with emotion, there was a burst of applause such as Blean had rarely heard. Joe Halliday climbed up to make a few announcements and the edges of the crowd thinned a little as someone began to take up a collection. Then questions were invited.


    Quilter returned to the stand with the assurance of one well-practised in the cut-and-thrust of question-time. He expected an onslaught from the Tories, but to-night it was the Communists who proved most persistent and awkward. There was usually a sprinkling of them at his meetings and their attitude to him was bitter, perhaps because in his political adolescence he had been well-disposed towards them, and they now regarded him as a bit of a renegade. One of the most troublesome was a man who didn’t look at all like the popular idea of a Communist—though, as Quilter knew, it was impossible to tell from appearances where a man’s loyalties lay. He was a quiet, well-educated man of about thirty who always put his questions with a slightly lop-sided smile and went on smiling disconcertingly while they were being answered. At earlier meetings he had pursued Quilter with faintly insolent, faintly derisive queries about his family estates and the ethics of being a wealthy socialist. Since Quilter’s arrangement with the Lakeland Trust, however, he’d had to change his ground, and for some time he’d been plugging away about the atomic plant. The Communists could do nothing effective to hold up production there, beyond fomenting an occasional strike, but at least they could spread alarm and despondency about the plant’s safety. Quilter had already done his bit in helping to dispose of the rumours after a short briefing by the Minister of Supply. The air of Blean, he had explained, was quite harmless, since the factory chimneys had been built specially high in order to disperse the dust. The sea was quite safe for bathing, because the effluent was carried away in pipes a couple of miles long and there was a routine check on the water at every tide. Nor was there the least chance that all the men in the district would become sterile!


    Those things had all been dealt with, but now the man, whose name was Granger, had thought up a new approach. “I am told,” he said in his rather sneering voice, “that the milk yield is falling off in the dale farms. Can the Member say definitely that this is not due to some radio-active cause?”


    Quilter ridiculed the notion. Everybody except a few cranks, he said, knew that no ill-effects came from the plant at all. The place was as safe as Blackpool.


    “Pity it’s not as cheerful,” said Granger, earning his laugh.


    Darkness was falling now, but the crowd still stayed. Julie knew how worn out Laurence would be, and longed for the end. She was sick of argument, sick of the sound of disputing voices. When one of the Communists raised the subject of re-armament and it looked as though an entirely fresh debate was going to start she felt like going in and dragging Laurence away. But even he seemed to be flagging now, and presently he stood down and allowed Joe to close the meeting.


    Quilter’s task was still not quite finished, for a few people were anxious to tackle him about personal problems. One had a pensions query, another a son in Malaya of whom he’d had no news for some time. The leader of a Boys’ Club wondered if the Member could possibly address them in the autumn. Quilter listened and advised and said he’d try, while Julie scribbled down details in her diary by the light of someone’s bicycle lamp.


    At last they were free to go. Johnson, who had made twenty-four new members and was very cheerful, was as usual given a lift home to his semi-detached villa near the sea front.


    “Well, good-bye, Adam,” said Quilter as the agent struggled with his cratch. “A most successful campaign—congratulations!” He slipped the car into gear and then leaned out of the window again. “By the way—no more politics for a couple of months. I’m definitely in purdah till October.”


    Johnson laughed. “All right, Laurence, you’ve earned your holiday. Enjoy yourself. Good-bye, Mrs. Quilter.”


    Julie waved, and leaned thankfully back against the seat as the car moved off.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The cottage where they lived was on rising ground about two miles from the sea and was approached by a narrow lane with many bends. Quilter drove slowly, his eyes straining to pick out the grass verge.


    “God, I’m tired,” he muttered.


    “Would you like me to drive?” Julie asked hesitantly.


    He gave a short laugh. “I wouldn’t find that much of a rest.”


    Julie said nothing. After a while Quilter became impatient at her silence. “Well, how did it go?”


    “Splendid, darling. You were marvellous.”


    His mouth, that had been curving downwards, relaxed. “It would be a pretty bad show if I couldn’t handle an audience after all this time. Still, I was in good form tonight. I can tell at once, you know, how it’s going to be—whether I’m going to hold them or not. To-night I could have done anything with them.” For a time he drove with a contented look on his face, savouring again his little verbal victories. Then he gave an exaggerated sigh. “I wish to God it was going to lead somewhere, though.”


    “It will probably lead back to the House when the election comes, and that’s the main thing, surely.”


    “You think so? It’s not going to be much fun being a back-bencher all my life.”


    “Oh, darling, don’t be absurd—you’re only thirty-nine.”


    Quilter swung the wheel sharply as a small animal shot across the road. “I’m damn nearly forty, and that’s a hell of an age, as you’ll realise in ten years’ time.”


    “Perhaps so, but it’s different for you. A lot of men do their best work between forty and sixty.”


    “A lot of men die between forty and sixty! Anyway, other people get their chance. Clarke got the Dominions Office at thirty-six and Grigson became Parliamentary Secretary to the Ministry of Defence at thirty-two. And it isn’t as though either of them is any bloody good. Clarke’s just a rubber stamp—does exactly what his officials tell him.”


    “At least you haven’t got T.B., as poor Grigson has. I wouldn’t envy him—you said yourself he wouldn’t last.”


    “No, he’ll resign before the new Session. But I won’t get the job, you’ll see. Or any other job. It’s pretty sickening when I think of the work I might be doing.”


    Julie fell silent again. She was accustomed to seeing Laurence with this sort of hangover after a particularly exhilarating meeting and there was nothing to be done except wait until it wore off. Of course, it was very frustrating to have been passed over so often. She often wondered why he hadn’t been given a big job, instead of being palmed off with committee chairmanships and minor missions all these years. No one could doubt his capacity, and he had a fantastic store of nervous energy which could surely have been directed into useful channels. All the same, by political standards he was still young and his chance would probably come. If only he could be a bit more patient!


    She sat gazing out of the window at the splendid park which the Quilter family had owned and cherished for three hundred years. The large round chimneys of Bleathwaite Hall were silhouetted against the rising moon.


    “The ancestral home looks quite something to-night,” said Quilter in a slightly mocking voice. He was often inclined to sentimentality, but never about the Hall. It reminded him only of an unhappy childhood, a dominated adolescence, a pattern of unwanted luxury and social rigidity which he had rejected the moment he could break free.


    “It always looks lovely,” said Julie, but she, too, spoke without regret. It had been a shock to her when Laurence had told her that he had decided to make over the estate to the Trust—had decided without even consulting her—but she had had to admit to herself that she didn’t really mind. Living in one wing of the great house, with all the rest of it closed and untended, had never been very cosy. Besides, Laurence was so much happier without what he called “lackeys” around, and she could manage the cottage on her own. The Hall would make a splendid Youth Hostel.


    Presently Quilter swung the car to the left over the ancient stone bridge that spanned the river Blea and they began to wind their way steeply through a limestone escarpment. The old station wagon made heavy going of the bill and Quilter changed down, noisily.


    “This old tub’s about had it,” he muttered.


    “I don’t wonder,” said Julie, her eye on the illuminated dash. “She’s done close on seventy thousand. Why don’t you use the Riley?”


    “Oh, I can manage for a bit longer,” he said with a long-suffering air.


    They topped the rise and a moment later the cottage was caught in the headlights, nestling snugly in the hillside against a background of magnificent yews. It was an old farmhouse of native granite, roughcast and whitewashed, with grey-green tiles matching the fells and a squat square chimney built to defy the gales. Inside, it had been thoroughly modernised at great expense—too great, perhaps, considering how little time they spent there.


    While Quilter parked the station wagon in the big stone barn, Julie went into the house and put the kettle on. When she took the tea into the living-room a few minutes later he was slumped in an armchair, brooding.


    “What have you decided about to-morrow?” he asked. “Are you going to drive down?”


    She sat down opposite him. “I don’t think so—it’s such a frightfully long way.” She was going to Dorset to stay with friends for a few days. “I’ll take the afternoon train and spend the night at the flat.” He nodded, sipping his tea.


    “You’re quite sure you won’t come?” Julie’s wide brown eyes dwelt hopefully on his face. “The Challoners would be so pleased, and it would be nice for me.”


    “You know I can’t stand those people,” he said almost petulantly. “Challoner talks the right stuff, but that’s about all. If anything makes me sick it’s to hear these comfortably-off blighters prattling their heads off about Socialism with a capital S.”


    “You’re hardly in the workhouse yourself, darling, even if you have shed a little property.”


    “That’s not the point, it’s the attitude of mind. Challoner’s a sybarite and he’ll jolly well see to it that he always remains one. I don’t give a damn what sort of conditions I live in as long as I’ve got work to do. In fact, I hardly notice.”


    “That’s what you say, but there’s soon trouble if things aren’t just to your taste. I think you’re rather exacting and I certainly wouldn’t call you ascetic. Look at this cottage—look at the flat.”


    “I had the cottage done for you, as you very well know. Personally, I couldn’t care less.”


    “Well, I wish you hadn’t. I resent this idea that you’re some sort of finer spirit with a mission and that I’m an earth-bound mortal who has to be indulged and pampered.”


    “I’m not saying that—but these things do matter to you, Julie, and they don’t to me. Half the time I don’t even notice what’s going on around me, I’m so knotted up with thoughts of the job to be done. Challoner puts his comfort first, and there are too many like him in the Party. I’m constantly meeting men who used to spend their weekends on soap boxes at street corners and are now living off the fat of the land. The Front Bench is crawling with rich men—no, wonder we’re losing support.”


    “You sound just like that awful man Granger,” Julie said.


    “It’s people like Challoner who almost justify the Grangers.”


    Juke sighed. “If you talk like that in the House, I don’t see how you can expect to get a post. It can’t be a very popular attitude.”


    “I don’t give a damn whether it’s popular or not,” Quilter said, scowling. “I’m fed up with keeping my mouth shut and toeing the line. If you want my frank opinion, the Party’s corrupted. The whole idea of socialism is that people should get what they earn, including politicians—not what their fathers left them, or what they manage to fiddle on the strength of their office. When I hear some of these people talking complacently about the Welfare State as though they’ve created the Kingdom of Heaven, it makes me want to vomit. There’s too much blasted charity about it, and pretty grudging charity at that. Even Challoner has begun to jib at necessary taxation, now that he’s feeling the pinch. He’ll probably end by joining the Tories. He’s a political illiterate, anyway, and his wife’s just a parasite …”


    “All right, you needn’t go on,” said Julie. “I’ve got your point. You don’t like my friends and you’ve no intention of trying to like them. You needn’t say any more.” She poured another cup of tea, turning her face away.


    Laurence looked a little ashamed of his violence. “Now, darling, don’t be difficult. I’m sorry if I went off the deep end, but I’m all worked up to-night. Anyway, yon know I can’t come—I’ve got all this stuff to go through before we go away.” He indicated a crate of old. papers and documents that had been sent from the Hall to be sorted.


    “Just as you like,” she said coldly.


    “How about food—is there plenty in the house?”


    “Yes, I think so.”


    “Fine! Not that it matters—I can always eat at the Plough, and anyway when I’ve cleared up this junk I’ll probably do a spot of serious walking. The exercise will tone me up, and I’ll be out of reach of that infernal telephone.”


    Julie nodded. “I expect you’ll like being on your own for a bit. You’ll behave yourself, won’t you?—no solitary rock-climbing?”


    “Oh, lord, aren’t you ever going to forget that? Talk about an elephant …”


    “It’s just that it’s so stupid to do that sort of thing.” It had happened towards the end of the war, and it had been more than stupid. Laurence had brought a couple of colleagues to the Hall for the weekend—“climbing M. P.s” he’d said with a grin as he introduced them—and they’d had a shot at Scawfell Pinnacle. Laurence, an experienced and enthusiastic climber, had led the roped party, and Julie had sat on a grassy ledge below and watched their progress. At first Laurence had climbed with steady confidence—he’d been more than half-way up on a previous occasion and he’d studied the holds carefully. Then, by some piece of carelessness or misfortune, he’d dislodged a piece of rock and it had narrowly missed the head of Number Two on the rope. The incident must have upset him, for soon afterwards he had managed to get himself so precariously situated that he couldn’t move and they’d all got into a frightful mess. For fifteen minutes he’d clung motionless to the precipitous rock, his nerve gone, and one of the others had had to climb past and belay higher up. It had been a humbling experience for Laurence and a terrible ordeal for Julie. But the stupid part had come later. The weekend afterwards, when Julie was in London, Laurence had gone out without telling a soul and climbed to the top of the Pinnacle alone. To get his self-respect back, he’d said.


    He grinned now as he recalled the incident. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “it happens to be one of the few things in my life that I’ve never regretted. A bit of a risk, perhaps—but other men were fighting, don’t forget. Anyway, I’m really too old for climbing now—you needn’t worry.” He got up. “By the way, Julie, when you’re in town you might ring Jane and make sure the tickets for France are in order.” Jane Harper was his private secretary.


    “Of course they will be—Jane doesn’t make mistakes.”


    “Well, there’s no harm in making sure. She’s fixing my passport, too, and all the money business. I hate everything to be left to the last moment.”


    “You’re telling me! You’re an old fusspot.”


    “I know I am, but I can’t help it.” Quilter stretched and yawned. “Well, I’m going to bed. I think I’ll go into the back room, darling—I’ve a feeling I’ll take some time to get off and I don’t want to keep you awake. All right with you?” He bent and nuzzled her cheek.


    “Of course,” she said in a carefully non-committal voice.


    He put his hand under her chin and looked into her eyes. “Not trying to start anything, are you?” he asked with a smile.


    “No.”


    “Well, thank God for that.” He kissed her full on the lips, hugged her, and went off upstairs, his temper quite restored.


    Whenever he bothered to think seriously about her, Quilter had to admit that he didn’t altogether understand Julie. She sometimes had what he called “moods.” For no apparent reason, she would become polite and rather strained and there’d be an atmosphere for several days until some remark of his would unleash a storm of anger and abuse and floods of tears. After that there would be a passionate reconciliation followed by a Julie all sweetness. On the whole, Quilter was inclined to put these emotional storms down to Julie’s touch of southern blood, one eighth French and one eighth Italian, though he couldn’t remember that she had been like that when they had first married. He didn’t at all approve of the development—his idea was that the home background should be serene, so that he could give his undivided mind to the things that really mattered. Still, the outbreaks were well spaced, and he fancied that he was rather good at coping with them by now.


    This time, in any case, there was no squall. The morning found Julie in a happy frame of mind—Quilter knew it as soon as he woke, for she had switched on the portable radio that he’d given her to lighten her domestic duties around the house and she never did that when she was cross with him. He also was in the best of humours it was a superb day, and he always reacted to the weather. He sang in his bath, shaved with sensual care before the open window, told Julie how well she looked in her new housecoat, and praised the coffee. As they sat over a cigarette after breakfast he read out bits from the budget of correspondence his secretary had posted on to him, adding pungent comments of his own, and even seeking her views. For Julie it was a rare pleasure to be able to linger with him at this hour, sharing the news as it came instead of having to drag it from him later when he was tired, or forgo it altogether. His good humour and evident desire to please had quite thawed her.


    It was a heavy mail, for his activities and interests were wide-ranging, but there was nothing of immediate urgency and presently he threw the letters aside. “I’ll deal with them after you’ve gone,” he said. “Anyway, I’ve started my holiday.”


    For a while they sat outside in the warm sunshine, being lazy. The cottage had no garden to speak of, but it had something better—smooth grassy banks all round, sheep-nibbled and never requiring attention. Dry and fragrant, they made a perfect place for lounging. Here no sound could reach them from the valley and a shoulder of hill hid the red bungalows of Blean and the chimneys of the great plant. They might have been miles from civilisation.


    It was Julie who got up at last, shaking out the folds of her housecoat. “This simply won’t do,” she said. “I’ve a load of things to clear up and then I must pack.” She helped Laurence to carry the crate of papers out of doors and left him to them.


    Quilter blew the dust of generations off the first packet and settled down to examine its contents. He had assumed that it would be rather a chore, this sifting of musty old family documents hoarded for no good reason that he could think of, but very soon his interest was caught. In addition to bills and estate plans, old newspaper cuttings and stock price lists, there were letters and diaries, citations and instructions, records of battles, floods and fires which in some cases dated back to the 17th century—an invaluable collection for anyone seeking source material. Most of Quilter’s ancestors had helped in some way to shape the pattern of their country, as soldiers or statesmen, explorers or diplomats, and these old papers read like a roll-call of history. Quilter was fascinated. Several times he called Julie out to share some new discovery—once to read her a curious account of a civil riot outside the west wing of the Hall during which some yokels “breake into the house in the dead tyme of yesternighte with axes, handpeckes and crowes of iron …” There was a document, too, in the handwriting of a Quilter who had happened to be at Whitehaven when John Paul Jones had raided the port in 1778 and set fire to shipping there. It would have been easy to spend a whole morning studying such treasures, but Quilter’s immediate and less exciting task was to pick out the papers which related directly to the Hall and the Estate. The Trust wanted to print a short historical review for the benefit of visitors and he had promised to let them have the relevant documents before he went on holiday.


    He was still immersed when Julie announced that she was ready to go out for lunch. “Any more exciting discoveries?” she asked.
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