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To Jane – again


Those who may wish to pit their wits
against the author’s and solve the
mystery for themselves are advised to
study pages 51–2, 70 and 143.


One

How Mr Hakim Died

‘For goodness’ sake, Peter, stop ruining your eyes and get out into the fresh air. The first spot of sun we’ve had for weeks, and you have to sit there poring over that tripe.’

Peter Furneaux looked up from the Wizard with hidden reluctance, hidden because not to have hidden it might sharpen his father’s mild crossness into anger and accusations of being bolshy, reluctance because ‘The Return of the Incas’ had reached the point at which the Inca army, having reduced two villages to ash with its gigantic sun-reflecting mirrors, was about to meet its first organized opposition. ‘It isn’t tripe, Dad, honestly. It’s jolly good and jolly exciting.’

‘All right, read me a bit. Read me the bit you’ve just been reading.’

‘ “Don José Hernandez, whose ancestors had fought the English in the Spanish Armada, was an aristocrat and a gallant soldier, but he was no tactician. Without hesitation he ordered his trumpeter to sound the charge. Sweating and cursing in the blazing heat, the troopers got their sturdy little ponies into a gallop, many—” ’

‘That’ll do. Got. No educated man ever says got, not in print, anyway. That’s the kind of rubbish errand-boys read, always assuming they can read. Board-school boys. Not a lad at Blackfriars Grammar.’

‘Mr Taylor says you can say got. Write it as well, I mean. He says there’s no rule says you can’t.’ Peter spoke very mildly.

His father sighed and, with his left hand, knocked out his pipe into a copper ashtray incorporated into a strip of suede that was draped over the arm of the chair. ‘Does he, now? Does he, indeed? And how old is your Mr Taylor?’

‘I don’t know. About twenty-five or thirty.’

‘A young man, in fact.’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’

‘And no doubt he considers he knows everything.’

‘Well, he doesn’t go on as if he does.’

‘In that case, given his age, he’s by way of being a rarity,’ said Captain Furneaux with conviction. ‘A jewel of goodly price. Mr Taylor won’t get very far in the world of today. Where it’s bounce that counts.’

Peter resigned himself to some development of this favourite theme of his father’s, but without much inner groaning. Better by far an account of what old Trench at the Ratepayers’ Association, old Partridge at the central office, his father himself felt about the world of today than have the Wizard consigned (for a week or two anyhow) to the catalogue of forbidden reading-matter, there to join the works of Aldous Huxley, W. Somerset Maugham and other unhealthy influences. But, as happened about one time out of four, his father abruptly dropped his discontented tone, grinned widely enough to show his gold-filled upper molar, and said with a good-humoured air,

‘Still, no point in my talking your hind leg off when I’ve just gone for you for keeping indoors. What about giving yourself a few minutes’ catching practice on the Meadow while I rustle up a spot of grub? Then it’ll be time to ring your mother up and find out how she’s getting on over there.’

‘I thought I might take the plane out.’

‘The aeroplane,’ said Captain Furneaux, still good-humouredly.

‘Sorry, yes, the aeroplane.’

‘Get along with you then, old boy. I’ll give you a cooee when it’s ready.’

At the top of the single flight of stairs, Peter paused, as he usually did, to look through the circular landing-window across the back garden to the river – well, you were supposed to call it the river, though it was more like a large brook; too small for any real boats, and too fast and turbulent for his Toc-Toc motor-cruiser. But having it there, being able to walk along its bank, was marvellous, especially in the hour before dusk.

From the deal table beside his bed he collected his Morane-Saulnier N mid-wing monoplane, or rather the rough 1/24-scale flying model of that aircraft which he had put together, laboriously and with some paternal help, from a five-shilling construction kit. Then, after another pause, he picked up his green Skyhawk glider and its catapult. In the interval, he had considered and rejected the notion that the game he proposed playing with these two devices might be thought childish or destructive or both. What did he care? And besides, anybody who just happened to see him playing would almost certainly not understand the game anyway.

He went out by the front door of Montrose, alternatively 19 Riverside Villas, and caught sight of Mr Langdon doing something to a rose-bush in the fives-court-sized front garden of Ottery St Mary, or No. 11. At the sound of the door closing he looked up and waved cheerfully to Peter, who thought him a nice and very funny man. The imitations he did were terrific, especially the ones of Sydney Howard and C. H. Middleton. Peter’s father often said that if you closed your eyes you would absolutely think it was the real chap, and that Mr Langdon ought to be on the wireless.

Returning the wave, Peter moved on to the coarse grass of the Meadow. As in the case of the river, this was not really a meadow, though it might at some stage have been part of one: it was an irregular green about as long as a football field and not quite as wide, separating the two lines of semi-detached villas. A man from the Council came and mowed it from time to time, but on this Sunday evening at the end of May it was thick with flowering clumps of buttercups, dandelions and other presumable weeds whose names Peter did not know.

He was fourteen years old, not tall for his age, with fair hair brushed diagonally off his brow, a fair skin unmarked by adolescent eruptions, and sound teeth which Captain Furneaux’s frequently expressed attitude to sweet-eating had done something to put in that state. Peter’s looks in general were of the sort that had two or three times led strange men, encountered on the train to and from school or while waiting for it, to take an undue interest in him. That interest had always proved momentary as well as undue, for Peter had no inhibitions about using his wide vocabulary of swear-words and other offensive expressions, at full volume where necessary. Nor did such incidents trouble him in the least, which they might have done had he not known with some exactitude what such men had in mind.

He had found out at first hand in hurried dealings with two of his form-mates and more leisurely ones with a third boy who lived in another part of the town. Strange men were perverts and disgusting; what Peter did with his friends was regarded by them all, in a ready consensus, as quite okay (as well as very enjoyable) because they only did it because they could not get girls yet and until they could get girls. Getting girls was a long-term objective, which meant it had to be worked at all the time. How you worked at it had been elaborately devised by one Forester, a fifth-former at the Grammar who had once, without any sense of incongruity being felt by either, tried unsuccessfully to kiss Peter in the school cloakroom.

Forester called his recommendations the Code of Dishonour. The degree of actual success it brought him was never very clear, but he gave it some air of authenticity by his small collection of genuine French dirty postcards and his habit of carrying several contraceptives in his hip-pocket as a matter of routine. Boys still talked of the time he had shown a packet of them to one of the girls who worked in the tuck-shop and made her cry. Whatever Forester’s further performance might be, there was no doubt at all of the popularity of his Code. No quasi-document since the American Declaration of Independence could have won such immediate and profound assent. Find one, the Code began – it did tend to take almost nothing for granted, which was probably a factor in the breadth of its appeal. Then, Keep on at her until she lets you take her out, but don’t touch her until you’ve got her really on her own. This, or rather the first half of this, was the section which Peter was now on his way to try to do something about.

He had found one several months before, one called Daphne Hodgson who, a few weeks earlier still, had come with her parents and older brother and younger sister to live at 22 Riverside Villas, then recently completed. (It was a bit thick to call that row of houses, on the far side of the Meadow, Riverside anything, but people who owned things and so on always seemed to count successfully on nobody objecting, like boarding-houses called Seaview only someone with X-ray eyes could see the tiniest bit of sea from.) Anyway, Daphne was fifteen. The magnitude of the age-gap between her and Peter made for difficulty, both because he would be competing, if he ever got to the stage of competing, with fellows of sixteen and seventeen, and because she was just older. But the difficulty had its advantages: it would make success twice as creditable, and even Forester, unless in an unusually fanatical mood, would grant that it would make failure less blameworthy. The same reasoning applied to the fact that Daphne was pretty to a slightly scaring extent.

Peter thought about all this while, the Skyhawk tucked tail-first into his blazer pocket and his index finger busy twirling the Morane-Saulnier’s prop to wind up its elastic, he walked through the rank herbage to a spot from which he could see if Daphne was about and yet not appear to have this in mind. The signs were quite good: a striped deck-chair stood on the tiny front lawn of No. 22 behind the privet hedge and what must be a library book lay open and face down on the canvas seat. Either Daphne or her mother, most likely, was in mid-read. With a parade of concentration, Peter finished his winding – he would have to invest soon in one of those new geared rotators which a full week’s strict embezzlement of his dinner-money would put within his reach – and prepared for a launch. Just a recce the first time, a circle round the area to observe enemy troop concentrations and movements of ammunition and other supplies.

He adjusted rudder and ailerons, then, there being no chance of a ground take-off on this terrain, pushed the Morane-Saulnier gently into the air at shoulder height. What followed went a long way beyond his expectations. As intended, the machine performed a climbing turn, levelled out into a wide curve and, losing height now, returned to within a few yards of its launching-point, but, seconds later, it skimmed No. 22’s hedge and came to a sudden stop in a clump of wallflowers under the window at near enough the very moment when Daphne Hodgson, a glass of what looked like fizzy lemonade in her hand, appeared at the open front door.

This was indeed too much too soon. What Peter had been hoping for was opportunity for a gradual approach, a zig-zag homing-in followed in due time by an exchange of hallos. (He had been hoping more ardently, though less consciously, that Daphne would not emerge at all and that he would thus have gone some way towards discharging that day’s obligations under the Code without having actually had to do anything.) But there was no turning back now. He walked at a moderate pace over to the garden gate, which, in colour and design, looked like something on the Southern Railway.

Sucking at her lemonade through a pair of straws, Daphne stared at him as he came up. Her large bright blue eyes always stared, never looked. She was wearing a boy’s blue-and-white striped shirt, perhaps borrowed from her brother Geoff, and the light-blue Daks trousers Peter had seen her in more than once before. Among the several exceptions Captain Furneaux took to the Hodgson family – the chief and fundamental one being that Mr Hodgson had played no active part in the War ‘for reasons best known to himself’ – these trousers came oddly high on the list: they were quite unsuitable for a child (child?) of that age, and were to do with flaunting something unspecified. Peter himself found this illogical: trousers hid the whole of a girl’s legs while a skirt showed quite a bit, now and then quite a lot, of them. At the same time, it had to be admitted that Daphne’s trousers added a third place, somewhere about the bottom of her stomach or the tops of the insides of her legs, to the permanent two which it embarrassed him to be caught looking towards, her eyes and her, well, breasts, as they were called in books. Peter reached the gate and, trying to unfocus his own eyes, said clearly,

‘Hallo, Daphne. Can I fetch my aeroplane?’

‘Your what?’

‘Aeroplane. There in the—’

‘Oh,’ said Daphne. It was her favourite word, probably because she could make it mean so many different things and keep them all so separate from each other. This time it meant that she was very slightly surprised to find anyone at all, even a kid, using the same word for a toy and the piece of complicated grown-up machinery that every half-hour or so carried actual people to and from, for instance, Croydon Aerodrome a few miles away. She said it, as always, without seeming to mind or even notice the lower-class accent she said everything she said in, illustrating another exception Peter’s father took to her and her family, one which Peter saw and understood without caring. She said nothing else.

‘Can I fetch it?’

‘Why not?’

He lifted the latch and went up the few yards of gravel path, feeling as if he had a whole theatre audience staring at him instead of just one girl. It took a few moments to free the Morane-Saulnier, with its easily torn fuselage and wing sections, from among the stems.

‘Smashed up, is it?’

‘No, it’s okay. It’d have to go full speed into a brick wall to do much to itself. It’s very light, you see.’

‘Oh.’ This time she made it sound as if she were about to fall asleep, or even actually had.

‘Here, feel it.’

‘I believe you.’

‘What are you reading?’ asked Peter after hardly any pause at all.

‘Book.’

‘Oh.’ This slipped out; he felt (because he was still not really looking at her) a change in the quality of her stare. She moved off the step and past him, well within his arm’s length if he had cared to reach out and grab her. But he did not. It was funny how Daphne in the flesh was even prettier than Daphne thought about, and yet less something or other at the same time, less whatever it was that made it so easy, so inescapable, almost, to imagine himself doing far more than grab her, a habit of his when he woke up in the mornings, for instance, and quite often for the two or three minutes after that. Had she done it? Some of them had, some of them did, and Daphne must have been asked to more often than most of them. But now, as she picked up her book and settled herself in the deck-chair, it was impossible to imagine her doing it with anybody.

Peter just got in before she started reading. ‘Is it a thriller?’

‘Not so far it isn’t.’

‘What’s it called?’

With a fair grace, Daphne glanced at the running title. ‘The Constant …’ She hesitated.

‘Nymph,’ said Peter, looking over her shoulder from what he considered a daringly close position, and then trying to see down the front of her shirt. Some time later he added, ‘What’s it about?’ in a voice that sounded to him like a gramophone record starting to run down.

‘Girl in love with an old man. I think.’

‘Would you like to come out for a walk after supper?’

‘Where to?’

‘Oh, just along the river.’

‘What for? You get gnats there.’

‘Not much.’

‘Enough, though. Anyway, what for? I don’t like walks when I’m not going anywhere. No point in it.’

‘We could talk and things.’

‘Some things. When’s your voice going to break?’

‘It’s started to already, and a lot else is all there in working order,’ said Peter, stoutly implementing Bring up sex whenever you can, but not in a crude way.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Daphne spoke with animation for the first time.

‘I bet. What about this walk?’

‘What walk? I told you.’

‘All right. I’ll try again, though. I don’t give up easily.’

‘Oh.’

As Peter shut the gate behind him and strolled back on to the Meadow, he was visited by an emotion he rarely felt – envy: envy of Daphne’s self-containment and also of her having a brother and a sister, of their all having a detective for a father (instead of an estate agent’s local representative, as in Peter’s own case), of what he imagined the life of the whole family to be like. Being an only child did not mean that you were by yourself too much; on the contrary, you got the whole of your parents reserved for just you instead of divided up into three, say. Peter liked his father, but would have preferred on the whole to have him as an uncle, even one living in the same house. His mother he quite loved, but there again she talked to him about a lot of things he could not remember afterwards, even the next minute. He would not have minded changing places for a time with his cousin George; forfeiting three precious years of progress towards being grown-up might not be such a bad swap for acquiring a younger brother, however much of a pest a child of that age (eight) might be to have round the house – plus whichever it was Auntie Peggy was on the point of producing over at Mitcham. Peter rather wished he had been allowed to go with his mother when she went there three days previously, but it had been decided without any trouble that he should stay and keep his father company instead.

The sun, low down over the river, brightened a little, and Peter found he had almost finished rewinding the motor of the Morane-Saulnier. Dishonour was satisfied: he could forget all about Daphne and get on with the game he had had in mind from the start. He sent the monoplane off as before on a climbing turn, then quickly pulled the Skyhawk and its catapult from his pocket and launched the glider on an interception course. As usual, he found he had aimed off too far: the one passed a good ten feet in front of the nose of the other, but he had judged the height well and the pilot of the Morane-Saulnier, had there been one outside Peter’s imagination, would undoubtedly have had a nasty shock at the sight of an aerial torpedo flashing across his bows.

The powered aircraft made a rough-and-ready but undamaged landing in a patch of long grass; the unpowered one was further away and, although he had kept his eye on it as it fell, not to be found at once, being smaller and also green in colour. There it was; he picked it up; just then he heard his name called and Mrs Trevelyan of No. 21, the house next to his and the last in the row, was coming down her garden path in his direction.

Even Forester would hardly have thought of remarking that Peter was having a good deal of luck round about now in the way attractive girls kept coming on the scene as soon as he went anywhere. Mrs Trevelyan was certainly attractive, but she was definitely not a girl. What she was it was less easy to be categorical about. She was not a woman, being not only too young but also not like the newsagent’s wife or the person wearing a pink-and-white apron who did the nastier parts of serving out the teas at the tennis club on Saturdays (and all the clearing up afterwards). Nor was Mrs Trevelyan a young woman, one of a group that belonged to his grandfather’s time or to books or both. Neighbour’s wife, nice, well-spoken little thing in her late twenties or thereabouts, would have been Captain Furneaux’s description. Peter saw the justice of it while both more vividly and more vaguely seeing a good deal of what it left out, such as the intensely black centre-parted hair, the very dark brown eyes, the way her shoulders and the rest of her top half and her hips moved about without her seeming to know under her white dress with the patterns of red and blue flowers on it, and things like that.

She greeted him with the easy cordiality he wholeheartedly responded to and liked her for, feelings very distant from the uneasy, intermittent, not fully acknowledged desire to be close to her, in fact as close as possible, a desire sharper at its sharpest than anything he had experienced in Daphne’s presence. ‘Hallo, Peter, how are you? Any news from your mother?’ Her voice was rather high in pitch and rather quiet, making her seem younger.

‘Very well, thank you, Mrs Trevelyan. No, nothing since yesterday. We’re going to ring up soon and find out.’

‘I was wondering, when you’ve done that, whether you and your father might like to come and have a bite of supper with my husband and me.’

‘It’s very kind of you, Mrs Trevelyan, but I think Dad’s started to cook something already.’

‘I’ll give him a knock and try and stop him.’ But she made no move towards Montrose; instead, she came right up to Peter, glanced unemphatically at the Morane-Saulnier and the Skyhawk, and asked, with just the right mixture of lightness and well-acted professional interest, ‘Manœuvres?’

‘Just training flights. Routine.’ He did not want to seem childishly eager.

‘Of course, I realize you can’t give anything away to casual inquirers. I just wondered …’

‘Well … actually these are secret trials. A new technique of anti-aircraft defence.’

‘Really?’

‘An aerial torpedo’ – he held up the Skyhawk – ‘aimed at the middle of an enemy formation. The real thing would have a time fuse as well as a contact fuse, like an ordinary anti-aircraft shell, but it would do much more damage than that because it could carry a lot of TNT.’

‘Yes. How’s it fired?’

‘It’d be launched by catapult. This one’s just a model, but already there are catapults, real ones I mean, that can launch aeroplanes from the decks of naval vessels. The battle-cruiser HMS Hood has got one. They could easily be adapted.’

Mrs Trevelyan moved a step closer, and with the movement he sensed that the direction of her interest had changed. ‘Do you build your own machines, Peter?’

‘The gliders, they’re two a penny, I mean this type’s fourpence, but there are bigger and smaller ones,’ he said rapidly, looking past her, not because she might be staring at him, like Daphne, but because he felt or half-saw her looking at him; well, more looking him over. He went on no less rapidly, ‘The plane, the aeroplane’s just a shop kit, elastic motor, quite powerful when it’s fully wound, but there are petrol ones you can buy, but they cost a terrific lot.’ Was Mr Langdon watching? No, he had evidently finished with his rose-bush and gone indoors. ‘I would like to build one of my own, but that would cost a lot too, and I’m not sure I could do it anyhow. Not good enough with my hands.’

Peter felt himself blushing as much as if Mrs Trevelyan had been thinking he was silly, which he was quite sure she had not been. She had just gone on looking at him in a way that reminded him now of a man who had, correctly and so taking threepence of his pocket-money off him, guessed his weight at a fair the previous summer, and yet not quite like that.

‘I’m sure that sort of thing develops with practice.’ (She was smiling, he saw, but still not thinking he was silly.) ‘Now I must go and find your father before he puts the potatoes on. Are you coming in?’

‘I think I’ll just have another couple of flights.’

‘Oh, I’ll hope to see you later, then.’

Ten minutes afterwards, Peter re-entered the sitting-room. Captain Furneaux, who had the Sunday Express open on his lap, looked up over his horn-rimmed spectacles and scowled at him, but he knew his father well enough to be able to see at once that the source of the scowl was something the world, not Peter, had done or left undone. A profession of ignorance of what that world was coming to would very likely be on the way.

‘Honestly, old boy, I can’t imagine what possesses some people, really I can’t. I’ve tried, but I can’t.’

‘What sort of people, Dad?’

‘Well, this … woman, what’s her name? … Charlotte Bryant, sentenced to death yesterday at Dorchester for murdering her husband with arsenic. Weed-killer, if you please. Of course, the creature was illiterate, had to be told what an inquest was, all sorts of gipsy fellows hanging round her. Scum of the earth, you can imagine. But still, giving your own husband arsenic, over a period of about six months, too. Watching him writhing about – very painful, apparently. I just can’t understand it. Beyond me.’

After a sufficient pause, Peter asked, ‘Are we going to have supper with Mr and Mrs Trevelyan?’

‘Yes, you’d better nip up in a minute and have a sluice and put on a clean shirt and a pair of longs. Decent little woman, Mrs Trevelyan. I can’t say I altogether take to Don or Ron or whatever he’s called. Bit of a go-getter, if you ask me.’

Captain Furneaux spoke without the emphasis he normally used for such pronouncements. Folding the paper and putting it under his right arm, he got unhurriedly to his feet from the brass-studded leather armchair. He was a man in his early forties (or so Peter had estimated, never having been told), beaky-nosed, with greying brown hair brushed straight back, a squareish figure in navy-blue cardigan and dark-grey flannel trousers. He would have given an impression of some physical power had it not been for that right arm, which, as the result of a wartime injury, hung loosely from the shoulder – not uselessly, for he retained some control of the upper muscles and could flex the wrist, use the hand for light tasks, even write for a few minutes at a time. But his tennis-playing days were far behind him, a sad deprivation for one who had been a minor champion in his youth. Peter would try to feel the force of this when his father went on about the tennis club, of which he was honorary secretary, told the story, not always to people who had never heard it before, of the flying accident in Mesopotamia that had done the damage, or simply had an attack of what he called the blues. At the moment, standing on the supposedly bearskin rug with his back to the unlit gas-fire, he seemed in danger of such an attack, though perhaps was no more than preoccupied. He frowned, then raised his eyebrows and pouted. Presently he said,

‘This chap they hanged just the other week, Buck Ruxton. Not his real name, of course: he was called Mr Hakim originally. Parsee gentleman. Still, even so, he was a doctor, they let him practise in this country, must have been a fellow of some education, more than I ever had in all probability, not like that Bryant creature. And what does he do? Goes for his lady friend and the nursemaid with an axe or something and then … well, no need to go into that. Did you read about it?’

‘No,’ lied Peter.

‘You wouldn’t want to, old boy, believe me. But I ask you! Just going for his lady friend because they didn’t get on. It beats me hollow, I tell you frankly. People who do things like that must be barmy. I can’t see anything else for it.’

‘Dad?’

‘Mm?’

‘Are we going to ring up Mum?’

‘Yes. Oh yes, you go and ask for the number, if you would, and I’ll come and speak when they’ve put you through.’

Peter rather disliked the telephone, to him a comparative novelty, but he went out into the hall readily enough, stooped over the instrument, which stood on a low polished table between some tulips in a vase and a lavishly mounted and framed photograph of Captain Furneaux in Royal Flying Corps uniform, and took the receiver off its hook. While he waited for the operator to answer him, he heard his father give a kind of groaning sigh from the sitting-room, in fact, as one who lived in the house could tell immediately, from the spot by the fireplace where he had taken his stance two minutes or more earlier. It was not a habit of his to stay so long apparently lost in thought, Peter just had time to reflect before the expected click and voice in his ear drove the tiny incident from his mind, though not from his memory.



Two

The Disappearance of Boris Karloff

The local museum occupied a room at the rear of the public library: its contents were not extensive enough to warrant their being housed in a separate building. They consisted largely of old, or at least far from new, books and pamphlets (no doubt the reason for the original choice of site) that hardly anyone ever bothered to look at. There were likenesses of three or four of the town’s few and not very noteworthy worthies, some coins of no great age or rarity, and other odds and ends, all similarly disregarded. But there was also Longbarrow Man, whom, though he was not as famous as Piltdown Man, a lot of people bothered to come and look at, most of them from London, true, a bare dozen miles to the north-west, but some from further afield, and one, once, all the way from a place called Princeton in America, though, true again, he had not left his native land solely for that purpose.

Longbarrow Man had been disinterred, only four years previously, in the course of blasting for a new chalk quarry at the edge of the town. His return to the land of the living had, at a time when hard news was scanty and what there was of it grim, caused a fair-sized sensation and much excited theorizing. He was in rapid succession probably Stone Age, possibly Viking, beyond all question Roman, conceivably Bronze Age, most likely a Victorian murder victim, perhaps an Ancient Briton, demonstrably a
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