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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the

  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  Chapter One




  ‘Well, if you ask me, I think the man must be mad.’




  The remark was made in the small, over-heated living-room of a flat in Timmerton Square. Timmerton Square lies off Ebury Street. Even in today’s hurly-burly of pressure and publicity the

  fifteen early Victorian houses of the Square manage to maintain an atmosphere of civilized seclusion.




  Turn into the Square with its old-fashioned bow-windows, its elegant little balconies and the diminutive rectangle of ‘pleasure garden’ in the middle and you feel at once that London

  life can still, here and there, be conducted with some degree of dignity and even panache.




  The interior of Charles Wilbury’s ground-floor flat strengthened this conviction; but the modern pictures on the walls, the two rare pieces of French furniture, the exquisite little

  Waterford chandelier served as a reminder that Timmerton Square was not for the impoverished.




  Not that Charles Wilbury was yet wealthy. He hoped to be one day, just as he hoped one day to be powerful, because he was ambitious; for the present he was making as much money as a brilliant

  young solicitor (he was thirty-two) could hope to make, and much more than the vast majority of his contemporaries in the law.




  Everything he earned was deliberately being spent on what, in his own privately drawn-up formulation of policy, he called ‘establishing himself’.




  An essential part of this ‘establishing’ business was to secure a suitable London base; and ‘suitable’ in Charles Wilbury’s vocabulary meant an impeccable address

  and surroundings, which would not only impress all his visitors but (to do him justice) would also give him the opportunity of living life as he thought it ought to be lived, in a civilized way

  among beautiful objects.




  With the clear knowledge, therefore, that he was playing a long-term game for what he hoped would ultimately be big stakes, Charles had been bold right from the beginning.




  He had not really been in a position to buy the outrageously expensive lease of the flat in Timmerton Square, but he had scraped together all that he could, mortgaged himself unmercifully and

  staked everything on the one throw.




  Almost immediately, as though Fortune were shewing her approval of a bold player, luck came his way. The second partner in the old-established and prosperous firm of Oldmeadow, Williams &

  Wilbury died unexpectedly and Charles moved up from the most junior position long before he had any right to expect to do so.




  Ever since getting into his flat he had spent all the money he could afford on buying beautiful things, and since he had innate good taste and was an extremely shrewd buyer he soon began to fill

  his small living-room with objects which delighted the eye.




  Yet on this evening in early March, at the close of a London day in which there had been a welcome hint of spring, any impartial observer in that small room, looking round for a thing of beauty

  to rest his eyes on, would almost certainly have passed by the two Delagasse paintings, the marquetry and the cut glass, and concentrated on the girl of striking appearance who stood drink in hand,

  back to fire, head tilted backwards in characteristic pose, making her own assessment of things.




  It was she who had said in her clear-cut incisive way, ‘Well, if you ask me, I think the man must be mad.’




  She had been christened, improbably enough, but these things happen, Annabella Fenella. At the highly expensive boarding school which she attended (and frequently scandalized) attempts had been

  made to telescope this into Annella, but very early on in the proceedings she made very clear what she wanted and was prepared to accept—Fenella.




  It suited her, being slightly exotic and having a suggestion of something faintly foreign (Spanish perhaps?) which went well with her dark colouring and the impression she managed to give of

  smouldering vitality.




  Had she lived in Michael Arlen’s day she would undoubtedly have worn a small green hat.




  Fenella D’Aubiac was a new phenomenon in Charles Wilbury’s life. So far he had had very little time for women. He was a dedicated man, capable of an immense amount of concentrated

  work. ‘Dedicated’ in Charles’s case meant being in the Lincoln’s Inn Fields office by half past eight (the staff didn’t come in until nine); frequently lunching off a

  sandwich and a cup of coffee brought in; and leaving at half past six or seven with enough work in his briefcase to keep him busy all the evening.




  Steady adherence to this programme, of which the late Mr Samuel Smiles would no doubt have heartily approved, had not left much room for girls; but this, again, had been a piece of calculated

  planning on Charles’s part. The scheme, or schema as he preferred to think of it, had been: get your honours degree at Oxford; as soon as you are through your articles become a

  junior partner in a really high-class firm; secure yourself an established base in London; begin to make money in a meaningful way—then, and only then, look round for a wife who would be of

  use to you in all you want to do.




  Most of this had gone—or, at any rate, was going—to schedule; but the advent of Fenella on the horizon looked like upsetting things considerably.




  Fenella wasn’t designed to fit into schedules. They had met at one of those amorphous Chelsea parties at which the stage, the screen, and the arts generally mix with the worlds of

  politics, property and advertising; the style of dress being entirely idiosyncratic, the two strong cementing factors that bound the evening together being the worship of money and thirst.




  Formal introductions were not used. ‘You must know Fenella,’ someone had said, which had brought Charles face to face with her for the first time.




  ‘Who is that rather pompous man?’ Fenella had enquired a quarter of an hour later.




  ‘Charles Wilbury may be a bit pompous, my dear, but believe me he’s going places. If he goes into politics, which he is said to be thinking of doing, he’ll be what they call a

  coming man.’




  Charles’s second piece of luck (and there were moments of distraction when he almost thought of it as ill-luck) could be summed up in the one word Loeson.




  He had just gone through a gruelling three-hour session in the cold, cavernous house up in Hampstead and it was his account of this frustrating, yet occasionally wildly funny, experience which

  made Fenella D’Aubiac say, ‘Well, if you ask me, I think the man must be mad.’




  Honesty, of which she possessed an embarrassing amount, had compelled Fenella to make considerable revision in her first estimate of Charles Wilbury.




  A shade pompous—yes, she still thought him that; but she had to admit that he was also impressive. It was easy to understand the general view of him as ‘a coming man’; but she

  was not at all sure that she wanted to share his journey.




  She had taken the trouble to discover his age and had found him to be six years older than herself, which according to her reckoning (observation made her believe that the English Public School

  system generally retarded male development by about five years) put them on an almost equal footing.




  At twenty-six she was that improbable phenomenon in this permissive day and age—a virgin. She had a long slender body, beautifully formed, and on horseback—she rode like Diana

  herself—she looked not less than superb. One day those lovely limbs of hers would delight some lucky man, but it would have to be a man who, in her own private phrase, ‘gave off

  sparks’.




  So far no sparks had come from Charles Wilbury; she found it hard to see him as the rip-roaring captain of a pirate ship which was still her way, remembered from childhood days, of estimating a

  hero.




  Nevertheless there had been enough about Charles, plus the fact, difficult for any girl to ignore, that he was obviously interested, to make her agree to let him take her out to dinner.




  The suggested programme was: pick Fenella up at her ‘pad’ in South Ken; half an hour or so for a leisurely preprandial drink in the Timmerton Square flat; then dinner, à

  deux, at Luigi’s.




  Charles suffered from the usual male delusion that he was a connoisseur of wine and good food; Luigi’s at the moment was one of the ‘in’ places for these things and it had the

  added benefit that if you were spotted dining there you stood a good chance of getting a mention in one of the London gossip columns, particularly if your partner across the table was as striking

  looking as Fenella D’Aubiac; and although Charles was wont to deplore as loudly as anyone the vulgarity and cheapness of the daily press he never had the slightest objection to seeing his own

  name in it.




  What Charles’s ambitions might be after dinner Fenella didn’t know. Not too masculinely aggressive, she hoped; men were apt to be tiresome in their cups.




  Meanwhile there was his amusing, and in parts incredible, account of his Hampstead visit to listen to.




  ‘In a way, yes, I agree Loeson probably is a bit mad,’ Charles replied to her comment. ‘It’s arguable, I suppose, that all misers are a bit mad.’




  ‘Is he really a miser? What fun!’




  Charles laughed. It was easy to laugh when you were with Fenella; she looked at life in a cock-eyed way which found most of man’s more serious activities amusing.




  ‘Anyone who will sit in an overcoat and gloves rather than turn the central heating on because it costs so much looks pretty miserly to me, especially when you know that he must be worth

  somewhere between three and five million.’




  Fenella had heard and read the word ‘million’ so often that she was not particularly impressed by it; and, in any case, her view of money was very different from that of Charles

  Wilbury. She admitted that it would be a nuisance to be entirely without the stuff, but she couldn’t be bothered to make it number one on the agenda. All very foolish and impracticable, of

  course, which is probably why she enjoyed herself so much.




  ‘I should think at least five million,’ Charles amended his estimate in reverential tones, ‘and possibly a good deal more. The old boy’s so secretive that one

  doesn’t really know.’




  ‘If he’s so tiresome, why work for him?’




  ‘My dear girl, when a client worth that sort of money comes along you simply don’t turn him down.’




  Charles couldn’t see Fenella open a small notebook and in its private pages make the entry of one large black mark for the simple reason that it was all done mentally. Fenella lived a good

  deal in the amused world of her thoughts. Her non-existent mental notebook had various titles: Curious Customs and Beliefs of the Human Male; Particularly Objectionable Sayings; Puffed-up

  Platitudes from Peacock Land.




  She wasn’t quite sure whether ‘my dear girl’ should be listed under the second or third of these headings; but it certainly belonged to one of them.




  Naturally when Joseph Loeson had come, out of the blue, into the Lincoln’s Inn office and asked for his affairs to be looked after by Mr Charles Wilbury in person he was not turned

  down.




  Joseph Loeson, much as he might dislike publicity (and he disliked it very much indeed), was, after all, joint head of Vandeem Press Limited and Vandeem Press Limited was a big concern.




  Just how big Charles learnt with growing astonishment and envy as his new client reluctantly disclosed an involved story of family quarrels, of deals and counter-deals and of furious

  disagreements with previous legal advisors.




  Charles realized very early on that he was not being told everything and that he would not be in a position to do his best for his client until he was told everything. But meanwhile the fees

  were mounting up, extremely handsomely.




  ‘The man’s an extraordinary mixture,’ he told Fenella. ‘On the one hand there’s this miser thing, the radiators not on and only one electric bulb burning in a huge

  drawing-room, and so forth; and on the other hand he has a visit from his doctor—and as a private patient at that—every single day.’




  ‘Why, is he ill or something?’




  ‘Not in the slightest. He’s as tough as old boots. He doesn’t smoke, he doesn’t drink and he eats about half as much as the average human being, so of course he’s

  almost indecently well. But he’s a hypochondriac. He’s quite convinced that there’s something wrong with him; and if the doctor hasn’t got the sense to find something wrong

  every few days, by God, he’s given the sack and some other medico gets the job.’




  ‘Has any poor misguided woman been fool enough to marry this sub-human?’




  ‘He’s a widower—’




  ‘I’m not surprised. Did she commit suicide or was she starved to death?’




  ‘And there’s a boy aged fifteen or so.’




  ‘Poor kid.’




  ‘No; on the contrary. Loeson dotes on the boy. Anything the boy wants he’s given; nothing’s too good or too expensive. Well, after all, he can afford it.’




  ‘Poor kid again; it’s only fun being extravagant when you can’t afford it. So what do you do exactly for this valuable and objectionable client of yours, Charles?’




  Charles smiled. ‘I hold his hand and charge him handsomely for doing so, which means that I have to be a combination of an R.C. priest, a psychiatrist and a top-class chartered accountant.

  Loeson’s a mental hypochondriac as well as a physical one. He’s convinced that everybody (but especially his cousin) is plotting to harm him in some way.’




  ‘His cousin? Good grief, are there two of them?’




  ‘Very much so. Ruben and Joseph Loeson. They own Vandeem Press between them; and believe me the articles of partnership are quite something; the document runs to sixty-four printed pages

  and if it ever got into court counsel would have a field day. Most of its articles can be construed in half a dozen different ways.’




  ‘Why should it get into court?’




  ‘What’s worrying Loeson—my Loeson, Joseph—and why he came to me in the first case is the take-over. Have you ever heard of Market Enterprises Limited?’




  ‘Vaguely. I think I have, yes.’




  ‘Well, there’s nothing vague about M.E. They are one of the really giant concerns—shipping, High Street stores, food, luxury flats, the lot. You name the pie, M.E. have got a

  hefty finger in it. And M.E. now want to get hold of Vandeem Press. Ruben wants the take-over, Joseph doesn’t. That’s the essence of the situation, and if that makes it sound simple

  believe me it isn’t. Simple is the one thing this affair is not. Even if the two cousins were amiably disposed towards one another the business entanglements and

  complexities would be enormous, and when you get the sort of Cain and Abel atmosphere which exists between them everything is ten times worse. My Loeson, the Hampstead one, is genuinely

  afraid that cousin Ruben may employ some sort of strong-arm stuff. I think that’s nonsense; but when a man’s got persecution mania it’s no good just telling him he’s being

  silly.’ Charles laughed and added, ‘Besides, if I confined my advice to saying that, Mr Loeson might take his business elsewhere.’




  ‘Let’s hope nobody has taken over Luigi’s,’ Fenella said. ‘I’m hungry.’




  brrr-brrr, brrr-brrr




  The shrillness of the sound was muted. Charles Wilbury recognized the telephone as an absolutely indispensible part of life, but he was civilized enough to want to keep the insistent intruder in

  its place. Consequently his instrument was not given space in his elegant little drawing-room but was housed in a cubby-hole off the hall.




  With a word of apology to his guest he went out now to deal with it.




  Fenella studied the two Delagasse pictures in turn—one on either side of the fireplace. She herself painted a little, and she could appreciate the technical skill of the canvases; but they

  were not to her taste. On the other hand they were probably valuable. No doubt lawyer Charles knew a lot about the value of modern pictures; just as he knew a lot about involved take-over bids and

  the like—how boring a great deal of the knowledge in the world is, she thought.




  To judge by the time he was out of the room Charles seemed to be finding his telephone call troublesome, and when at long last he did return it was clear that he was upset.




  Looking at his agitated face and listening (half-listening) to the beginnings of his embarrassed and stuttered explanation Fenella had a shrewd suspicion of what he was going to say.




  ‘That was the old devil himself—Loeson.’




  Fenella didn’t propose to help him in his difficulties. She said nothing, merely watched and waited.




  Charles was forced to abandon the cushioning of legal phraseology and to blurt out the awkward truth.




  ‘I’m most frightfully sorry, Fenella, but he wants me up there. Now.’




  ‘And are you going?’




  ‘I must. He’s in a dreadful state. It’s that boy of his. Loeson’s got himself convinced somehow that there’s some sort of threat to the boy. He talks about

  danger—’




  ‘Why doesn’t he get in touch with the police?’




  ‘My dear girl’—Fenella winced slightly—‘the police! The last thing in the world Loeson would ever do would be to call in the police. He’s got a phobia about

  them.’




  ‘And what can you do?’




  ‘God knows. But he wants me there. At once. He’s hardly sane. Practically incoherent on the telephone.’




  ‘Did you tell him you had a dinner engagement?’




  ‘No, I didn’t. No point in it. He’s in such a state he would hardly have known what I was talking about. He wants me and I’ve got to go.’




  ‘What about me?’




  ‘Fenella—you can’t think that I want to do this! But if I don’t go and calm him down he’ll almost certainly take his business away from the firm

  tomorrow.’




  ‘And that would be dreadful, wouldn’t it?’




  ‘I’m certainly not going to let it happen if I can help it.’




  ‘So it’s good-bye to Luigi’s?’




  ‘Only for tonight, Fenella. I’m sure you understand. . . .’




  Fenella smiled sweetly, amiably and with an air of finality. ‘I understand perfectly, Charles,’ she said. ‘Get my cloak and call me a cab, will you?’




  






  Chapter Two




  In her cab Fenella leant back, shut her eyes and smiled. She even gave one short laugh out loud. She was angry; and amused at herself for being angry; and mixed up with all

  this she even found time to feel sorry for Charles.




  Poor, clever, civilized Charles, so dedicated to the sacred business of getting on.




  ‘Shall I tell him to take you home?’ he had asked, squiring her into the taxi with an over-zealous demonstration of solicitude and care.




  ‘Of course not,’ Fenella snapped. ‘Tell him 15 Chessington Gardens.’




  The ‘pad’ in a mews close to South Ken station was comfortable and she was happy in it; but having been done out of her expected taste of the hig-lif at Luigi’s she

  had no intention of going back to the desolation of an empty flat and something hastily concocted over a gas-ring.




  And being Fenella she had, as usual, a trump card in reserve.




  No. 15 Chessington Gardens was a very nice trump to hold. Freddy and Holly Townsend lived there in cheerful domesticated disorder, with four children, two cats and a constantly changing

  assortment of other livestock and au pairs. The most obvious thing about the Townsends was that they were happy. Freddy put in an appearance at the House of Lords most days because the

  ‘attendance money’ of eight pounds a time formed a considerable part of his income; Holly, the plump, amiable, competent woman he had been sensible enough to marry, had already borne

  him four children, hoped to bear at least two more and quite unashamedly revelled in the never-ending womanly business of looking after them, him, the animals and the house.




  On the face of things, 15 Chessington Gardens should have been the last place where huge, rambling, often semi-riotous parties were held which everyone in London who knew a good thing when they

  saw it wanted to attend. Yet the Chessington Garden routs had become famous; there was usually somebody amusing and unexpected there; and unfailingly there was always the refreshing atmosphere of a

  happy home content with simple things.




  When Holly Townsend had rung her up and Fenella had had to say no, I’m going all smart for the evening, I’m being taken to dinner at Luigi’s, Holly in her warmhearted way had

  cried, ‘But Freddy will be desolated. He dotes on you, Fen. He won’t really regard it as a party without you.’




  ‘Freddy’s an angel, but to Luigi’s I must go.’




  ‘Of course you must. Lucky you. Or rather lucky somebody taking you.’




  But now ‘somebody’ wasn’t taking her to Luigi’s and the taxi-cab driver, pulling up on the private road outside No. 15 said in the hoarse voice peculiar to his tribe,

  ‘’Ere you are, miss. Seem to be enjoying themselves in there.’




  No. 15 Chessington Gardens was a tall, narrow, elegant-looking house which Freddy (who had no skill at making money and not much ambition in that direction either) could never have afforded.

  Luckily for him he didn’t have to afford it; the house had been left in trust to him for his life by his grandmother, the famous old Marchioness, who disapproved of most things in the modern

  scene but who approved most heartily of Holly—‘Just what Freddy needed,’ the formidable old lady was wont to aver, ‘a marmalade-making and mend-the-socks wife.’




  Now out of the tall windows streamed light and such a concentrated hubbub of human sound that it was at once evident that the first basic essential of any successful party was being

  fulfilled—there were far too many people crammed into far too small a space for there to be any hope of comfort.




  ‘What a row they’re making,’ Fenella said as she counted out the money for the fare.




  The taxi-driver was an elderly Londoner; no modern equality nonsense for him; he reckoned to know class when he saw it; in his opinion young ladies who looked like Fenella ought to go to noisy

  parties and enjoy themselves.




  ‘Don’t worry, miss,’ he assured her. ‘They’ll all go silent as soon as you walk in. Stunned like, they’ll be. Knock ’em sideways you will.’




  It was a charming compliment and Fenella, listening to it, couldn’t be expected to guess how much inverted truth there would be in it.




  She stood in the doorway of the long narrow drawing-room which ran the full depth of the house, and with a slight anticipatory smile on her face surveyed the noisy scene.




  It continued to be noisy; so the taxicab-driver had been wrong, she thought.




  ‘Fen! Holly told me you couldn’t come.’




  Her host’s obvious pleasure was flattering.




  ‘I was afraid I couldn’t.’




  ‘You were going to Luigi’s, or somewhere—’




  ‘I decided that this would be much more fun than Luigi’s so I came here—is that all right, Freddy?’




  ‘Darling Fen, of course.’




  ‘What masses of people you and Holly seem to know, Freddy.’




  ‘Awful, isn’t it? The noise and the people. Rather fun though. I expect you know everybody.’




  Fenella did indeed, if not actually know, at least recognize most of them. With the parties she went to it was apt to be a case of plus ça change; but then her eye, roving the

  animated scene, lighted on someone who was not by any means la même chose. Somebody that she didn’t know. Looking at him she felt an undeniable little frisson; an

  alerted awareness; something half of the spirit, half of the body. How extraordinary, she thought, if the taxi-driver is going to prove right in reverse as it were.




  ‘Mostly everybody,’ she answered, hoping she was managing to keep her voice casually even, ‘but who’s that tall, chunky-looking man over by the window?’




  The description amused Freddie. ‘Chunky is a very good adjective for Hooky Hefferman,’ he said. ‘That’s just what he is.’




  ‘A friend of yours, Freddy?’




  ‘An acquaintance. In fact we were at Eton together. But we’ve gone different ways since.’




  ‘What way has he gone—what did you say his name was?’




  ‘Hefferman. Hooky. Hooky Hefferman.’




  ‘And what way has he gone?’




  Freddy laughed. ‘I suppose you could say that I’m just a peace-loving domesticated family animal, and very happy with it all; but Hooky became a soldier of fortune. I see him

  looking over this way. Shall I introduce you?’




  Charles Wilbury paid off his cab and automatically made a mental note of the fare. In due course the ‘nuisance factor’, applicable in the case of rich and

  troublesome clients, would be invoked, that is to say the amount actually paid out would be multiplied by six and the resultant sum introduced under ‘expenses’ into the formidable

  half-year’s bill for consultations and services rendered.




  Stanmer Crescent was a quiet, discreet curve of expensive living in the hinterland of Hampstead. Large detached Victorian houses stood sombrely in their own grounds, withdrawn a little from the

  road, behind protective screens of laurels and fir trees.




  After even more turning of keys and rattling of bolts than usual (Loeson was extremely burglar-conscious) the front door was opened sufficiently for Davis the houseman factotum to make sure who

  was there.




  ‘Oh, it’s you, Mr Wilbury. Thank goodness for that. He’s been in a rare state waiting for you.’




  ‘I came as soon as I could.’




  ‘Of course you did, Mr Wilbury, but you know what he is.’




  ‘What’s it all about, Davis? What happened?’




  ‘If you arsk me—nothing; but—’




  ‘Is that you, Wilbury?’




  The anxious cry from the drawing-room cut their conversation short, and instead of completing what he had been saying Davis rolled his eyes expressively and gave a jerk of his head.

  ‘You’d better go in,’ he said. ‘He’ll tell you.’




  Entering the large, high-ceilinged drawing-room Charles was at once made aware of something unusual by the amount of light in the place. Generally Loeson was content to sit huddled over the fire

  with one single standard lamp doing inadequate duty for the whole big room, but this evening four lights carried in wall brackets were blazing as well.




  The seated man looked up as Charles entered.




  ‘I thought you would be here sooner,’ he grumbled by way of greeting.




  No apology, of course; no Sorry if I disturbed your evening, good of you to come; nothing like that; just the plain brutal assumption: I’ve got money and I know you’ll

  charge me heavily for doing what I want done so I expect you to do it. Money ruled everything. . . .




  In a curious way Charles Wilbury felt no resentment about this. It was an outlook that he understood. His own philosophy of life being directed entirely towards success was not so far different.

  Of course he was sorry to have had to forego this evening with Fenella, but girls, after all, who were all very well in their way, could always wait a little; business, especially business as

  important as Joseph Loeson, couldn’t.




  ‘I came as soon as I could, Mr Loeson. Actually I was just on the point of going out for the evening.’




  ‘It’s a good job I caught you in time, then. I want your help, Wilbury.’




  ‘Anything I can do, Mr Loeson. Of course—’




  ‘It’s about Simon.’




  When he pronounced the name of his fifteen-year-old son Loeson’s voice took on a particular sort of urgency. There were two things which really mattered in his life: making money and the

  welfare, or what he imagined to be the welfare, of his boy.




  ‘Is he ill?’ Charles enquired.




  ‘Of course he’s not ill,’ Loeson snapped crossly. ‘If the boy was ill, why you? I should send for a doctor, shouldn’t I? Not that they do much for the money they

  charge these days, either. Simon’s not ill; he’s in danger.’




  ‘In danger? What sort of danger?’




  ‘I am quite certain the boy is in serious danger of being kidnapped.’




  Charles stared at the unhealthy-looking figure hunched in the big armchair that so badly needed re-covering. . . . Kidnapped? A year or two ago the idea, the very word, would have seemed bizarre

  applied to London N.W.; now one couldn’t be so sure. Anything was possible, one had to admit that; but even so. . . .




  ‘What makes you think that, Mr Loeson?’




  ‘Simon has strict orders not to go out alone after dark, of course; if he goes anywhere, Davis should go with him. Should, should, should,’ the word was

  repeated with almost frightening venom and bitterness. ‘There’s your world for you today. What should be isn’t; what’s laid down doesn’t get done. You give orders and

  people are too busy, too much in a hurry, too couldn’t-care-less to carry them out.




  ‘So this evening Simon goes out by himself, in the dark, to the end of the Crescent where it joins Stanmer Hill Road and the shops are.




  ‘To buy something. Always buying, buying, buying, that’s boys for you today. Spending money.




  ‘On his way back, halfway along the Crescent, where that big tree overhangs and it’s dark a man spoke to him. Could Simon oblige him with a match? All very nicely spoken and

  friendly, apparently. Then at once into more talk. Who was Simon? and did he live nearby? In one of the big houses maybe? and had his father got a garden and was there any chance for a jobbing

  gardener?




  ‘The boy began to come to his senses then and he got scared and ran away; home, here.




  ‘He says he thinks the man ran after him, at least some of the way; but he suddenly became so frightened he isn’t sure.’




  ‘I suppose you haven’t notified the police—’




  ‘The police! Of course I have not notified the police. You know very well that’s the last thing I would want to do. What use are the police to me? Big heavy men in uniform tramping

  about all over the house and grounds; and asking silly stupid questions. But all the same, mark you, questions. Am I wealthy? Such humour, with eighteen and sixpence in the pound I pay

  tax; who can be “wealthy” like that? What is my business? Who are my partners? What is the routine of the house? What? Why? When? Where? No; I want nothing of all that, thank

  you.’




  ‘Perhaps the man was genuine.’




  ‘Genuine? Yes, he was genuine enough. A genuine crook. I’m quite sure he was genuine.’




  ‘He sounds to me more like a would-be burglar “casing the joint”, as they call it, than anything else.’




  ‘Possible; just possible. But it could be more than that. It could be worse. You play chess, Wilbury? This move counts. Right, of course it does. But anyone can make this move. The

  ordinary player knows enough to make this move. You don’t get to be managing director and half-owner of all the shares and in the big business by being ordinary. By being able to see just

  this move. It’s seeing the move ahead that counts. These last two years, these last few months even, how many kidnappings of rich men’s sons have there been; tell me.’




  ‘Quite a few,’ Charles had to admit.




  ‘So what do you imagine I have thought each time I read about one? I think: Joseph Loeson you are not different from anybody else; no one has given you a magic inoculation against

  disaster; I think This could happen to you.’




  ‘But who would want—’




  ‘Anyone who wanted to persuade me to sell my shares in Vandeem Press.’




  ‘Your own cousin?’




  ‘If you want to see a good strong feud with no holds barred look for a Jewish family that has split up. United? Yes, fine; everybody together and the old people looked after till they die.

  But if once there’s trouble, if once they fall out—money, of course, will be the start of it—then, believe me, then they fall out in a big way, then there’s trouble worth

  talking about. Do you know what I and my cousin Ruben quarrelled about?’




  ‘No, I don’t. I must confess I have sometimes—’




  ‘You have sometimes wondered. All right, wonder. Why should I tell any family secrets to the outside world?’




  ‘Mr Loeson, I feel justified in pointing out to you that I am not quite in the same position as what you call “the outside world”. I am your solicitor whom you have engaged to

  conduct your private affairs.’




  ‘All right, all right, all right. I agree, I agree. You are my solicitor, and a good solicitor too, else I don’t employ you, do I? And pay you all the money you charge. And now I

  want your help. I ask you, will you please help me?’




  ‘Yes, of course; as I said earlier on, anything at all that I can do—’




  ‘You think me silly. Maybe you are right. Maybe you are cleverer than me. Maybe I am silly. But silly or not I know what I feel; what I am afraid of. I think that there is a

  definite danger that someone—I name no names—someone may try to kidnap my boy whilst this fight about the shares is going on. I believe in signs, Wilbury, and in taking notice of

  warnings, and I feel it right here in my bones that what happened this evening in the Crescent was a warning. I am a fool if I don’t take heed of it.’




  ‘So what do you want me to do?’




  ‘I want Simon to go away somewhere for a month, three months maybe. Myself I can’t go. I must be here to fight for my control of the company, and to keep an eye on what you are all

  doing for the money I pay you. But Simon I want out of it.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Where? When? Why do you think I have asked you to help me? I don’t know where. Hampstead I know and Eldon Place in the City. You think the boy should be hidden there

  maybe?’




  ‘No, of course not.’




  ‘Well, then, where? Somewhere in the Home Counties. You have a weekend cottage, or one of your extravagant friends has a weekend cottage. Small, tucked away, the village a mile off. Nobody

  knows who is there and who isn’t. A fifteen-year-old boy comes as a guest, a friend of the family, who is he? Nobody knows or cares. Even his name isn’t used. Never Loeson certainly;

  and not perhaps even Simon; by his second name he can be called, Leonard. And your friends who take the boy, what do they want to be paid? Don’t answer me. I tell you it doesn’t matter

  what they want to be paid. Thirty pounds a week, thirty-five pounds a week, forty even. All right, it doesn’t matter. At such a price for what I am getting it is cheap. If you don’t

  really want a thing it is dear at a penny; if it is something you want badly it is often cheap at a thousand pounds. My father taught me that. So tell me, where is this tucked-away cottage, this

  hidey-hole?’




  ‘Not in the Home Counties,’ Charles answered slowly; whilst his millionaire host was talking Charles had been thinking and a brilliant idea had just occurred to him. ‘Anywhere

  in the Home Counties is too close to London and too crowded nowadays and too much everybody-knows-everybody-else’s-business.’




  ‘All right, I believe you. There are too many people in the world anyway. So you have somewhere else to suggest perhaps?’
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