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      Chapter One

    


    When my brother committed suicide I was in California so I wasn’t at either the inquest or the funeral. It was nearly two weeks before I could get away, and I then flew back and made straight for his home near Dorking, where the telegram had come from. But when I got there the house was closed and a neighbour said Grace was staying with my eldest brother Arnold in Wolverhampton. So I spent a night in London and drove up by car the following day.


    I could guess the sort of shock it had been for Grace, so I thought I would see Arnold first. His letter, the only one, had been scrappy and muddled, showing up if anything needed to his own confusion of mind, and it had told me precious little more than the original cable. Nor had the American papers had a lot to say. They avoided committing themselves as to the causes of has death, because apparently no verdict or conclusion had yet been reached by the police. But what had happened, so far as I could make it out, was that Grevil, on his way home from the Far East, had stopped off for a few days in Holland, and had apparently thrown himself into a canal in one of the back streets of Amsterdam. It made as much sense to me as if I’d been told he had hanged himself with his bootlace in his own back kitchen.


    I drove the car to the works and round to the side entrance, noticing the new building nearly completed in Green Street, and drew up under the old sign which said: ‘‘Humphrey Turner & Sons, Engineers.’’ That hadn’t been repainted, and I was glad, because it looked better the way it was. It seemed more than ever a pity now that I’d never really known Humphrey Turner, who was my father.


    In the main office there were two or three girls, but no one was typing and I could hear Arnold’s heavy voice from behind the frosted door. Dictation stopped when a girl gave my name in, and after a minute I was shown up.


    Arnold had always been the fleshy type, but there had been a robustness about his weight. Now it looked flabby for the first time. I knew what I felt for Grevil, but I hadn’t known what Arnold felt. Perhaps he hadn’t known himself until now. Or perhaps, I thought as he began to tell me of it, he was upset because of the stigma that it left.


    ‘‘… A terrible thing. Still a young man, with so much of his achievement still before him. In spite of some slight waywardness of purpose, his whole record … It’s impossible to imagine how he must have felt, what he must have thought …’’


    ‘‘I only saw the American papers.’’


    ‘‘The English didn’t leave any doubt. There wasn’t really much doubt, you know, from what the Dutch police told me.’’


    ‘‘You went over, then?’’


    ‘‘Yes … Grace went with me. We—flew him home. The funeral was on the ninth.’’


    ‘‘How is she?’’


    ‘‘Better now.’’


    ‘‘And Peggy?’’


    ‘‘Back at school. It’s been a terrible time for us all.’’ He looked at me a bit resentfully; in the family I had always been the young one who got out of things. ‘‘ We should have been glad of your help then. Of course there is still a lot to settle up.’’


    ‘‘There’s a lot to explain,’’ I said, on my feet again because I couldn’t sit calmly to discuss what had happened as if it were something which could be pigeonholed already and put behind us.


    ‘‘There’s a lot that will probably never be explained.’’


    ‘‘Had he been ill?’’


    ‘‘I gather he had a bout of fever. But it was well over, and one expects that.’’


    I said: ‘‘What sort of reason is there? A man like Grevil—the last person. I heard from him about two months ago; he wrote from Java. He was coming home from there, I suppose?’’


    ‘‘A man like Grevil,’’ said Arnold, getting up too and sitting on the edge of the desk. He picked up the cigarette-box and held it out to me, but I shook my head. ‘‘A man like Grevil. That’s just what I thought when I first heard. It’s queer the same sentence should occur to us both,’’


    ‘‘It’s likely to occur to most people who knew him.’’


    After a silence Arnold said cautiously: ‘‘Of course one can’t evade the fact that a brilliant man, with the gifts that Grevil had … Such people live at a higher pressure than the ordinary man. Father did. They all do.’’


    They all do. An uncomfortable epitaph, and one that I still rejected. One that it seemed to me it was important we should all reject. ‘‘ Grevil was finely balanced if you like. But he’d much the clearest mind of the three of us.’’


    Arnold blew his nose and then lifted his head and peered over his handkerchief at me. It was the old, unwinking stare. ‘‘Events appear to prove you wrong, Philip. He may have been less well than we know. And his assistant was away sick nearly all the time. You know how he drove himself. Something at the end …’’


    I stared back. ‘‘Why is accident ruled out? A false step in the dark …’’


    ‘‘It was rather difficult for us over there—though of course interpreters were provided. A woman said she’d seen Grevil jump into the canal. Under questioning she qualified it a little, said he might have stumbled; but one could see what she thought Then—of course then there was an unfortunate letter found on him. That was what clinched it.’’


    ‘‘A suicide letter?’’


    ‘‘No. One from some woman. Telling him she was finished with him.’’


    Arnold put away his handkerchief. I don’t know if I looked as unbelieving as I felt. ‘‘Does Grace know about, this?’’


    ‘‘She had to. But it wasn’t mentioned publicly and it did not get into the press. The Dutch authorities couldn’t have been kinder, and it was entirely due to them that we received so many facilities. Of course they very much esteemed Grevil—not only for his archaeological work but because of the friendship that grew up between him and members of the Dutch Royal Family during the war. He was due to go to dinner with Count Louis Joachim, the evening after he died.’’


    I said slowly: ‘‘Well, I just can’t swallow this part at all.’’


    ‘‘I don’t see how we can get away from it, Philip.’’


    ‘‘He was happy enough with Grace, surely. I’ve always thought so. Who is this woman? Did she give evidence?’’


    ‘‘She hasn’t been traced yet. It was only a Christian name on the letter. The notepaper was that of the hotel where Grevil was staying.’’


    I thought it out. Is one more tolerant of one’s own morals than other people’s? Not tolerant. It wasn’t tolerance I lacked here, but understanding.


    Arnold said: ‘‘I think now you’re here I’ll run you home to lunch. Grace is staying with us, you know. Or you can run me, if that’s easier. It’s nearly twelve, and I don’t think I could settle to work after your visit.’’


    We went downstairs and got into my car.


    He said: ‘‘ How’s your work going?’’


    ‘‘All right.’’


    ‘‘You still like it?’’


    ‘‘Yes, it’s all right.’’


    ‘‘Are you in California permanently?’’


    ‘‘For a year or so. I should have flown back as soon as your first cable came, but things were in a balance and I simply couldn’t drop them.’’


    ‘‘How long can you stay?’’


    ‘‘About a week. You look prosperous here.’’


    ‘‘Fair. Supply and delivery dates are our greatest problem. One loses contracts. Only last week a Belgian firm … Of course, the death—the sudden and unexpected death—of one of the family gives one to think rather seriously about the future of the business.’’


    ‘‘Well, yes; but you’re young enough yourself.’’


    ‘‘Even though Grevil was not an active member of the firm—certainly not the head and founder the way Father was—it still has an unsettling effect. It would be nice to see a greater distance ahead.’’


    I knew what he meant and he knew what I meant and so we said no more on the way home. Lunch was difficult. Grace welcomed me, as she always had done, but you could see that my turning up now had only brought things back to her in their first rawness. We carefully said nothing about it at the table, and afterwards Arnold went back to the works and Mary made a lame excuse and left us together. Then we talked about California for a bit until I broke off in the middle of a sentence and said:


    ‘‘Grace, I wish I’d been on hand—nearer home anyway—when all this happened. You know what I felt for Grevil, and the cable was pretty hard to believe when it came.’’


    Grace’s face had that over-clear emotionless look that I think comes sometimes to people when they’ve lived for a long time with a bad thing and have at last seen the worst of it.


    ‘‘I knew how you’d feel. Arnold wanted to send you a guarded message, but I thought you would prefer …


    We began to talk of it then. After a bit it seemed to have a better effect on her. She’d been frozen up too long.


    Grevil had left England in November, as I knew, and had been in Java ever since. By arrangement with the Dutch and Indonesian governments he had gone out to make new diggings at Sangiran, where excavations been interrupted by the war, and also at Trinil, where the original Java man was found; and at the end of last month he’d flown back to Holland, where most of his archæological finds were to be deposited with the Rijksmuseum. He had been in Amsterdam only two days when he died. Grace had had a cable from Jakarta just before he left, and had been more or less expecting him home any time. Then the English police had called to tell Arnold what had happened.


    When she finished I didn’t speak but picked up a snap of Grevil in a little silver frame and looked at it. He just looked tall and ascetic, and all the qualities I remembered didn’t show at all.


    ‘‘Arnold told you about the letter?’’ she said.


    ‘‘What letter?’’


    ‘‘From the woman.’’


    ‘‘Yes, he did say something … I didn’t altogether accept it.’’


    ‘‘Didn’t you?’’


    ‘‘Not as it was told to me. I haven’t seen it—I don’t know what it said—but some things fit into people’s characters as you know them, and some don’t. That doesn’t fit into Grevil’s as I imagine I knew him.’’


    ‘‘No,’’ she said.


    ‘‘So if he did commit suicide I don’t think he did it for that reason.’’


    ‘‘Why do you say, if he did commit suicide?’’


    ‘‘Well, are you convinced?’’


    She got up and took the snapshot out of my hand. ‘‘What else is there to think?’’


    ‘‘Are you more inclined to believe it because of what happened twenty-three years ago?’’


    She flushed. ‘‘No. Why should I be?’’


    ‘‘Weaknesses run in families. Like talents.’’


    ‘‘Not necessarily.’’


    ‘‘Not necessarily. That’s what I want to think.’’


    ‘‘That’s what you must think. I was saying so to Arnold.’’


    ‘‘Did you ever believe Grevil was the sort of man who would take his own life?’’


    ‘‘No.’’


    ‘‘And this woman. Do you know anything about her?’’


    ‘‘Not yet. Grevil’s friends and callers at the hotel weren’t much noticed, and the police have very little to go on. There was certainly no one in the hotel.’’


    ‘‘What was the name she signed?’’


    ‘‘Leonie. L-E-O-N-I-E I don’t know if it’s Dutch.’’


    ‘‘Arnold said he hadn’t been too well in Java.’’


    ‘‘He said nothing in his letters except that he’d been confined to his tent for a couple of days. Of course his health was never of much concern to him.’’


    ‘‘Does he sound depressed in any of the later letters?’’


    ‘‘No. You can read them if you like.’’


    I said: ‘‘ But if he’d only been in Amsterdam two days, how could he be in that deep with any woman?’’


    ‘‘He’d known her before—must have from her letter. He’d been over to Holland two or three times recently—making arrangements for this trip, meeting various friends. I don’t know how long he’s known her——’’


    ‘‘Or I suppose she could have been on the plane.’’


    ‘‘No. The passenger list was checked. All the women passengers were traced. There was a friend of his on the plane called Buckingham, a man he met in Indonesia—but no woman.’’


    ‘‘And what does Buckingham say?’’


    ‘‘They haven’t found him yet either. He’d left Holland before the police began to inquire.’’


    I went to the window and looked out at the garden. One or two of the trees were promising green, and a .recent shower had silvered the early tulips.


    She said: ‘‘I expect you feel I’m being disloyal to him in believing in this woman at all.’’


    ‘‘No. But I think you’ve more reasons for beleving it than you’ve told me.’’


    She looked confused. ‘‘I wish I hadn’t said that now. You see, I haven’t any other reasons at all, this time. Nothing more than the unexplained letter.’’


    It took a second or so for the sting to begin to work. ‘‘You mean there have been other times?’’


    ‘‘One other.’’


    ‘‘I’m sorry.’’


    ‘‘It was years ago, and I’ve never told anyone else. The last thing I want to do is to say anything that will make you think differently about Grevil.’’


    ‘‘This has all made me think differently about Grevil,’’ I said; ‘‘but if you’re afraid it might make me think less well of him, then it won’t. Because if you’re fond of a person you don’t judge them; and anyway I’m the last one to be able to do that. But was it important, this other occasion?’’


    ‘‘To me. At the time, yes.’’


    ‘‘For long?’’


    ‘‘I don’t think it was important to him for long. When I knew that, it made the difference. After a while, after it had been over for a time, it didn’t mean anything or come between us any more. We were just as happy as we had ever been.’’


    ‘‘I see.’’


    ‘‘I hope you do see. Philip. Because of there having been one women—though it was eight years ago—it’s easier to believe there was one now. I certainly didn’t know it; I hadn’t a ghost of suspicion; and in any case it doesn’t make me see the suicide as an understandable thing. I’d rather he’d taken six women … But it happened, didn’t it. It has happened. We can’t make it disappear by refusing to believe it—not any of it. However hard we try, there’s no escape.’’


    That night I sat in my bedroom for a long time with a packet of cigarettes. Thinking about it and thinking about it on the way over, I’d kidded myself that when I actually got here and was able to hear all the facts-and talk everything out with Arnold and Grace; then the pain and the tension inside me—the first deriving from his death, the second from the manner of his death—would ease up. So far not so.


    Perhaps it would happen yet. Early days. All I felt tonight was a higher dissatisfaction at what I’d been told and a mild savagery at the manner of the telling.


    My more sensible self told me it wasn’t Arnold or Grace’s fault that they were apparently sitting back and accepting what I wasn’t willing to accept. I hadn’t identified the body. I hadn’t been there personally and heard the evidence of the women who said she saw Grevil jump into the canal. I hadn’t seen the note from the other woman. Two weeks of build-up, details adding on bit I by bit like a miser’s interest, had brought them to this way of thinking. In their shoes I should by now probably have felt the same.


    But at present I just wasn’t willing to go along with them. There’d always been a particular link between Grevil and me. The elder by ten years, he had done far more for me than the average father and done it in a more comradely way. Arnold, four years older still and a bit out of range—and already pretty well preoccupied trying to take his father’s place in another way, in a business suddenly short of its founder—had never meant much to me at all. Grevil was the done.


    And Grevil was brilliant. Intellectually he stood a head above his plodding persevering elder brother and his rash unreliable younger one. A first-flight scientific brain—switched from its first choice to archæology nine years ago—had gone along with an unusually stable sense of values—unusual in the mid-twentieth century anyway. These days it’s unfashionable to be religious–that’s unless you happen to be literary Catholic—but Grevil was never afraid to be unfashionable in an unfashionable way. He had gone about his own life certain in his own beliefs, but never making a show of them; and his worst enemy couldn’t have called him prig.


    And now he was gone, soon after his fortieth birthday, drowned indecently in a muddy canal; and the long narrow-head set on its rather slanting shoulders, and the sallow face with the alert eyes and sharp amused mouth, were already changing themselves into bacteriological compounds which might be pretty exciting to the chemist but were very unsatisfactory for the people who remembered him.


    ‘‘I am not resigned to the shutting away of loving hearts in the hard ground.’’ Some American poet had written that Maybe we all had to come to it. But what I was not resigned to was the wanton useless waste of a fine life barely half spent


    But what did I propose to do about it? I might carry on a perfect vendetta of inquiries and kick up hell with the polios, but it wouldn’t put one stone back where it had been. All I could hope to do was some sort of justice to his memory, and perhaps in the process recover some of my own peace of mind.


    I picked over the newspapers Arnold had given me an; hour ago. They didn’t help much. ‘‘British Archæologist Found Drowned in Holland’’ ‘‘Woman’s Testimony in British Scientist’s Suicide.’’ And one of the picture papers had of course got hold of his earlier career: ‘‘ British Atomic Scientist Meets Mystery Death in Amsterdam.’’ The most detailed account was in the Guardian: ‘‘Grevil Prior Turner, the English scientist, who was found drowned and on whose death an inquiry is being conducted in Amsterdam … Medical opinion is that the body had been in the water about three hours … no evidence of violence … shortly before midnight a woman from a house overlooking the canal saw a man fall … Dr. Turner is believed to have brought back valuable archælogical material which is at present being studied in the Rijksmuseum … Educated at Winchester and New College … distinguished physicist while still in his twenties … turned later to ethnology and archæology … his book last year on the significance of the dolichocephalic skull …


    I chucked the papers in a heap and turned to the letters Grace had given me. They were much the usual thing, comments on weather, conditions in the country, progress of his work; they went with the minor domestic interchanges usual between husband and wife. Nothing to set the world on fire. Only one thing was noticeable—that the man Jack Buckingham, whoever he might be, had been in the picture for at least a couple of months and that his name constantly recurred. Grevil mentioned him first as ‘‘a lone white man, a surprise to come across in Surabaya, particularly one of his calibre. I don’t yet know what he’s doing here and he looks a trifle down on his luck; but what a pleasant fellow to talk to! I hope to see more of him.’’


    In the next letter things had moved on. Dr. Pangkal, Grevil’s Indonesian assistant, had fallen ill and Buckingham was helping in his place, Buckingham was ‘‘a keen amateur archæologist himself and has visited several of the principal European sites.’’ More than this, they were preparing to move camp some thirty miles on Buckingham’s suggestion, to a place called Urtini, where they were going to make excavations in a river-bed. All the later letters Grace had given me were dated from Urtini except the last. In one he wrote: ‘‘I don’t know what I should have done in Pangkal’s continued absence without Jack Buckingham. Did I say he had a good brain? Perhaps good isn’t the right word. He’s very much anti many of the things I care most about. All the same I would take a bet with anybody that—to quote Hopkins—the motion of this man’s heart is fine. Anyway, whatever one things about him personally, and even if one ignores the emergency of Djandowi, his help and companionship have been quite invaluable.’’


    I searched in the earlier letters for some previous reference to the emergency at Djandowi but found none.


    The last letter of all said: ‘‘ It’s a relief to be up in the mountains for a day or two after that snake-house heat. J.B. has come along too. I hold him in increasing affection; and it’s queer the sense of affinity there is—knowing each other so short a time and finding so much to share. I have persuaded him to come home with me, and have invited him to stay with us for a few weeks while he gets on his feet and looks around. Hope you don’t mind. I’m sure he’ll not be much trouble, and I’m certain you’ll instantly take to him. Most people seem to.’’


    In the end I gave it up and got into bed, I wondered if Buckingham would in fact be able to help us at all when he was located. I wondered why he had not come to see Grace or made any attempt apparently even to write. Were any efforts being made to trace him or had the police of two countries already put away the file of Dr. Grevil Turner, F.R.S., who had come to a nasty end while the balance of his mind was disturbed? I didn’t know. I meant to find out.


    Hours later when I finally went to sleep I dreamt that I was standing beside the tree of life, and it looked green and flourishing. But when you looked closer it was rotten, rotten at the heart, and I looked beyond it into the canal and a man’s body was stuck in some sluice-gates. At first I thought it was Grevil and then I thought it was my father, and sometimes it seemed, to be neither and sometimes both. The water that gushed over the body was the bright mud yellow of corruption.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    My contacts with officialdom weren’t worth a commissionaire’s salute; but the name of Grevil Turner still meant something, and after two useless interviews I sat down on the Friday morning in the office of a Colonel Powell who worked on the less fashionable side of Whitehall. Powell was a tall grey-visaged man near sixty whose face looked as if it had suffered a good deal of wear and tear keeping the Empire together. He was abrupt and rather stiff, and probably fundamentally shy.


    He said: ‘‘The case certainly hasn’t been dropped, Mr.Turner. We’re satisfied that it has been handled—and is being handled—very competently by the Dutch police. We have kept in touch with them throughout, and I can assure you that neither they nor we will consider the case settled until at least two people have been traced. Whether we shall trace them is another matter, but that’s our chief concern at the moment’’


    ‘‘Have you any leads on them up to now?’’


    ‘‘No. A Mr. Jack Buckingham certainly arrived on the K. L.M. plane with Dr. Turner and registered at an hotel. But he stayed only two nights and then moved on. No one of that name has since left the country. He may of course be living with friends in Holland and have omitted to register, but he has certainly not come forward in answer to the broadcast appeal. With the woman we have still less to go on. A Christian name—though an unusual one—nothing more.’’


    ‘‘Have you a copy of the letter she wrote?’’


    ‘‘We have the letter itself, if you’d like to see that.’’


    A minute later, with a queer feeling of putting my fingers on something unclean, I was staring at the message which had been found in Grevil’s pocket The envelope was plain and untorn, the.notepaper bore the heading Hôtel Grotius. Both were wrinkled and faded, but the ink of the letter, which I think had been written with a ball-pointed pen, had run surprisingly little. It was a woman’s writing, clear and the letters well formed, but, I thought in a hurry—particularly the last part.


    

      ‘‘This is just to say that I am leaving today. This time everything must be over between us, please believe me, it’s really and truly the end. I came along this afternoon meaning to face you, but at the last I’ve suddenly funked it What is there to say except what has been said before—and except goodbye?


      ‘‘My dear, it’s been rather a bad mess from the beginning—my fault every bit as much as yours. My fault that there ever was a beginning. Oh, I know there have been times—I don’t deny them—but they don’t make up for what goes with it—at least they don’t for me. Everything that’s happened these last two days makes the same point over again.


      ‘‘If you still feel any friendship for me, please don’t follow me and please don’t write.


      ‘‘I’m very sorry.”


      

        

          ‘‘Leonie.’’

        


      


    


    I handed the thing back. ‘‘ Her English is good.’’


    ‘‘So is that of many Dutch people. But probably she’s not Dutch.’’


    ‘‘Have you reason to think that?’’


    ‘‘Well, we’ve a rough description of a woman who called to see your brother on the afternoon before he died, given us by the receptionist of the hotel. Er—here it is: ‘Spoke to me in French, then in English. About twenty-four or five, fair hair cut short, grey-green eyes with some brown in them, shoulder-bag, Englishor American-style coat. Slight build, about five feet six or seven. Dr. Turner was engaged and she said she would wait. I do not know if she saw him, for I was busy with new arrivals.’ It gives us a little to go on but not a great deal. She may not even be the woman.


    ‘‘And this other woman who says she saw him jump into the canal?’’


    Colonel Powell rubbed a finger down his leathery cheek. ‘‘ Hermina Maas? A lady of easy virtue. But there seems to be no particular reason to doubt her testimony.’’


    ‘‘Not unless she had something to bide.’’


    ‘‘What could she have to hide?’’


    I went and stared out of the window. You had an excellent view from here of the comings and goings of the London County Council.


    Powell said: ‘‘Your brother hadn’t been robbed, and there were no marks of violence on the body except a cut hand and a bruise on the forehead which could have come about in falling. The Dutch doctor said the bruise was not severe enough to have caused a loss of consciousness.’’


    I said: ‘‘Why was the body three hours in the water if this woman saw him go in?’’


    ‘‘Apparently she saw it happen from her window, and by the time she got into the street he had disappeared from view. She told the police and they began a search.’’


    ‘‘And this man Grevil met in Java, who travelled back with him; could anyone on the plane describe him?’’


    ‘‘One of the air hostesses gave us some material to go on, but it was all rather un-predse.’’


    ‘‘There’ll obviously be other sources.’’


    ‘‘Not so obviously. Between ourselves, we shouldn’t be displeased to trace Buckingham. That’s if he’s the person we think he is. There’s a man called Buckingham been in trouble two or three times in the Near and Far East since the war. He first appeared running Jewish immigrants into Palestine; there was a good deal of notice taken of him there because in the end he fell foul of the immigrants themselves. Then there was trouble in Cairo, and later we heard of him in Bangkok, He probably knows that a number of people would wiser to interview him if he showed up, and not solely about Dr. Turner’s death; so that will make him a less easy fish to net’’


    ‘‘Is he an Englishman?’’


    ‘‘We don’t know. He travels on a British passport, trouble is that almost all his activities have taken place outside our range of contacts. We have one fairly reliable description of him, but it isn’t definite enough to help us when there’s all Europe to search.’’


    Someone was stoking the furnaces in St Thomas’s Hospital. I said: ‘‘I want to go to Holland on Sunday. Can you give me the name of the man in charge of things over there.’’


    I could tell I was being thoughtfully looked over. ‘‘Is there any special point in your going at present, Mr. Turner?’’


    ‘‘There is, I think, to me.’’


    Colonel Powell got up and twisted his pencil round in his fingers. ‘‘The investigations in Holland are not yet complete. Our Dutch friends are doing all they can, and we’re giving them full co-operation. I think, if you’ll permit me to offer an opinion, that it might be a mistake to intervene personally at this point. Later perhaps you could go over and see Tholen …’’


    ‘‘Later will be too late. I’ve only a short time in Europe. And anyway I’d prefer to know what exactly is being done.’’


    He frowned at his pencil. ‘‘I don’t think the final; conclusions we reach are likely to be very different from what they are now, do you? Everything points to your brother having killed himself as a result of this unfortunate love affair which had gone awry.’’


    I came back from the window. ‘‘ Everything points to it, except Grevil’s character. I think I knew him well. It’s possible that I knew him better than anyone else. I mean to find out.’’


    ‘‘Of course I never met Dr. Turner. But from what I’ve been told I gather he was an impulsive man, wasn’t he? Given to sudden decisions. Prone to periods of high spirits and depressions. Given to unusual decisions sometimes.’’


    ‘‘Such as?’’ I said, getting that dry feeling in my throat


    ‘‘Well, it was unusual to say the least for a young physicist rapidly coming to the front rank to abandon his work suddenly in nineteen forty-two and to join the Army and serve in the ranks.’’


    ‘‘He could see where his physics were leading—towards the discovery of the atom bomb. He suddenly felt he could have no hand in it.’’


    ‘‘A gesture perhaps, but a rather unavailing one. To throw away his whole career——’’


    ‘‘Evidence surely of being the one sane man.’’


    Powell glanced at me. He could see I was angry. ‘‘Well, it’s a matter of opinion, isn’t it. But the quixotic sacrifice remains. It doesn’t seem altogether out of bounds that a man who for a principle threw away his life’s work might, on another occasion, throw away his life.’’


    A clerk came in with a sheaf of papers. He was a little pimply chap and looked as if he would be no loss to the world at all. When he went out neither of us spoke. It seemed to be rather a deadlock. Eventually I said more equably: ‘‘I’m afraid that what you’ve told me makes me more than ever sure I want to see things for myself.’’


    ‘‘What I’ve told you about Buckingham?’’


    ‘‘Yes.’’


    Powell flipped through the papers. ‘‘Very well. Sir Derek asked me to help you in any way I can. You say you want to go to Holland?’’


    ‘‘Yes, if you please, I’d like a letter to the man in charge over there.’’


    ‘‘Inspector Tholen. Very well.’’ He pulled a sheet of paper abruptly towards him and began to write on it. After a minute he stopped and stared at the end of his pen. I thought there was something wrong: with it, but there wasn’t. He said: ‘‘ It might just’’ possibly be worth your while meeting Martin Coxon before you left.’’


    ‘‘Who is he?’’


    ‘‘The one man we know who has met Buckingham. But it’s a very old scent’’.


    ‘‘I’d like to.’’


    ‘‘He lives in Rye. That’s if he’s at home. Perhaps we can find out for you.’’ Powell pressed the thing on his desk and spoke into it.


    There was another long silence. Powell finished his letter, read it through, blotted it with one of those semicircular pads, put it in an envelope, handed it to me. Then the thing clicked again and a voice said that it wasn’t known whether Commander Coxon was at home, and as he wasn’t on the telephone there was no quick way of finding out. Should they send a prepaid wire?


    ‘‘No, thank yon,’’ said Powell when I shook my head. He switched off and stared at me thoughtfully. ‘‘Coxon’s one of those men who couldn’t settle to civilian life after the war and went foraging for himself. Quite a few did. We employed him ourselves once or twice, but he hadn’t quite the temperament for our work and so we’ve rather lost touch with him recently. Apparently he met Buckingham near Jaffa in the spring of ’forty-eight We haven’t inquired too closely what Martin Coxon was doing off the coast of Palestine at that time, but I suspect he was turning a faintly illegal penny himself.’’


    The moment of irritation was gone now, and he was talking to smooth off the edges. I knew well enough that I’d been ‘‘pressing”, as a golfer would say, all through this interview, and he’d been aware of it but not of its causes. I was annoyed with myself for having so obviously risen to the bait. Because if Arnold and Grace had come to accept the coroner’s verdict as a true one, what hope was there that a stranger like Powell would do otherwise? Why resent it when he followed the natural line?


    Perhaps it was because I hadn’t realised before how glib, assumptions can seem when they’re made on surface evidence and without an inner knowledge at all.


    All the same, I had to take myself in hand and try to see this as a detached problem, not as a key to old conflicts and old loyalties.


    I nearly didn’t go to see Martin Coxon, but there was nothing better to do with the afternoon, so I drove down.


    He lived on the coast about a mile east of Rye in a biggish modem bungalow, one of the sort put up in the thirties without benefit of architect. You went along crazy-paving flanked by big white stones, and climbed five steps set in a rockery to a key-shaped front door, and the bell you pulled went ding-dong.


    The door was opened by a tall dark woman of about sixty. She looked as if she’d seen me coming. I asked if Commander Coxon was in and she said no, but she expected him back any time, and when I mentioned Powell’s name she invited me into a living-room full of twentieth-century furniture. It was also littered with books, which made it look a lot better.


    ‘‘I don’t think my son will be long,’’ she said in a genteel voice. ‘‘He’s only shopping for me in Rye. I expected him before this.’’


    I thanked her but she still hung about the door, neither in the room nor out. She’d been a handsome woman but her looks had grown scrawny and angular. I said I didn’t want to disturb her if she was busy, and she coughed behind her hand.


    ‘‘Forgive me, Mr.—er—Turner, but I do hope you’re not going to ask my son to take something else on. He really hasn’t been well, and he’ll never learn to relax or letup. He drives himself.’’


    ‘‘No,’’ I said. ‘‘I came only to make some inquiries.’’


    Her handsome dark eyes travelled over me. She still looked anxious. ‘‘I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have said that. But it’s years since Colonel Powell sent, and the last time …’’


    I said: ‘‘ I’m not one of Colonel Powell’s staff.’’


    She left me then, but I’d only time to move to the window before a small car came along the road to the bungalow and swung round the front with a scrape of tyres to disappear into the garage at the back. The door of the car slammed and a door of the house opened and shut, and after that there was the murmur of voices. On a table by the window was a letter addressed to Commander Martin Coxon, D.S.O., M.A., and a pretty good and business-like sketch of a racing yacht with all dimensions marked. Beside these was a tin of El Toro cigars and a copy of Les Liaisons Dangereuses, by Choderlos de Laclos.


    The door opened and a man came in. ‘‘Mr. Turner? I’m Coxon. You wanted me?’’


    ‘‘Colonel Powell gave me your name. He said he thought you might be able to help me.’’


    ‘‘Powell? Well, it’s a long time since I heard from him. What does he want?’’


    I told him. He was a handsome-looking chap of medium height. For the lean strong lines of his body his face had a delicate look because of its pallor under the thick dark hair, and also perhaps because of its expression, which, was sensitive and introspective and mobile. I don’t know what I’d expected but I hadn’t expected this—certainly not anyone so young looking; someone perhaps with a more obvious tang of the sea. There really wasn’t much of the seaman about him at first sight in spite of his clothes, which were a sort of freehand adaptation of the old Navy battle-dress carried into civilian life. And with it went a very fine-tooled leather belt with a broad silver buckle. While I was explaining I took a cigarette he offered me, and he pushed some books aside and sat on the window-seat, tapping a cigarette sharply on the side of his case but not lighting it. Only once he lifted his head and stared at me. When it was finished he said:


    ‘‘I remember reading something about your brother’s death in the paper … But I haven’t even seen Buckingham since nineteen forty-eight. How does Powell suppose I can help you?’’


    His voice wasn’t a bit like his mother’s; it was cultured and easy on the ear. I said: ‘‘ I’m going to Holland tomorrow and I want all the information I can get before I start.’’


    ‘‘I’ll give you what I can about Buckingham, of course; but it’s precious little. And why the emphasis on Buckingham? I should have thought the girl who wrote the letter would be able to tell you more.’’


    ‘‘She might if we could find her; but we don’t even know her surname. And I’ve a feeling that if I trace Buckingham I shall find the girl too.’’


    Coxon put the unlighted cigarette between his lips. There were rings under his eyes, and at times his mouth had a wry disappointed twist that somehow made you personally concerned for the cause of the disappointment. It was easy to understand his mother being worried over his health yet there was far too much vitality in him for real illness.


    ‘‘Have you been in the Navy?’’ he asked.


    ‘‘Yes. Why?’’


    ‘‘I don’t know. Something about a man’s trim. I can usually tell. What were you in?’’


    ‘‘Destroyers. Only two years.’’


    ‘‘I was R.N.V.R.,’’ he said. ‘‘No right to the rank now, but it clings. I had a minesweeper at the beginning of the war, but the bloody little tub sank under me. A corvette after that. What were you, a lieutenant?’’


    ‘‘Eventually. By painful stages.’’


    He finally lit his cigarette. For a few seconds while he as talking about it you could catch the authority in his voice that a man gets after a command at sea. ‘‘I suppose you were barely fledged when it was all over. One can hardly believe it was so long ago.’’ He might have been remembering an old love affair, part pleasure, part conflict.


    I said: ‘‘Well, you can have been barely fledged when it all began.’’


    ‘‘Oh yes, I was. I’m thirty-nine, though you might not think so … What did you want to know about Buckingham?’’


    ‘‘Anything you can tell me. What does he look like?’’


    ‘‘He’s about five foot eight or nine with a short beard and brown eyes rather narrow; and a strong aquiline nose. Dark graying a bit. If you still believe in things like good and bad then maybe you’d call him a bad man, because he doesn’t conform to any recognisable code of ethics. But he’s a thoroughly clever fellow, intelligent and subtle, and that’s precisely why no one knows much about him. He lives his own life and makes his own terms, and when he does anything on the shady side of the law he’s done it and gone long before anyone can touch him.’’


    ‘‘Did you like him?’’


    ‘‘Like him? No.’’


    ‘‘Why not?’’


    Martin Coxon pushed back his hair with two parted fingers. ‘‘Why does one like or dislike a man? Glandular secretions? Planets in opposition? For one thing I prefer my fun a bit cleaner.’’


    ‘‘If you can tell me, how did you meet him?’’


    ‘‘Oh yes, I can tell you. He was running Jews into Palestine, and I navigated his ship for one voyage.’’


    ‘‘Were there any women with him then?’’


    ‘‘Not belonging to him. There was a little Rumanian Jewess of about nineteen that he invited into his cabin one evening. He tried to board her but she cleared decks and fought it out. There was a hell of a fuss when her family got to know. But of course that was all six years ago. Will you have a whisky?’’


    ‘‘Thanks.’’


    He got up and went to a cupboard, brought out a bottle and two glasses. ‘‘Tell me more about your brother. What was he doing in Java? How did he actually come to meet Buckingham?’’


    I told him, and he nodded and listened carefully. Once he smiled, and it was queer the way the dark look left his face. While I was speaking I was sizing him up, trying to decide whether to follow up a sudden impulse. He asked me quite a lot about Grevil’s death, and when I couldn’t answer his questions I said that that was what I was going to Amsterdam to find out. His attitude was entirely different from Powell’s this morning. He seemed interested, his mind ready for new impressions. It was a tremendously refreshing change. There were no closed doors here.


    At length I decided to risk it. ‘‘You tell me you don’t like Buckingham?’’


    ‘‘I didn’t when I met him. He got up my nose more than once. Why?’’


    ‘‘You wouldn’t, I suppose, care to help me find him?’’


    He was pouring whisky into a glass. When he finished he held it up to the light. ‘‘I’ll swear some of this modern stuff’s been taken out of bond too soon. Very different from what we got in Scotland before the war … What use would I be to you?’’


    ‘‘You’d at least know Buckingham if you saw him.’’


    ‘‘He’s probably hundreds of miles away by now.’’


    ‘‘Perhaps. But it’s slightly less unhopeful with you than without you. Actually Powell rather hinted at the idea; but at first I thought he was trying to attach some detective to me to see I didn’t get into mischief. In any case I’d no thought of suggesting it when I came down. It’s simply that I—like your approach.’’


    ‘‘Thanks.’’ Martin Coxon hesitated, then he shook his head suddenly, with nervous emphasis. ‘‘Sorry, but I can’t see it as a reasonable proposition.’’


    ‘‘I didn’t suppose you would, but I put it to you. Naturally the expenses would have come on me.’’


    The door opened and his mother; came half in. She began to speak but then stopped and flushed. ‘‘I was going to ask if Mr. Turner would like a cup of tea … I see I’m too late.’’


    ‘‘See what you’ve escaped, Turner. Or perhaps you’d have preferred it?’’


    Mrs. Coxon said: ‘‘I really do feel it’s too early to be drinking, Martin. Mr. Turner will think——’’


    ‘‘I used to know a man who always had a tumbler of whisky sent up with his shaving water. He said it gave the razor a finer edge.’’ Coxon squirted a dash of soda into my glass. ‘‘Join us, my dear. It’ll do your nerves less harm.’’


    ‘‘Thank you, no,’’ she said distastefully. ‘‘You know I wouldn’t consider it.’’


    When she had gone he wrinkled his forehead at me apologetically. ‘‘My mother has never quite grown up. Forty years ago she laid a duck-egg by mistake, and ever since she’s been worried about me being in the water. Psychologists would have a name for it, if one bothered to look it up.’’


    I said: ‘‘ I’ve never been to Amsterdam. Do you know it?’’


    ‘‘Yes, it’s a good city. The Dutch aren’t stolid in their enjoyments. That’s just a popular misconception. On the wall behind you there’s a photograph of the Winterhude. I first saw Amsterdam when I was eighteen. I landed there off that old windjammer—a hundred and twelve days from Melbourne. Sixteen weeks of celibacy and then one glorious burst. I couldn’t stick it now. I don’t mean the profligacy, I mean the celibacy.’’


    ‘‘I shall be flying tomorrow afternoon if you change your mind and decide to come.’’
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