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  Chapter One




  ON A DEMN’D MOIST unpleasant evening in early spring Mr. Arthur Crook lifted his receiver and found his telephone was out

  of order.




  “Another unofficial strike,” he deplored, reaching for his appalling brown bowler hat.




  It was nine o’clock and many men might have decided to call it a day, but Crook was one of those to whom darkness and light are both alike, and he decided to put in a call from the

  telephone booth in Brandon Passage. This passage was a long narrow path running behind his house, and joining the normally busy main street with a secondary highway near Palace Stadium.




  Mr. Crook’s client was a man of fearful heart, who might pass out before morning if he wasn’t reassured, so out Crook went right into the heart of a mystery. The passage was nearly

  as dark as Tennyson’s famous black bat. The fog, that had been the colour of weak gravy when Crook returned from Bloomsbury Street, was turning into a pea-souper. The economical lights at

  either end of the street passage were crowned with a faint yellowish aureole, but a spot of illumination was added by a lamp left near the foot of the kiosk by builders who were repairing the wall

  of a small plastics factory that backed on the passage.




  The world into which he marched seemed as quiet as a grave; only in the main street the infrequent traffic bumbled along like an army of the blind; and suddenly Crook’s skin began to

  tingle as if once again he hovered on the verge of something dangerous—and irresistible. The small red lamp that to the imaginative might have suggested blood was to him the star of hope.




  Having assured his client that cowards die many times but brave men only once and not on that occasion, with Arthur Crook to frank you, in the little covered shed, he moved towards the High

  Street. Such traffic as was still unwise enough to be abroad crept along as if going to the funeral of the sun, and not many mourners at that. Normally Crook repaired to The Two Chairmen which

  served him as a club, but in view of the weather, and the fact that it seemed momentarily deteriorating, he turned for once into the nearer Duck and Daisy. This was new ground to him, he

  hadn’t been inside the place since the advent of the new licensee more than two years earlier. Under the old man it had had a bad name, by which he meant the beer hadn’t been up to

  standard, though it was a Free House and the licensee could buy where he pleased. His first sight of the public bar was anything but reassuring. A few chaps, who could have walked on in a Hitchcock

  thriller as funeral mutes, were standing about looking as if they were doing their weekly penance. The landlord, whose name was Prentiss and who called Crook sir, looked as if he were in the right

  place for the company. Crook even considered backing out and making for The Chairmen but that warning tingle kept him where he was. No cat-loving, fortune-telling spinster backed her hunches more

  enthusiastically than Arthur Crook.




  “Quiet to-night,” he offered, buying his usual pint and disposing of it in his usual manner, open the uvula and let it flow down in one stupendous swallow. He pushed the tankard

  across for a refill.




  “It’s no night to be out,” returned Prentiss, and his voice matched his appearance—like a passing bell, thought Crook. Dong. Dong. Dong. “Still it’ll fill up

  later. There’s a meeting at St. Katharine’s Hall to-night.”




  Crook knew the place, a big bleak erection put up at the turn of the century and apparently much in demand for jumble sales and what were called flannel dances. But he couldn’t imagine who

  was going to turn out for any kind of meeting in this weather when they could stay nice and cosy round the goggle-box.




  “You’d be surprised,” said Prentiss, reading his thought. “Mind you, they’ve got Lady Connie there to-night.”




  “Have they, by gum?” Crook brightened. No theatregoer and not much of a TV viewer, he nevertheless knew the name at once. “If she’s a patch on her grannie she’s

  worth coming through a blitz to see. I remember,” he went on, thoughtfully turning the tankard in his hands, “Vera Golightly—the names they chose—back in ’18, giving a

  show to the troops. She must have been forty plus then but most of our lot thought they’d been blown up in their sleep and awakened in heaven.”




  She had been, he remembered, the most glamorous showgirl of her age, an age when stage-door Johnnies queued up for hours to drink champagne out of tiny satin slippers and the Queens of the

  Chorus wore cartwheel hats costing sixty sovereigns apiece. He heaved a gusty sigh for the dear dead days, etc.




  “Don’t you ever see her on the television?” Prentiss asked and Crook said he didn’t have much time. He noted with approval there was no TV set here, but the landlord

  spoilt that by saying he’d got one in the Private. Two or three chaps turned up regularly, they’d be along to-night any minute now, home from home it was to them and one of these days

  they’d probably ask him to put up beds for them. In which case, thought the unregenerate Mr. Crook, they wouldn’t notice any appreciable difference when they were shovelled into the

  grave.




  “What’s Lady C. on about this evening? A sort of private quiz?”




  Because that was her lay. Sensibly realising that the day of the show-girl is over and that boatloads of youngsters, brighter mentally and just as good-looking, were available for the asking,

  she’d taken her big chance and married Lord Charles Hunter at the beginning of the war. Now she was in perpetual demand by both channels for panel games and did a little discreet advertising,

  and that enabled Lord Charles to lose comfortably at cards while she raked the shekels in. It was an arrangement that appeared to suit them both admirably. They were quoted everywhere when people

  had to list the ten happiest married couples in the public eye.




  “She’s speaking for the Peace Brigade,” said Prentiss, still about as lively as a tombstone. “You may have heard of them, one of those associations that stump the

  country. . . .”




  “Ban the Bomb. Down with Defences. I know. Who finances ’em?”




  “They take up collections and they run a monthly paper they print themselves, and they do house-to-house visiting.”




  Crook’s eves widened. “Well, that’s as good a way as any of getting to know the lie of the land,” he admitted. It was second nature to him to look for criminal intent

  behind the most modest enterprise. “This Lady C. now—what does she know about refugees?”




  “Well, it’s the name really.” Prentiss—his regulars, who weren’t many, called him Jim—drew a couple of pints for a chap who looked as if it wouldn’t

  surprise him to find a few tadpoles thrown in. Coins chinked on the counter. “And she is a draw,” he went on, coming back. “They’ve got a real refugee talking, came out of

  Hungary at the time of the revolution. Not that they’re much good for trade,” he added, the faint note of enthusiasm dying out of his voice. “They come along here in case they can

  pick up a few converts, chaps who’ve been at the meeting, and have a pint apiece, and then they go off to the Casbah to do their real drinking—that’s a coffee house in Morley

  Street, in case you didn’t know.”




  Crook didn’t, and why on earth should he, he wondered? He made his own coffee in a saucepan, strong as Samson and black as night, and no nonsense about sugar and cream.




  “My sister’s girl goes along with the Brigade,” Prentiss volunteered. There was none of that hearty bonhomie here that you found at the Chairmen. “My sister gets a bit

  worried, she should be thinking about getting a husband, she says, but what I say is they make a nice change from the Never-Had-It-So-Good brigade. They don’t like the way the world’s

  shaping and I don’t blame ’em. But then the young take life a lot more seriously than we did, wouldn’t you say?”




  “I don’t know about you,” retorted Crook. “But when I was seventeen I was jumping in and out of shell holes in France, trying to dodge the Jerries, and I wasn’t

  particularly approving of the world either. Only in those days there was less nattering. Poor bloody Tommy just got on with it and nobody paid to hear him orate from a platform, not even in a

  church hall. Hallo, is this your lot?”




  The door was hurled open and a stream of young people—later he found there were only five of them but at the time they seemed like an army—flowed in. The atmosphere brightened

  instantly and so did Mr. Crook. At their head was a remarkably good-looking young man (make an A.1 con. man if he’s got brains to match his looks, was Crook’s typical reflection)

  followed by a sturdy dark girl wearing the jeans that Crook, in his old-fashioned way, deplored. The only other girl in the party, he saw with relief, was dressed like a female, but whatever

  she’d been wearing she’d have attracted attention. Much taller than her companion, she had a very fair skin and long beautiful hands. She walked quite beautifully, too. Later, when he

  learned she was on the stage (though not far on it, she confessed frankly) he wasn’t at all surprised. A couple of youths followed, all wearing what seemed to be the uniform for their type,

  high-necked sweaters and raincoats (or duffel coats and not a penny to choose between them), shoes that were a shade too pointed for his taste, and they all carried brief-cases like a lot of seedy

  F.O. officials.




  “No Lady Connie?” mourned Mr. Crook aloud.




  They stared as though a bit of the furniture had spoken. Then the dark girl, whose name turned out to be Ruth, said, “You’ll have to go to the Savoy if you want to see her. You

  should have been at the meeting. . . .”




  “Working for the meat that perisheth,” explained Mr. Crook, hurriedly.




  “Anyway, who wants to go to the Savoy?” continued Ruth, scornfully.




  The pretty girl (Juliet Ware—he’d sorted out all their names by the end of the evening) opened her wide blue eyes and said, “I was hoping she’d ask us all.” She

  looked round. “Did Torquil go?”




  “I don’t think he was invited. Only Paul. And that was because she had another Hungarian refugee meeting her there.”




  “Why wasn’t he at the meeting?” demanded Ruth. You could see the type she was, she’d never miss a trick.




  “Perhaps he was working for the meat that perisheth,” suggested the tall handsome young man who had led the procession. “Still, Paul didn’t go. He’s on to something

  on his own account.”




  “If he’s not precious careful he’ll be on to trouble on Torquil’s account,” said one of the other young men. “Oh, I dare say he’s only trying to pull

  another refugee chestnut out of the fire, but Torquil’s the boss, he oughtn’t to be playing a lone hand.”




  “I wonder if there’s such a thing as a refugee mentality,” reflected Juliet, taking her modest half-pint from Rupert Bowen. “Thanks, Ru. I mean, I feel Paul would sooner

  leave a house by the fire-escape than walk through the door, even if it was open.”




  A thin brown chap whose mother had misguidedly called him Evelyn said something about a security complex. “You have to remember what he’s been through. He lay up in the long grass on

  the wrong side of the wire. . . .”




  “Oh no, Eve,” breathed Rupert. “We could all tell that story in our sleep. One of these days the audience is going to get up and join in the chorus. I’m not knocking Paul

  and I dare say it all happened just the way he tells it, but it is—let’s face it—a bit like listening to a gramophone record when the needle’s stuck. It’s about time

  old Tork sent him north to one of the other branches.”




  “Who’s going to do the house-to-house visiting if he goes north?” Ruth inquired. “You know the rest of us haven’t the time, and no one can deny he’s good at

  it. If Torquil had approached Lady Connie all he’d have got would have been a nice letter explaining why it was out of the question.”




  “A lot he’d have cared. She’s nothing but a glorified chorus girl to him. He’d prefer a skeleton from one of the camps on the platform.”




  “Yes, well, I dare say that would have its attractions, too,” agreed Colin Grant, the fifth member of the party.




  Jim leaned across the bar. “This gentleman remembers Lady Connie’s grandmother,” he said.




  “The Vera Lynn of our day,” Crook amplified.




  He couldn’t even be certain if the allusion went home. A generation can be as wide as the gap that separates life from death. “Talk about heavenly visions,” he added.




  They didn’t even pretend to be interested. Full marks for single-mindedness, minus one for manners, he thought.




  “It’s too bad about Jos,” continued Colin. (Jos? Male? Female? Crook gave up.) “The one night we have a really full house he has to be in the Midlands arranging the

  Refugee Exhibition. I thought he was going to catch the earlier train.”




  “There’s a fog to-night or had it escaped your notice?” They might all buy their drink in half-pint mugs, but in their own estimation the place belonged to them.




  Then the door opened again with some violence and a tall dark chap came in, and all the winds of Heaven seemed to follow him. Crook found himself suddenly sitting bolt upright, for here, unless

  he was much mistaken, was the reason for that anticipatory thrill he’d experienced in the passage. Trouble was his business and here was a man who would be followed by every kind of trouble,

  as Don Quixote had been followed by his faithful Sancho. Not a town type, the sort you’d expect to find working on the land, in the Outer Hebrides, say, reflected Crook, who’d never

  been there. He wore the inevitable turtle-necked sweater and the sort of trousers a dustman wouldn’t give you a thank you for, and carried a raincoat over his arm. He came storming across to

  the group and Rupert politely got up and bought him a pint. “Expecting a stormy passage,” decided Crook.




  “Good meeting, didn’t you think?” suggested Colin quickly. “Good kitty anyway.”




  Torquil Holland took the tankard from his lieutenant’s hand almost as if he didn’t know what he was doing. His dark eyes under their thick brows were as hard as coals.




  “Where’s Paul?”




  “He’s said he’d be seeing us in the Casbah later on.”




  “And meantime, I suppose, he’s drinking champagne in the Savoy. I understand she drinks nothing else.”




  “As a matter of fact, Tork, he isn’t. He’s got some contact he was meeting, he’ll tell you about it later. Come to that, I think Lady C. was a bit disappointed. I suppose

  she thought the two refugees could play each other off.”




  Ruth, who was watching Torquil’s face, said, “She had a refugee over from the States on a business trip—something to do with Lord Charles really, but I gather he turns all the

  social side over to her.”




  “And she told Paul and Paul wouldn’t go?”




  “If he was meeting this other chap . . .”




  “What other chap?”




  “Well, I don’t know. I did get the idea he might be trying to smuggle someone in from the other side of the Berlin wall.”




  “What’s all this about smuggling? If he can get out, this country isn’t going to refuse him an entrance visa.”




  “I think it’s a bit more complicated than that,” murmured Evelyn. “Trouble over a frontier guard or something.”




  “You’d be a gift to conjurors, all that faith going begging,” Torquil told him; he sounded as disagreeable as a bear deprived of its honey ration. “Like to have a small

  bet?”




  He slammed down his tankard and Crook unobtrusively signed to Jim to fill it up again. This chap—he felt it in his bones—was going to be worth a lot more to him than the price of a

  pint of wallop.




  “Old Tork’s off on another of his McCarthy campaigns,” groaned Colin.




  “O.K.,” said Torquil, taking the now-filled tankard without apparently noticing it had ever been empty. “Tell me this—how long have we known Paul Luzky?”




  “Well, it’s a bit over two years, isn’t it, Jim?”




  “Something like that,” the landlord agreed.




  “And how much do we know about him? Have we ever met anyone who recognised him as coming from Hungary? Does he ever get letters from home, or vary his speech in the least to include later

  developments since the Revolution? Why, has anyone here even seen a photograph of any of his people—his wife, his parents—we know they were left behind. . . .?”




  “He told me his wife had been killed,” murmured Juliet.




  “Anyway, when you’re flying for your life you don’t stop to collect the family photograph album.”




  “That’s just what you do do,” contradicted Torquil. “It’s the instinct of every refugee. He’s never made the smallest effort to try and get the old people

  over. . . .”




  “Probably they don’t want to come. Tork, what is all this in aid of? I vetted him when he first turned up here in answer to Jim’s advertisement. He had all his papers,

  passport, identification—we were beginning to find it hard to get new speakers and he was a bit of a misfit behind the bar—we checked with the Aliens Office, they had his record,

  he’d notified them of his most recent change of address—what are you trying to say?”




  “That I don’t believe he’s ever been nearer Hungary than the Isle of Wight.”




  The clamour rose at once. “He’s got papers,” Rupert insisted.




  “I could knock you out and pinch your passport, but that wouldn’t make me Rupert Bowen.”




  “He speaks fluent German. . . .”




  “So do I, and I was born in Cambridge.”




  It was Ruth the Fearless who said in her downright fashion, “Then, Torquil, you mean you think . . .”




  “I think he’s a crook. I’ve had my doubts about him for some time, but I couldn’t take any action without something in the nature of proof. It didn’t seem to me

  natural that he should apparently know London twenty times as well as he knows Budapest, where, according to himself, he spent the first twenty-five years of his life. I don’t understand why

  a Hungarian refugee appears to be completely out of touch with all the other refugees who came over at the same time. Oh, I know a good many didn’t remain, they went on to the States or

  Australia or New Zealand, if they could get in, but there must be one or two—he doesn’t even get cards at Christmas, he’s got no links whatsoever. Even when he’s billed to

  speak none of them turn up to shake him by the hand. Oh, he says they’ve become integrated, they’re British citizens many of them or are in for British citizenship, they don’t

  want to remember the past, but it’s all too vague to be true. Have any of you ever heard him make one definite statement he couldn’t have got out of a newspaper? It’s always a man

  I used to know, a family I was familiar with, but try and pin him down and he floats off like an air balloon. And why? Don’t tell me it’s because he doesn’t want to remember the

  past. That’s how he makes his living, recalling the past. And that’s another thing. He never looks particularly shabby, you never see him waiting in the bus queue on a wet evening, but

  according to him he came over here with absolutely nothing, he answered Jim’s advertisement because he was out of a job, though he’d never served in a bar before—what was he in

  his own country?”




  “He worked in a factory, tool-making; and he made a bit on the side waiting in the evening. It’s quite usual out there, according to him. You become a relief waiter and the chap

  you’re relieving goes off and plays in a band. He still does that, you know, waits at banquets as a spare in his free time. That’s probably the answer to your question as to how he gets

  a living.”




  “Well, I know what we pay him for looking after the office, and we don’t pretend it’s a living wage. I told him from the start only to regard it as temporary and as soon as he

  heard of something better to go ahead. And he doesn’t even try. He could get a good wage in a machine shop.”




  Evelyn said something about the unions. “I don’t believe they’d bar him,” said Torquil, “not if he’s the genuine article. But in any case there are non-union

  shops. And then to-night he’s asked to drink champagne at the Savoy—and I never knew such a social hound—to meet another refugee and he oils off—Why? I’ll tell you. He

  knows he can’t hold his own against the genuine article. Besides, there’s always the chance this other fellow will be curious about the real Paul Luzky.”




  “Not curious enough to come to the meeting,” said Rupert, smartly. “It’s just as probable there’s some sort of feud—he’s a sullen type, you know, though

  he can turn on the charm when he thinks it’ll pay—he could have his own reasons for not wanting to meet him.”




  “Well, he’ll be able to tell me to-night what those reasons are.”




  “Hold your horses, Tork,” Rupert besought him. “Suppose, for the sake of argument, you’re right, the chap is a phony, you don’t want to go spreading the story far

  and wide. We shall look a proper lot of Charlies if it comes out that we’ve been stumping the country with a chap from Palmers Green or what-have-you.”




  “Rupert’s right,” Ruth agreed. They seemed to have forgotten Mr. Crook, and the other drinkers paid them not the slightest attention. Anyway they were clenched together in a

  sort of knot, cut off from the rest. Even Jim didn’t seem to pay them much attention. Every now and again he disappeared into the Private Bar—he appeared to be running the place on his

  own to-night—and Crook leaned against the counter and wondered just where he himself came in. That he came in somewhere he didn’t doubt for an instant.




  “What’s your suggestion then?” asked Torquil. “That we just keep our big silly mouths shut and let this charlatan go on getting money by false pretences? Because

  that’s what it amounts to. Did no one ever tell you that men ’ull forgive you for forging their names to a cheque or even for running off with their wives, but they never, never forgive

  you for making them look fools?”




  “We don’t know for certain,” protested Colin, and Torquil said, “I do. I suppose it’s difficult to be on guard twenty-four hours a day. Mind you, I’d begun to

  have doubts some time ago, but I had to get some proof that they were justified. The night before last I was meeting a man in a pub, which was pretty crowded, and I caught sight of Paul talking to

  some stranger across the room. I wanted a word with him so I began to edge closer. Then I realised he was talking without a trace of accent to a man who called him Jack. He didn’t see me, and

  I moved away again. I didn’t want to start a scene there, but that’s another point Master Paul’s got to clear up when we meet.”




  “He’s been over here for nearly six years,” Colin protested. “He speaks pretty good English.”




  “He also speaks idiomatic English, which is unusual in a man who never saw this country, according to his own story, till he was twenty-five. And, however good his phraseology might

  become, it’s not likely he’d ever lose a trace of his foreign accent. That’s one of the reasons why I say he never saw Hungary in his life.”




  “Then how does he know so much about what happened?” Colin persisted. “He didn’t get all that out of the press.”




  “Oh, I dare say he knew the real Paul Luzky, in fact, he has to, otherwise how would he know such a chap ever existed. He must have known him quite well, because a lot of his detail is

  undoubtedly authentic. But that doesn’t make him a Hungarian. Are you going to tell me none of you ever had any doubts?”




  There was a moment’s silence. Then Rupert said, “O.K. I’ll admit I was a bit foxed sometimes, details didn’t altogether add up, but he’d been away a long time and

  memory can be treacherous, and in any case the last thing we want is a scandal. Face the facts, Torquil, we can’t afford one.”




  “If what I suspect is true we’ve got one on our hands in any case,” his leader retorted. But Rupert was persistent.




  “Not unless you insist. Say you tackle Paul and he admits it—what’s the sense in spreading the story far and wide? You’ll simply throw away five years’ hard work. I

  don’t know a lot about law but it might even result in a criminal prosecution, and the Brigade will be finished. I dare say we’re only small beer, but you can’t conceivably want

  that to happen.”




  Torquil was suddenly very quiet and courteous. “So we keep our mouths shut?”




  “Don’t you agree? After all, take the academic view. What has Paul done? He’s got up on various platforms and told audiences what life was like, probably still is like, in

  Curtain countries. There’s no reason to suppose his picture isn’t the true one. You admit yourself he must have got his facts from an authentic source. We’ve used him to arouse

  sympathy and help rake in the shekels, he’s done both. Can’t you regard him like the actor who plays Henry VIII at the Old Vic? Everyone knows he’s not Henry VIII. . .

  .”




  “Precisely. Everyone knows. I suppose it isn’t possible,” he added, slowly, “you had more than a suspicion that Paul was a phony?”




  Rupert started to get to his feet; Colin caught his arm; Crook regretfully upset a newly replenished tankard. And it was good beer, too. Some of it splashed on Juliet’s dress and Crook was

  full of apologies.




  “It doesn’t matter,” urged Juliet, and he saw that it didn’t. Nothing mattered, so far as he could tell, but Torquil, and Torquil’s reactions to the situation. But

  the diversion served its purpose.




  “O.K.,” Torquil said. “I take that back, though if you had suspicions I consider you should have mentioned them.”




  “You’re such a sudden chap,” Rupert grumbled. “Once you’re on the warpath heads begin to roll. And I’d no proof, not even as much as you. In any case, it was

  becoming obvious we could not use Paul as a speaker much longer, we were agreeing that before you came in. Surely the best things now is to shunt him quietly . . .”




  Crook looked at him with pity. Chap must be all of twenty-five and hardly knew he was born. A man who could put over an imposture like that for more than two years wasn’t going to make any

  quiet exit. It was Ruth who put the question that was fascinating him.




  “But why, Torquil?” she insisted. “I mean, what was in it for Paul? You’ve just said he could do a lot better for himself, so why this elaborate faking?”




  “That’s something else he’ll be able to explain,” Torquil assured her, “when I see him at the Casbah.”




  “He won’t be there yet,” Juliet told him. “I don’t know where he was seeing this man. . . .”




  “I’ve got all night,” said Torquil, swinging his raincoat over his shoulder.




  The pacific Evelyn murmured that Paul might have answers to all these points, had Torquil considered that?




  “Oh, I’m sure he will,” their leader agreed. “For his own sake, let’s hope they’re good ones.”




  On this dramatic line he swung out of the Duck and Daisy.




  “Curtain on Act One,” reflected Mr. Crook. “And by rights it should rise on a corpse.”




  The wind made by his departure had scarcely died away when Juliet rose.




  “I’m going round to the Casbah,” she announced.




  “No wonder men were afraid of the Amazons,” said Rupert, simply. “That’s the one place I propose to avoid.” He turned to the two other young men. “How about

  me and Col coming round to your place, Eve, and trying out those new records? If ever I saw murder in a man’s face I saw it in Tork’s to-night. Paul won’t have to worry about his

  future if that’s anything to go on. He won’t need anything but a coffin by the time they’re through.”




  And Crook, who always came up with the appropriate cliché, thought, “Many a true word spoken in jest,” and recalled once again the premonition he had had as he battered his

  way into the passage a bare hour before.




  “What’s the idea, Julie?” Evelyn asked, not replying to Rupert’s question.




  “I want to get there before Torquil and warn Paul. Unless one of you would like to take on the job,” she added.




  “We’re cowards to a man,” said Rupert, promptly. “Anyway, whose side are you on?”




  “Torquil’s, of course. Need you ask? I just don’t think it’s a good idea they should meet to-night, and if Paul isn’t at the Casbah when Torquil arrives

  there’ll be a time lag. . . .”




  “And in the morning everything will be different. Is that the idea? It won’t, you know.”




  “Of course it won’t. But it’ll look different. Things always do. Torquil will have a chance to get things into perspective. Paul isn’t worth wrecking things

  for.”




  She picked up her blue nylon mac and went out.




  “All this going off the deep end,” Rupert deplored, “only results in hitting your head on the bottom. And, so far as Tork is concerned, that ’ud be a pity, because he

  really does have some pretty sound ideas.”




  “So naturally,” capped Ruth, “he doesn’t take to it kindly when they’re wrecked. I only hope Paul has sufficient sense to listen to Julie, if she gets there first,

  that is.”




  “Fancy old Paul being Jekyll and Hyde,” Rupert mused. “All the same, Ruthie, you’ve got a point. Why hitch on to us?”




  “I’ll give you three guesses,” said Crook, unexpectedly. He put his big hand into his breast-pocket. “Just an emergency ration,” he offered and dealt out some of

  his unconventional professional cards with the skill of a practised bridge player. “And it means what it says there,” he went on. “All round the clock service. Don’t look so

  startled. It wouldn’t surprise me a bit if your chum found himself needing legal aid before all this blows over.”




  He supposed that to them he seemed a relic from the Ice Age. At all events his name didn’t seem to ring any bells, but that only meant they hadn’t been in his kind of trouble to

  date.




  “No harm having an extra ace up your sleeve,” conceded Rupert gracefully. And then Ruth said, “Let’s have one more for the road and call it a day. I think,” she

  added, “I’ll calm my troubled mind with half an hour of Mr. Magoo. He’s on at my local flea-pit and after to-night’s session he’ll be a positive rest-cure.”




  Adding, “This is on me” in a tone so determined that Crook, who had intended to do the honours, prudently withdrew, she moved to the bar. Crook thought, “Now if she was

  Torquil’s man I could tuck up cosy in bed.” He knew her type or believed he did. She had one of those neat little cat’s faces that look soft and pliable, but are really as tough

  as rubber. And if she wore jeans, which he deplored, at least she didn’t aggravate the offence by matching them with stiletto heels. Instead she wore sensible square-toed shoes (and polished

  them, which was another point in her favour), in which she could have started on a Ban the Bomb Campaign march as soon as the Casbah closed down. She came back after a minute with four glasses on a

  tray.




  “I’ve had a word with Jim,” she said. “I told him if Paul should turn up here to warn him to steer clear of the Casbah to-night. I know he told Julie he’d be going

  straight there but people do change their minds, don’t they?”




  She drank her half-pint standing, tied a red and black silk scarf round her head, pulled on a bright red plastic mac and collected a long slender brolly that she had leaned against the wall.




  “What was the idea of bringing that?” Rupert asked. “It doesn’t generally rain during a fog.”




  “Oh, I always take it to meetings,” Ruth assured him. “Then I can give a good poke to anyone in the audience who’s talking too much. There was a couple next to me this

  evening—I think I laddered her stocking.” She looked affectionately at the ferrule of the red umbrella. “We’re on first watch at the office to-morrow, aren’t we, Ru?

  One of us better try and get in touch with Paul first thing and find out how the land lies.”




  Outside an ambulance went by with a shrill ringing of bells. “If there was any justice,” Ruth continued calmly, “that would be for Paul, only life doesn’t work that way.

  The man who said he’d never seen the righteous begging their bread ought to apply for a pair of National Health spectacles.”




  Another nice exit line, thought Crook. It had been an instructive evening, but so far as he was concerned it was over. At least, that’s what he thought at the time. He looked round for a

  final one for the road, but Jim was off again in the Private, where for the first time he could hear the TV programme in full blast. Fancy straining your eyes watching mayhem on the goggle-box when

  you could have the real thing for the price of a few pints, he reflected.




  But there was one point they all seemed to have missed, in its own way the most fascinating part of the affair.




  If Torquil Holland was right and their precious Paul was an impostor, what had happened to the real article? And again he thought, “Three guesses, and I could give you back two with

  parsley round the dish.”




  “This Paul character?” he asked Jim Prentiss when all the Peace Brigade had departed. “Does he do all his drinking at the Savoy?”




  “Oh, is that where he is to-night? No, he comes along with the rest quite often. Not that they stop long. I hope there’s not going to be trouble, not on my premises anyway,” he

  added. “That girl left a message for him, if he should turn up. I don’t like it,” he added in worried tones.




  “No skin off your nose,” Crook consoled him, but Jim said, unsmiling as ever, “Well, but it was me introduced them. I’d advertised for someone to help behind the bar and

  he was one of the applicants, and, seeing he was a foreigner and said it wasn’t too easy getting a job, I gave him a trial.”




  “And it didn’t work out?” suggested the intelligent Mr. Crook. “So you palmed him on to your friends?”




  “Well, there’s no getting away from the fact that customers do like to see a woman on the premises,” conceded Jim. “And somehow he didn’t seem to catch on, though

  he was willing, I grant you that, very willing. Then one night he got talking to Mr. Bowen and it came out about his coming from Hungary and—Mr. Holland was on one of his trips getting facts,

  he’s a great chap for getting about—anyway that’s how it started, and in no time he was working for them, and I understood it was satisfactory all round. And I got a very good

  girl, Sally—she’s not here to-night, got a touch of ’flu—but she knows how to tackle the gentlemen in the Private and she’s smart as a whip, can attend to both bars in

  an emergency. And the customers like her. She’s a widow,” he added. “It’s a wonder to me she hasn’t got herself another husband. I’m a bachelor myself,” he

  went on in the same tone that had made Crook think of the passing bell.




  “You want to watch out,” Crook advised him in friendly tones. “This Paul—he a lady’s man?”




  “He never said much. Consumed his own smoke, as they say. But good on the platform, I’ll give him that. I went along to hear him once. Mind you, it wasn’t treating me right if

  he didn’t come from Hungary. It’s not surprising that Mr. Holland’s annoyed.”




  Crook goggled at the placid tone. Chap like this, he was thinking, you could let off a moon rocket in his back garden, and he’d only think it was a new sort of firework.




  “You mark my words,” he said heartily. “Something ’ull come of this. Let’s hope it won’t be human gore.”










  Chapter Two




  AT THE SAVOY, too, the conversation centred round Paul Luzky.




  Lady Connie might be a bird-brain, as her husband sometimes averred, but she had a gift for happiness that was far to seek in these troublous times. People are hardworking, ambitious,

  far-sighted, but keeping up with the Joneses is a full-time occupation and leaves little space for the simpler virtues. To put it plainly, wherever Lady Connie appeared she seemed to bring the sun

  with her. On this particular evening, however, she felt as though a cloud had crossed her sky; she had been genuinely moved by what she had heard on the platform of St. Katharine’s Hall, and

  though, of course, Hungary was a long time ago, the problem per se was as acute as ever. She couldn’t pretend to regret Paul’s inability to join her party, and she even wished

  she wasn’t going to encounter another member of that disturbed race that evening. But when she saw her guest her apprehensions started to fade. Because, on the surface at least, there was

  here no need for compassion. Franz Heinz was one of those who had achieved almost every refugee’s ambition and had managed to reach the States where he had later taken American nationality.

  He was a tall, well-built man, as well dressed as Lord Charles himself, and praise could go little higher, with a distinction Lord Charles had never achieved. He had been fortunate enough to be

  able to put the past behind him, had made a success of his life in the States, and was over on a flying visit on behalf of the company he had helped to found and who wished to establish an English

  connection. Lord Charles, who looked stupid and was, in fact, rather sharper than the next man, except where cards were concerned, was to meet them later, and give them supper, and there was a

  reasonable chance that he might be persuaded to make a small but useful investment in the proposed new concern.
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