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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

    


    This is an account of how Max Ryland got himself murdered, and what happened afterwards. For obvious reasons, the manuscript will not see the light of day until all the people concerned are dead and forgotten. I have taken steps to ensure that. You may think, dear future reader, that as a story it builds up rather slowly – but so does a hurricane. I am setting it down because I played a big part in the drama – just how big will become apparent to any perceptive person prepared to soldier on to the end.


    My name is Walter Haines. It’s a rather ordinary sort of name, I’m afraid, but that is what I was landed with. At the start of this writing I am thirty-five years old, five feet nine inches tall, and about ten stone in weight, which means I’m on the skinny side. I have a thatch of slightly nondescript brown hair, all my own teeth, and no special distinguishing marks. I am not what anyone would call a fine specimen of manhood, and I’m certainly not handsome, though my features are agreeable enough not to frighten small children. (Self-depreciation – that old fault! I must try to avoid it.)


    I was born in Leicester of middle-class parents (there I go again!) and through them I inherited a more than usually mixed bag of traits.


    Take one of them. My maternal grandfather was a machinist; my paternal grandfather was a builder and decorator in a small way of business. Their manual skills and practical interests skipped a generation with my parents, but they were to come out strongly in me, as my story will show.


    My father was an idealist who spent his life working for causes, many of them unpopular at the time. The causes he espoused were mainly three – the temperance movement, socialism and the Methodist church, of which he became a pillar. He was also an ardent pacifist, an anti-vaccinationist, and a believer in nature cures and health foods. In short, he was a bit of a crank. However, he was by no means a negligible crank, and in the end he became something of a national figure. He was a gifted organizer, a master of detail in his subjects, a speaker and debater of the first order – and he proselytized with tireless energy. He had no doubt whatever that he was on the side of Right against Wrong, a conviction which his opponents found irritating. As a youth I was much under his influence, both by genes and upbringing, and I walked proudly in his large shadow. His moral courage was never in doubt; his physical courage, as far as I know, was never tested. I now have the feeling that while he would have faced bravely – and even have welcomed – the minor martyrdom of jail for his faiths, he would have flinched from anything more painful.


    We were, of course, always poor. The organizations he served had little money, and the free-lance journalism by which he supplemented his income was an erratic provider. He seemed not to mind, or even notice, our poverty, for his own material wants were eccentrically few. He was, without doubt, a very contented man, as he worked away in his tiny, cluttered room in our home, absorbed, preoccupied and detached.


    My mother, who shared – or seemed to share – my father’s basic views, was wholly different from him in temperament. She was impulsive, emotional and creative. She enjoyed writing poetry, she read papers at literary societies, and she made up entrancing fairy stories to tell me nightly by the fireside when I was small. She gave colour and warmth and feeling to my early life. She was a good-looking woman, though her face in repose was sometimes strangely sad. Perhaps it was just her cast of feature; or perhaps, as I have lately come to believe, my father concentrated too much on his causes and not enough on her. One knows little of the intimate life of one’s parents.


    I started my working life as a newspaper reporter. I had had an itch to write since quite early days, and I took a job on the Leicester Gazette under the impression that reporting and writing were in some way connected. This, of course, was an error. I soon learned that a man can be a good reporter without even being literate – and vice versa. I also discovered that temperamentally I wasn’t suited to the job. To be a good general reporter you need to be tough and thrusting, and I was neither. I stuck it out for several years, but the rough-and-tumble did get me down a bit at times. I was hopeless at covering fires, where conditions were usually chaotic and facts were hard to come by. I never mastered the art of extracting information from policemen on duty. There was a reporter in the office, a shambling man of fifty who looked rather like a worn-out cop himself, who would sidle up to a policeman, say something out of the corner of his mouth, and in a few moments have the ‘low-down’ on the story. I did my best to imitate him, but got nowhere. I was always told to ‘Move on!’ Once, even more humiliatingly, it was ‘Move on, sonny!’ I suppose I just didn’t have the presence.


    There were many other jobs that I hated, though of course I had to do them. I didn’t enjoy calling at a mortuary and having a bullet-riddled body drawn out on a tray for my inspection. I didn’t enjoy interviewing bereaved relatives after a murder or a suicide. I was terrified when a line of mounted police charged past me at full gallop into a rioting mob. I suffered nightmares after being sent to cover a gruesome train wreck.


    However, looking back, I don’t regret any part of those reporting days. They forced me to overcome, if only temporarily, the diffidence of a naturally retiring disposition. They schooled me to look on flowing blood and not fall flat on my face in a faint. They taught me where and how to gather information, an invaluable asset to me later on. They encouraged resourcefulness and self-reliance, qualities I was short of. They gave me an immense amount of useful knowledge and experience – particularly of the world of crime, which interested me. What I really wanted to do was to write books – preferably crime books. I had managed to produce a couple of full-length stories in my spare time, while I was at the Gazette, and both had been published, with modest success. So I knew that I could write – and in my late twenties I decided to take a chance, throw up the job, and apply myself full time to the writing of detective and adventure fiction, in what I hoped would be the stimulating atmosphere of London.


    It was a hard slog to start with. I lived and worked in a squalid bed-sitter in Camden Town, and it was a problem sometimes to keep body and soul in proximity. I typed like a maniac from morning till night, and as far into the night as my landlady would allow. In order to survive, even at the most meagre level, I had to turn out four or five books a year under different names. They were of fair quality as action stories, but they were certainly not great literature. My strength, so far as I had any, lay in constructing tortuous and ingenious plots, with unusual backgrounds and a meticulous attention to detail. A loose end to me was like a botched-up bit of joinery to a cabinet-maker. My weakness was in portraying people. At that time I rarely gave any thought to the workings of my own mind, let alone to the minds of others. I was much more interested in the mechanics of a plot, the fitting together of the pieces, than in the mental processes of the people involved in it. As a result, my characters tended to be from stock and rarely came to life as individuals. They were there merely to fill the roles that the story required. It was a grave defect in a writer.


    I would probably have failed as a professional and been forced to go back to some regular job if it hadn’t been that, just over five years ago, I had an enormous stroke of luck. A story entitled Death at the Summit, an international spy thriller with a lot of action, a nice twist in the middle, and a denouement in the High Alps, happened to catch the public fancy. Its fast-moving narrative and technical expertise evidently more than made up, in the readers’ view, for any lack of depth in the characters – and it took off. It was serialized in Britain and America, it was bought for translation into more than a dozen languages, and it was filmed by a top company with a galaxy of stars in the leading parts. Hard-cover and paperback sales were fantastic, and in a few months I had become – even allowing for tax – a comparatively well-to-do man. I had also become something of a celebrity. I was interviewed, and photographed, and written about in magazines, and several times I was invited to appear on the telly or the radio to air my views on literature, art, politics, morality, and the state of the world. I didn’t take happily to the limelight, but it seemed sensible to cash in while the going was good.


    It was during this brief period of fame, when the aura of success was around me, that I had an even greater stroke of luck. I met Laura Franklin. I was about to be interviewed on BBC TV, and Laura was the make-up girl who touched up my face for the cameras. She was an attractive brunette with an absolutely stunning figure, and as she delicately pencilled my rather scanty eyebrows, I saw with surprise that she wore no ring. We didn’t have long together, but conversationally we covered quite a bit of ground. She knew who I was of course, and she’d read Summit and found it exciting, and though she must have met lots of far more famous people in her line of work, she showed an interest in me which I felt went well beyond the call of duty. It suddenly struck me that this could be one of those tides in the affairs of men … I took a deep breath and asked her if she’d care to lunch with me some time. Without hesitation she said she’d be delighted to, and there and then we made a date.


    What followed differed little from the common experience, though at the time of course I felt it was something unique in the annals of the human race. We met, and met again, and yet again, at rapidly diminishing intervals, fanning the initial spark into a glow. We talked about ourselves and each other, about our work and our interests. Laura asked the questions that most people ask of authors – though, coming from her, they seemed almost original, and for once I was eager to answer them. She wanted to know whether I worked regular hours or waited for inspiration, whether I typed all my stuff myself and with how many fingers – I held up one on each hand – and of course where I got my ideas from. She was genuinely curious, so I gave her a short run-down on a professional writer’s life. I said that a successful author was in many ways a very fortunate man. He had no boss to give him instructions. He could write what he liked. He was out of the rat race, the daily commuting, the crowds and the crush. He was as independent as anyone could be on this earth. But of course that didn’t mean that he could live without discipline – his self-discipline had to be brutal. He had to force himself to go to his desk and do his stint whether he felt like it or not. ‘Anyone who writes only when the mood takes him,’ I said, ‘is heading straight for the poorhouse.’ And I said that more or less the same thing applied to ideas. It was no good hoping for a sudden flash of inspiration – there were few ‘Eurekas’ in the writing business. Maugham’s advice was the best: ‘Apply the seat of the pants to the seat of the chair.’ And stay on it – reflecting on possibilities, letting the fancy range, allowing one thought to suggest another – until in the end something emerged.


    Laura listened with flattering attention while I talked. Afterwards I got her to tell me about her own job. She was very modest about it – ‘I’m only one of the girls, you know, not a supervisor or anything grand like that’ – but she was obviously proud of her niche. She said the job wasn’t nearly as glamorous as some people thought – particularly on location on an icy morning when your fingers were all thumbs and the make-up was too cold to go on smoothly. Actually you had to be very tough and fit, because there was usually a time schedule to be met and the pace could be hectic and if you didn’t love the work you’d never stick it. But there was also excitement and involvement and sometimes the feeling that you’d played a tiny part in creating an artistic triumph, which was very satisfying.


    We exchanged, quite early on, curricula vitae. I told Laura of a scholarship that had taken me to a Leicester grammar school; of another scholarship that had given me three years at university; of an Eng. Lit. degree that had been the subject of some ribald mirth at the Gazette; of my reporting days and my early struggles as a writer. I told her about my parents, still alive and still living in Leicester, and quite a bit about my eccentric father, now withdrawn from active public life but currently busy ghosting the autobiography of a certain Miss Strang, a noted temperance reformer, to be entitled People I have met and places I have seen! I learned in turn that Laura was twenty-four, six years younger than I; that she had attended the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris; that she had worked briefly as a ‘beautician’ – dreadful word!; that her father, who had been an architect, had recently died; that her mother had settled in Bath and opened a boutique there; that Laura was an only child, as I was.


    At each successive meeting she seemed to me more attractive, more desirable. She had laughing sepia eyes, an infectious vitality, a quick intelligence, a mental and physical liveliness that I found enormously engaging … But why strain for words to describe the indescribable? In simple terms, I had fallen head over ears in love with her. And, however improbable it may seem in retrospect, she had fallen for me.


    Once the mutual declarations were made – which was soon – we moved quickly. We were both free to marry, we both wanted to, and there were no financial or other impediments. I met Laura’s mother, and Laura met my parents, in the old-fashioned way, and exactly six weeks after the eyebrow-pencilling session we were married without fuss at Kensington register office, neither of us being a churchgoer. Laura was accompanied by a close friend, Muriel Entwisle, about whom more later, and I rustled up a bloke I’d known from university days to balance the party. We had a family celebration afterwards, and then Laura and I flew off to Tobago for what turned out to be an idyllic three-week honeymoon.


    Soon after we got back to London we bought a house. The comfortable Belgravia flat I’d been living in since my financial bonanza was hardly big enough for the two of us, and in any case Laura thought she would enjoy having a small garden. The house we chose was a rather splendid affair, built into a hillside on the outer edge of London’s north-western suburbs. It was called ‘Green Boughs’ a pleasant-sounding name which we saw no reason to change. The property was spacious without being huge, it was well separated from its nearest neighbours – ‘secluded but not isolated’ was the agent’s phrase – and it had a large double garage for our two cars, with a section at the back for tools and outdoor furniture, and a large rear door leading conveniently into the garden. Best of all, it had an uninterrupted view over tree tops and protected Green Belt to the open country. I had always had a hankering to live somewhere high up, to be able to look down instead of along, and this view was really superb. The attractive and very private garden, walled on both sides with rosy brick, was mostly lawn with small herbaceous borders, and Laura thought it looked manageable as well as inviting. In short, we were both delighted with our purchase. An additional advantage of the place was that though it gave the impression of being deep in rural England it was actually only ten miles from Central London, with a handy choice of Underground stations. By car on a day of average traffic it was barely thirty minutes from Piccadilly.


    We made a few small changes at the house before we moved in, the most important being to the room I was to use as a study. I happen to have an abnormally acute sense of hearing and the slightest external sound can break the thread of my thoughts when I’m working. I had tried ear plugs, but they hadn’t proved very satisfactory. When I was plugged up I could hear my own heart beating, which was reassuring but not comfortable. My Belgravia flat had had double windows, which had kept some of the noise out. Now I arranged for similar windows to be installed in the new study. They wouldn’t afford much protection against a road drill or a generator, but they would deaden any ordinary sounds.


    Laura had continued with her BBC job in the first months after our marriage, but as soon as we moved to the house she gave it up. She pointed out, with obvious sense, that being the wife of a writer working at home was quite different from being the wife of a man who left for his office at nine in the morning and didn’t get home till seven. There would be no problem for her of long, lonely days to fill, since I would be around all the time; and I certainly couldn’t be expected to look after myself. In our rare and privileged circumstances, she would positively enjoy being a housewife. As I would enjoy her being it, too, there was really nothing more to be said.


    It didn’t take us long to establish a satisfactory domestic and working routine. I would shut myself away in the study soon after nine o’clock, and write till one. Laura would do the chores as quietly as possible, tiptoeing around in order not to disturb me. I felt rather bad about her having no help in the house, particularly in view of its size, but she agreed with me that a daily woman might be noisy and distracting, and insisted she was quite able to cope, as indeed she was. At lunchtime we would often eat at a local restaurant, which cut down the shopping, and which we both enjoyed; and then spend the afternoon together, perhaps strolling in the Green Belt or going to a cinema or just occupying ourselves companionably in the garden or the house. I would work again between six and eight, and Laura would cook the evening meal. She wasn’t a terribly good cook, and she knew it, but as I told her with a tolerant smile, she would probably improve with practice. I had done a bit of cooking myself in my bachelor days, and I showed her how to prepare some of the dishes.


    Considering how superficially we had known each other at the time of our marriage, and with what headlong speed we had taken the plunge, it was largely luck that – apart from being deeply in love – we found so much in common. The writing scene was still new to Laura, and she was intrigued by every aspect of it. She shared with me the pleasures and pains of the daily postbag – the new contracts, the exciting film offers that so often came to nothing, the unexpected cheques, the snide reviews, the fan mail. Some of the letters annoyed us, some made us laugh, some reduced us to giggles. As when my agent, commenting on my one pathetic attempt to write a mystery play, wrote: ‘It is slightly ironical that the only time there is any action in the play is when it takes place in the dark where nobody can see it.’ As when my publisher wrote: ‘I am not sure that you want your hero in bed with a nymphomaniac by page three.’ As when a railway enthusiast complained bitterly that a train I had mentioned as starting from Fenchurch Street station would in fact have started from St Pancras. As when, after I had written a story with an exciting canoeing sequence, I was invited by a man in Arizona to shoot the rapids of the Colorado river with him. Yes, we enjoyed our post. Laura read all the reviews carefully – much more carefully than I, since criticism tended to depress me – and she would sometimes come sparkling to me with a gem of contradiction. One of her choicest items was a clash of opinion, between two American reviewers, about the same book on the same day. One of them wrote: ‘A weak British entry, starting off nicely but bogging down in artificial suspense, and lacking both credibility and inventiveness.’ The other one wrote: ‘After an unpromising start, this one gathers speed to a smashing climax and convincing finish.’ We had a good chuckle over that.


    Laura enjoyed discussing ideas and plots with me, and reading the various drafts when I was ready to show them to her, and even offering tentative suggestions now and again. Of course, any creative work is basically an individual thing, and I did jokingly recall on one occasion the old crack: ‘A camel is a horse created by committee.’ However, she was sometimes quite helpful. She was certainly good at thinking up small human touches to give my literary puppets more life. She also had a good ear for dialogue, for people talking out of character, for the various ways in which different kinds of people framed their sentences – and though I may not always have sounded grateful (authors rarely welcome even the most constructive advice) I took private note of her suggestions and quite often slipped in a minor change.


    Work was by no means the only point where our interests coincided. Our small domestic hobbies went well together. One of my relaxations, for instance, was carpentry. I had discovered an aptitude during my schooldays, but had had little opportunity to indulge the taste since. Now I could saw and chisel and plane to my heart’s content, and I found it very therapeutic. Though still creative, it occupied the hands while resting the mind. Just getting my overalls on and my bag of tools out refreshed and cheered me. During our first spring I had a load of timber delivered from a nearby yard and built a small summer house at the bottom of the garden – naturally with Laura’s approval – where we would be able to sit and sunbathe even in quite cool weather. It was a fairly rough job by professional standards, but Laura admired it and said she would like to put the creosote on. So I opened the tin for her and showed her which brush to use and she contributed her mite. During the building of the summer house she had busied herself in the garden; keeping the lawn trimmed, and weeding, and burning rubbish in the incinerator when the wind was right, so that we were pleasantly occupied together, chatting away as well as improving the homestead. Laura also did some sketching and painting in the garden that spring, setting up her easel close to where I was working. She produced, I thought, some rather odd results, but at least it meant that we were able to spend a lot of time together in non-writing hours, companionably engaged in our pursuits.


    Perhaps the best times we had were when a book was finished, and the next one not yet thought of, and we were as free as any human beings in the world could be. In those quite long periods, sometimes lasting for many weeks, we were constantly off somewhere, constantly on the move. I had got rid of my car, an MG, since we had Laura’s Rover for town use, and had bought instead a second-hand estate car, American and very large, which was good for rough country tracks and for carrying gear, and which could even be slept in at a pinch. We used it regularly for picnics in the Chilterns and day runs to the coast, and frequently for longer trips to some place that sounded attractive, some district that we hadn’t yet explored. I remember we had a splendid couple of weeks in the Lakes one gorgeous May, before the swarming crowds had taken over. I’m no rock climber – the expertise in Death at the Summit was all researched – but I enjoyed our adventurous scrambles on the fells, and so did Laura. Perhaps too much – she seemed to have no fear. I was quite concerned for her on Helvelyn’s precipitous Striding Edge, vividly imagining a false step and its awful consequences, and I went protectively ahead, pointing out the more difficult bits before she came to them and warning of loose stones. In fact she got through without trouble – laughingly, in the end, because it was I who stumbled as I turned to indicate a damp patch and give her a helping hand. In those two weeks we climbed five peaks of nearly three thousand feet, and I still have the staff on which I cut the names and dates as a record of achievement.


    At least once a year, and usually in the worst of the winter months, we travelled abroad. These were memorable trips. We went to Greece and Crete and Rhodes; we cruised to Turkey and visited Troy and Ephesus; we took the estate car to Spain and the Camargue and Provence; we sailed through the Panama Canal to San Francisco in one of the last of the great P & O liners, and crossed the southern United States by Greyhound bus in a January heat wave; and several times we went on business trips to New York. I was never quite as carefree on these journeys as Laura, since all the places were potential backgrounds for stories, with scenes to be memorized and notes to be jotted down. However, there was no feeling of immediate pressure, so most of the time I was a reasonably good companion.


    I may have given the impression that Laura and I spent those early years entirely in each other’s pockets – but this was by no means the case. During my periods of active writing, when I could think of nothing but getting on with the story, Laura was able to cultivate her separate interests and meet her many friends. Everyone liked Laura – everyone felt better for seeing her. She was a shot in the arm, a surge of adrenalin, a blood transfusion. Wherever she went she was welcomed. And she went quite a bit. She was a very sociable person, a mixer, an outgoing type – the exact opposite of what I had thankfully reverted to after leaving the Gazette. She would make sure that I was well supplied with food and all requirements, and then drive into town to lunch and shop and gossip with her girl pals – perhaps dropping in to a matinee or a gallery or some exhibition she had read about. She had enormous gusto for such things. She realized she was fortunate to have these opportunities while I was slogging away at home, but I didn’t grudge her her pleasures – indeed, I told her I was glad she was being kept happy. The one thing that did worry me a little about her excursions was that she would always take the car instead of going in by Underground. It was true that she had been driving for years with only an occasional minor incident, but she always seemed to me to lack road sense and I was never wholly easy in my mind until she returned. When we were in the car together I always took the wheel, as a matter of course. I knew that if she drove I’d be tense, with hands gripping the seat arms and feet pressed hard down on the floor. When I drove I was relaxed, and so was she. So obviously it was the sensible arrangement.
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