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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

    


    Hugh Cameron had been waiting at the rendezvous on Hampstead Heath for more than an hour when Clare Hunter arrived. He was stretched out under an oak tree at the top of a knoll, his tie loosened and askew, his jacket on the grass beside him. At the sound of a car turning off the road below, he raised his head, but only slightly, as though he no longer had much hope that a new arrival could mean anything to him. When he saw that it was really Clare at last he sat up and waved, and tapped his watch with an air of accusation.


    She waved back, and pulled the driving-mirror round, and carefully powdered her face. Then she drew on a pair of brand-new leather gloves, and picked up her bag, and set off up the slope to join him. She was tall for a girl, but beautifully proportioned, and she moved with long, easy strides that were a pleasure to watch. She didn’t hurry, for she was wearing a close-fitting jersey suit and a short camel-hair coat slung round her shoulders, which wasn’t the sort of outfit anyone would want to rush about in on a warm June morning.


    Hugh got up and stretched. He was about thirty—big, and solidly-built, but active-looking—with pleasant, blunt features and laughter lines at the corners of his eyes.


    “Come on, poppet,” he called, “there’s work to be done, you know. Life’s not all beer and skittles, worse luck!”


    “I’m sorry,” Clare said. “Mrs. Dodds rang up at the very last minute to say her Elsie had dropped a flower pot on her toe. That family’s full of calamity. I had to spend ages on the phone before I could get a baby-sitter.”


    “Okay,” Hugh said, “excuse accepted! Don’t let it happen again, that’s all.” He smiled disarmingly at her and began to set up his tripod. “How’s Christine—all right?”


    “Yes, thanks—except that she’s teething madly.”


    He gave a perfunctory nod and bent over his camera, adjusting the lens aperture. He had very delicate hands, unexpected in so large a man.


    “You must be frightfully hot in those things,” he said, straightening up at last.


    “I’m boiling!”


    “Why didn’t you bring them with you and change in the car?”


    “I did think of it, but I decided it would be too public—I’ve only a bra underneath.” Clare threw her shoulders back and put a gloved hand on her hip. “How do I look?”


    Hugh regarded her familiar contours with a professional eye. “Nice … I wonder if that scarf oughtn’t to be pinned a bit higher, perhaps … ?”


    She smiled at his earnest expression. Once he was on the job, his airy manner dropped from him completely. He became the true artist, intent and dedicated.


    “Why not try it and see?” she suggested.


    Frowning, he adjusted the big costume brooch at her throat and swept the free end of the silk scarf across her shoulder. “Yes—that’s better.” He touched her hair, stroking it back to expose a pearl earring.


    “Bracelet—or not?” she asked, shielding the thick gold band for a moment with her hand.


    “Yes, I think so. Push that sleeve up a bit … That’s fine.”


    He stepped back, and surveyed her with pleasure. He had met many lovely women in the course of his illustrating work, but not many of them had Clare’s clean-cut beauty. She was a golden brunette, with hair that waved loosely to her shoulders, large brown eyes and facial bones that would have made any photographer reach for his camera. She had lost, perhaps, just a little of the eager vitality she’d had when he’d first met her, four years ago, but she still did pretty well for a married woman of twenty-five with a year-old baby. Anyone who wanted an effect of youth and charm in an outdoor setting would have to go a long way to find a more eye-catching model.


    “Well, let’s get cracking, shall we?” he said. He explained the proposed lay-out and described the attitude and expression he wanted. Clare, intelligent and co-operative, listened carefully. “I’d like you leaning against the tree first of all.…”


    The posing and photographing went smoothly, as it almost always did. By now, Hugh knew everything there was to know about Clare’s best angles. He knew exactly what light and shade could do to her. He knew just how far the lips should be parted, the eyebrows lifted, the chin tilted, to get the effect he needed. For half an hour, he was completely and happily engrossed in his work.


    “Well, I think that’s about it,” he said at last. He gave Clare a cigarette and lit it for her, and began to pack up his camera and tripod. “By the way, did Lena ring you last night?”


    “No.”


    “She said she was going to. Bagguley’s have sent along a golf jacket and I think she wants you for it. She was dreaming up something about a man passing in the background, slightly out of focus but obviously turning round to look at you, and you giving him a provocative glance out of the corner of your eye …”


    “Like this …?” Clare leered at him.


    “That’s it, exactly. Comes naturally to you girls, doesn’t it? And you get paid for it as well—there’s no justice!” Hugh straightened his tie, and picked up his jacket, and they strolled down to the two parked cars.


    “What about a drink at the Spaniards?” he suggested. Clare’s face, so lively and carefree until now, clouded a little. “I think I’d better go straight home, Hugh, thanks,” she said. “It’s getting late, and I haven’t done a thing about lunch yet.”


    He didn’t press her. “Right—I’ll be seeing you. I’ll send the pictures along as soon as they’re ready.” He held the car door for her, and stood watching her as she drove away.


    The Hunters had an attractive house on the outskirts of the Heath. It was detached, and modern, and larger than they needed, but Arnold Hunter had liked it because it had a double garage and was in a well-to-do road where a number of celebrities lived and was the sort of place that impressed the contacts he made in the course of his import-export business. Clare liked the garden, which was big enough to be fun but not big enough to become a chore. There was a fine chestnut tree at the front which provided welcome shade on a warm day and it was here that she had left Christine.


    She glanced at the playpen to assure herself that all was well, and said, “How’s she been, Evelyn?”


    The schoolgirl baby-sitter closed her book. “Very good, Mrs. Hunter, on the whole. Just a little bit fretful now and again, but nothing much.”


    Clare felt in her handbag for some coins. “Well, thank you very much for helping me out,” she said. “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind coming in again some time.”


    She waved as the girl departed on her bicycle and then dropped down beside the playpen. “How’s my precious?” she said. Christine beamed, and held out her hands to be picked up. She was an enchanting baby, with her mother’s dark eyes and merry smile—a Clare in miniature. Usually she would play on her own for hours, happy and absorbed. To-day she was more demanding. There was a hectic flush on one cheek, and her smile was fleeting and troubled.


    Clare gathered her up and nursed her for a few moments, gently massaging the sore gum with her finger. Then, mindful of Arnold’s imminent arrival, she reluctantly put her back into the playpen and went indoors to change into a cotton frock and begin preparations for lunch.


    She was busy in the kitchen when he came. She listened for a second, trying to sense his mood. She always knew when he was pleased with himself because he would drive in too fast and brake hard, scattering the gravel, and his step in the hall would be brisk and proprietorial. When he was depressed, and full of the self-pity that he showed only to her, he would come in slowly and silently and drop into a chair. To-day, the look on his face suggested worried preoccupation rather than gloom. He hadn’t stopped, she realised, even for a moment by the playpen.


    She said “Hullo!”, turning her cheek passively to receive his kiss. Arnold went almost immediately to the refrigerator to get ice for a drink. He was forty, slim and tall and strikingly handsome, with a film idol’s regularity of feature. Except for his vivid blue eyes he was very dark, with thick glossy black hair, strongly-marked eyebrows, and a meticulously-groomed hairline moustache. Everything about him spoke of a loving care for his appearance. Even his sports jacket and flannels, the casual business uniform for Saturday mornings, were impeccably cut.


    “Will you have a drink?” he said.


    “A very small sherry, please.”


    He poured it out for her and set it on the table and mixed a large martini for himself. Then he stood eyeing her.


    “Well, I put that fellow Granger in his place to-day,” he said after a moment.


    “Oh?” She knew of Granger as a man in the same line of business as Arnold, though she’d never met him.


    “Yes, he had the nerve to tell me how I ought to have handled a consignment. I told him when I wanted his advice I’d ask for it. He didn’t like it a bit.”


    “That’s hardly surprising,” Clare said.


    “It serves him right—he shouldn’t be so patronising. I’m damned if I’m going to be talked down to by a little pygmy like Granger.” Arnold glanced at his watch, throwing out his arm and baring his strong wrist in a theatrical gesture. “I say, you’re a bit behind to-day, aren’t you?”


    “I am, rather. I’ve been modelling this morning. The jersey suit—I did tell you about it.”


    His face took on a disagreeable expression. “It must be nice to be in such demand. That’s about the third time this month.”


    “Oh, these things always come in a rush or not at all.”


    “Where did you go this time?”


    “Only on to the Heath. Hugh met me there.”


    Arnold grunted. “I don’t know how that chap would manage to make a living without you.”


    “Hugh? Don’t be silly. He’s a first-class illustrator.”


    “I wouldn’t have said so. What I’ve seen of his stuff didn’t amount to much.”


    “Perhaps you’re not a very good judge,” Clare said. “Lena thinks he’s brilliant.”


    “Oh, Lena would gush over any unattached man. If he’s as good as all that, why don’t any of the big agencies offer him a steady job?”


    “But they have. He doesn’t want to tie himself down. He prefers being a free-lance.”


    Arnold finished his drink and poured himself another.


    “If you ask me, he just likes lounging about. All these artist fellows are the same—they don’t know what real work is.”


    Clare said expressionlessly, “Would you mind watching those chops, please, while I get Christine? Lunch will be ready in a few minutes.”


    It wasn’t a cheerful meal. Arnold, who could be an exuberant talker when he thought he might be able to make use of someone, or when he’d pulled off a clever deal, or even when he’d merely beaten a rival at golf, now sat in morose silence. Clare concentrated on feeding Christine, ignoring his sour glances. Christine, chuckling and whimpering by turns, preferred for long periods to gnaw her fist. After her spoon had clattered to the floor for the third time Arnold suddenly pushed back his chair and stalked from the table.


    When Clare joined him in the sitting-room twenty minutes later he was hunched on the settee, brooding. She poured out his coffee and gave it to him.


    “Is anything the matter, Arnold?”


    “Not a thing,” he growled. “Why should there be?”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Of course I’m sure.”


    She stirred her coffee and gazed out of the window. It was a beautiful afternoon. She would have liked to take the car out into Surrey somewhere and find a high, lonely spot on the Downs with a wonderful view, and lie in the sun, with Christine rolling contentedly on the grass beside her. She looked across at Arnold, but he was still huddled up, absorbed in thoughts that were anything but pleasant, to judge by his expression, and certainly in no mood for an outing. She sighed. Well, there was plenty to do in the garden.


    “Did Chappell say anything about having some chrysanthemum plants for me?” she asked.


    Arnold glanced up sharply. “No, he didn’t.”


    “I just wondered—he said they’d be ready this week-end. Perhaps you’d ask him about them on Monday?”


    Arnold reached for a cigarette and flicked his gold lighter on with a snap. “He won’t be coming on Monday.”


    “Oh!—why? He’s not ill, is he?”


    “He’s left the firm.”


    “Left the firm! Chappell!”


    “Yes, I’ve pensioned him off. I decided he’d been around long enough.”


    Clare gazed at him in astonishment. “But, Arnold, he’s not nearly ready for a pension. He can’t be a day more than fifty-five.”


    “His age is beside the point. He’s been behaving like a doddering old fool and I can’t put up with him any longer.”


    “But—I don’t understand. You always said he was so useful.”


    “Well, as far as I’m concerned he’s outlived his usefulness. He can’t even keep his files straight. I wanted some papers to show Mathieson the other day, and when Chappell brought them in they were all mixed up and I couldn’t make head or tail of them. Mathieson said I was wasting his time, and went off in a huff. I just can’t afford that sort of thing.”


    “No, of course not, but … What did Chappell say?”


    “He said he was sorry. Sorry! Why, a child of ten could keep those few papers in order.”


    “It sounds most extraordinary—he was always so proud of the way he kept his files.… In any case, Arnold, it’s hardly fair to get rid of a man simply because of one blunder.”


    “Oh, I’ve had trouble with him before.…” Arnold picked up the midday paper and opened it with a crackle. “And really, I can’t see why you have to concern yourself about him.”


    “Chappell happens to be rather a friend of mine, that’s all.”


    “What, because he gives you a few plants?”


    “No … He’s a nice little man, and sweet to Christine—I like him.”


    “All I can say is, you make friends of the queerest people.”


    “At least my friends aren’t shifty,” Clare said her eyes bright with anger. “I thought that man you brought in for a drink last week was perfectly horrible—and there’ve been others like him. I don’t know how you can stand them.”


    “In business,” said Arnold, “you can’t pick and choose—you have to deal with all sorts.”


    “Then it’s a pity I only seem to see the one sort.…” With an effort, she controlled her rising temper. “What pension are you giving Chappell?”


    “Five pounds a week—and if he’s not grateful, he ought to be. I could have sacked him out of hand for inefficiency. There aren’t many employers who would be so generous.”


    “All the same,” said Clare after a moment, “I don’t see how he’ll live on it. Everything costs so much now, and I don’t believe he’s finished buying his house yet.…”


    “That’s his affair. I don’t run my business as a charity, and if people let me down they must take the consequences. He’ll have to get another job.”


    “At fifty-five?”


    “He’ll find something—they always do. Any fool can earn a living these days.”


    “Well, I think you’re treating him abominably. Everybody makes mistakes sometimes, and he has been with the firm all his life.…”


    “Not with me, he hasn’t.”


    “He was with Holt’s, and you bought out Holt’s, so he became your responsibility. And nobody could have been more loyal and conscientious.…”


    “Good God, Clare, you talk as though he’d been the mainstay of the firm! What is he, after all?—just a grown-up office boy who’s been kept on because he knows where to find the string and sealing-wax and doesn’t mind running errands and making the tea and doing the dogsbody jobs. Actually, the fellow’s a complete nitwit.”


    “Well, I wish you’d give him another chance. Please, Arnold— won’t you?”


    “I can’t—it’s all settled. He’s had a month’s pay in lieu of notice, and he’s gone. And I’d much prefer it, Clare, if you didn’t meddle in these things.”


    Silently, Clare gathered up the coffee-cups and carried them into the kitchen.


    Albert Chappell was mowing the front lawn of his modest, semi-detached villa in Mill Hill when Clare drove up to the gate that afternoon. For a moment he stared at the car in surprise. Then he put on his jacket and hurried out into the road. He was an active shrimp of a man, with ruddy cheeks and mild accommodating eyes, and sparse grey hair. “Hullo, Mrs. Hunter,” he said, and smiled down at Christine, who was strapped in a chair over the passenger seat and was ogling him shamelessly.


    “Hallo,” said Clare. “You’re very busy for a warm day.”


    “Got to keep the place nice,” he said.


    “It looks lovely … Mr. Chappell, I had to come and tell you how terribly sorry I am about the job. I’ve only just heard.”


    “It’s very kind of you,” he said.


    “It’s so completely unexpected.”


    “Yes,” he said, his face clouding. “It’s been a great shock—no good pretending it hasn’t. Specially for the wife.”


    “Is Mrs. Chappell at home?”


    “No. She’ s gone to the pictures—trying to take her mind off things. She worries, you know. I keep telling her there’s lots of folks would think themselves lucky to get a good pension at my age, but she doesn’t see it that way.”


    “I’m sure you don’t, either.”


    “Well, it’s not very nice being got rid of like that—makes you feel you’ve not been any use to anybody. Seems as though it’s all been a waste.…”


    “You mustn’t feel like that, Mr. Chappell, because you know it’s not true.…” Clare hesitated. “I wish there was something I could do. I did wonder if perhaps you’d not been feeling quite yourself lately. You see, if you hadn’t been well, or if you’d had something bothering you, I could explain that to my husband.”


    Albert shook his head. “I’ve been right as rain, Mrs. Hunter. Never felt better.”


    “Oh, dear. Tell me, how did it happen? About the files, I mean. Was it just one of those things?”


    “I’m blessed if I know,” he said ruefully. “That one I gave Mr. Hunter was in such a mess I thought maybe young William had been playing about with it, just for a lark, but he says he didn’t, and he’s a good lad. He wouldn’t tell me what wasn’t true, specially when he knew I was in a fix.”


    “I’m sure he wouldn’t. It is odd, though, isn’t it … ? When was the last time it happened?”


    Albert looked surprised. “Oh, it only happened the once, Mrs. Hunter.”


    “Really? But I understood from my husband there’d been trouble before.”


    “No, not over the files.”


    “Over something else?”


    “Well—Mr. Hunter was very angry with me back in February, but that was a different thing.”


    “What was it?”


    “Oh, it wasn’t much, really. I’d got a bit behind-hand with some packing, and it was Mrs. Chappell’s night for the Guild, so I stayed on a bit at the office to clear up after the others had gone home, and Mr. Hunter didn’t like it.”


    “You mean he didn’t like you doing extra work?”


    “No, it wasn’t that.…” Albert looked embarrassed. “You see, he’d got a man with him in his room, and he didn’t know I was there, and when he came out and found me he seemed to think I’d been—well, listening.”


    “Good heavens! Did he say that?”


    “Yes, he did. You see, I’d been along for a wash—that’s how it was he didn’t know I was there when he came in with this man. And then when I was getting my hat and coat he came out and saw me. And it was then he said I’d been listening. Well, of course, I hadn’t been able to help hearing a few words, but it wasn’t intentional … Anyway, next day he said he was sorry for being so sharp, and explained it all.”


    “What did he explain?”


    “Well, what I’d heard.…” Albert said uneasily.


    “I see.” Clare looked at him for a moment, then suddenly leaned forward and pressed the starter button.


    “Well, give my regards to Mrs. Chappell and tell her not to worry too much.”


    “I will, Mrs. Hunter … Wouldn’t you like to take those chrysanths while you’re here? They’re all ready.”


    “Are they?” She was anxious to get home, now, but she didn’t want to hurt him. “All right, then, if it’s no trouble. Thank you.”


    “I won’t be a minute.” Albert scurried up the narrow concrete path and through the back gate to his greenhouse. He re-emerged almost at once with a wooden box filled with neat rows of chrysanthemum plants, each row methodically labelled for colour. He spread a sheet of brown paper carefully over the back seat and arranged the box so that it wouldn’t jolt or chafe anything. “There!” he said.


    Clare, watching him, thought again how extraordinary it was that Chappell, the orderly, conscientious Chappell, should have got his files mixed up. The last man in the world, she would have said. …


    Arnold was out when she got home. She gave Christine her tea, and bathed her, and had just put her to bed when he came in.


    “Oh, you’re back,” he said. “You slipped off very quietly this afternoon.”


    “Yes,” she said. “I went to see Chappell.”


    “Chappell!” He turned on her in a fury, and for one incredible moment she thought he was going to hit her. “How dare you!”


    Clare looked at him coldly. “Don’t talk to me like that, Arnold—I’m not one of your employees.”


    “You’d no right to go. I told you not to interfere.”


    “I had to go. I thought he might have been ill, or something. I went to see if there was anything I could do.”


    She sat down, and lit a cigarette. “Arnold, there’s something I want to ask you … When you found Chappell working late in the office one evening last February and accused him of eavesdropping—what exactly were you up to?”


    Anger blazed in his eyes again. “My God, you’re a fine, loyal wife, I must say. I get rid of a man because he’s an incompetent fool, and you rush off and gossip with him behind my back.”


    “I didn’t gossip with him,” she said. “It was quite by chance that the incident came up.”


    “There wasn’t any ‘incident’ to speak of.”


    “Well, whatever there was, I’d like to know about it. Who was the man you were talking to, and what was it all about?”


    “I refuse to discuss it.”


    Clare said: “Arnold, I’m not going to be kept in the dark any longer. I’m worried about you—and about the business. I have been for a long time. I don’t like the people you mix with.”


    “Pure prejudice!”


    “If it is, reassure me. What were you so afraid Chappell might hear?”


    “Nothing that’s any concern of yours.”


    “Very well, I didn’t press Chappell for details, because I hoped I’d hear them from you, but if you’re going to take this attitude I shall obviously have to ask him.”


    Arnold stared at her for a long moment. Then he dropped into a chair opposite her. “Now look here, Clare,” he said in a placatory tone, “you’re worrying yourself about nothing. I’m not really trying to keep anything from you—it’s just that I don’t like being badgered about trifling business matters. This affair over Chappell—it didn’t amount to a thing … The fact is, I’d been out having a drink with Arthur Peebles, and I brought him back to the office about seven to show him some samples he was interested in. I took him into my room, and he had a look at the stuff, and we talked for a bit, and suddenly I heard someone moving in the corridor. Well, it was late, and it’s pretty lonely down there by the canal, and I thought someone must have broken in. I pulled open the door, and there was old Chappell. I was completely taken aback, and I told him he’d no business to be hanging around at that hour, and packed him off home. I know it was idiotic to accuse him of listening, but I was very annoyed at the time. I said I was sorry afterwards, though—and that’s all there is to it.”


    “Is it … ? I understand from Chappell that he did hear something as he came down the passage, and that you explained it all the next day. What was there to explain?”


    “For heaven’s sake, Clare, do I have to be cross-examined like this?”


    “It seems the only way to get anything out of you.”


    “But it’s all so trifling … If you must know, Peebles and I were discussing a case that had been in the papers. It was about some chaps who’d shipped stuff behind the Iron Curtain without a licence. I knew Chappell must have heard us talking, and I thought he might get hold of the wrong end of the stick, so next day I had him in and explained that it was just a newspaper story we’d been talking about.”


    “Was that necessary?”


    “Well, I didn’t want him getting any peculiar ideas and imagining that we were mixed up in anything like that.”


    There was a little silence. Then Clare, very pale, said, “I’m sorry, Arnold, but I’m afraid I don’t believe you.”


    “Why not?” he said sharply. “It’s the truth.”


    She shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense to me. I don’t believe anyone with a clear conscience would have bothered to explain. I don’t think it made sense to Chappell, either. He’s very loyal, and he’s tried to convince himself that he didn’t hear what he thought he heard, but he hasn’t succeeded … Arnold, don’t you see that we can’t leave things like this? If you won’t be frank with me I shall go to Chappell again. I simply have to know.”


    There was another long pause. Arnold’s face wore a resentful, trapped expression. Clare waited, outwardly calm.


    At last he said, “All right, Clare—I’ll tell you. It’s about time I shared the burden, anyway. The fact is, I’ve been in a bit of a jam … You see, last winter Arthur Peebles came to me with an idea for shipping some aluminium to Poland, and he asked me if I’d help to finance the deal. As it happened, I’d just had one or two bad breaks, so it was a tempting proposition. I rather wish now that I’d told him to go to hell, but he seemed a smart chap and he’d got it all worked out very cleverly and in the end I said I’d join in. So he went ahead, and pulled it off, and I got a nice cut—several thousand. I don’t mind telling you if it hadn’t been for that you wouldn’t have had your new car in the spring. …’


    “Go on,” Clare said.


    “Well, that evening when Chappell stayed late we were sort of celebrating. I knew Chappell must have heard something, but I didn’t worry too much about it because he’s pretty stupid and anyway he accepted my explanation … Then, last week, things suddenly started to go wrong. Peebles must have slipped up somewhere, because a couple of nosy officials called at his place and started asking questions and it looks as though he may be in the soup. It could even mean jail for him. Of course, they may not find anything, and even if they do they won’t get around to me—you can be sure I took good care to cover up—so there’s nothing to worry about. The whole thing’s a scandal, really—after all, it isn’t as though we were doing anything dishonest, we were only trying to get around a lot of damfool regulations and red tape … Still, you can see why I couldn’t keep Chappell on—if there were ever any inquiries at the office, he’d be just the sort of idiot to give the show away without even realising what he was doing. I’m sorry I had to push him off in such a hurry, but I’ve given him as good a pension as I dare without being suspiciously generous, and I might even be able to take him back in the end, when things have blown over.…”
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