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  Laurence Meynell and The Murder Room




  ››› 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.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing

  means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America

  and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  Sale of a masterpiece




  The clock over the vast fireplace in the Club smoking room announced the afternoon hour with three tinny strokes . . .




  Leo Chanderley automatically checked with the old-fashioned half-hunter which he had inherited from his father, and indeed from his grandfather.




  The half-hunter agreed that it was three o’clock. Sir Leo Chanderley’s companion – the two men had been drinking post-luncheon coffee together – noticed the movement and

  said, ‘I expect you’ve got plenty to do, with this wedding coming off.’




  Chanderley didn’t care much for the man, one of the newer members and a bit of a ‘thruster’, but civility as from one club member to another was demanded. Leo Americ Chanderley

  was a great believer in civility.




  ‘Oh yes, there’s a lot of preparation,’ he agreed. ‘But I must admit I leave most of it to my wife. She’s pretty competent, you know.’




  As he said this he smiled slightly. He had a mental image of Lois. Tall; too thin perhaps to be really beautiful, but with breeding stamped all over her; still suffering from the tragedy of

  eighteen months ago; worried to death about Virginia; but quite determined that Rachel’s wedding was going to be all it ought to be; up to standard. Lois Chanderley, the grand-daughter of a

  Duke, had been brought up with a regard for standards. Competent indeed.




  ‘Let’s see, your eldest daughter, isn’t it?’ The question sought no information; the thruster was perfectly well aware of the answer to it; his query was designed simply

  to remind Sir Leo Chanderley in an oblique way that he needn’t be so high and mighty and stand-offish since quite a few people knew he was having trouble with his second girl. Time to put the

  thruster down a bit Chanderley decided.




  ‘My elder,’ he answered. ‘I have only two.’ And ask about the second one if you dare, the final words were not spoken, but they were there; they hung

  discernibly in the air.




  The thruster did not quite dare. Instead: ‘I think I’ll see if there’s a game of bridge going,’ he said and disappeared into the card room.




  Three members were sitting at a table waiting. Their bridge-hungry eyes lit up at the arrival of a fourth. As the cards were being dealt the newcomer said, ‘Just been talking to Leo

  Chanderley. Sir Leo. A bit of a dry old stick.’




  ‘That business of his boy a year or so ago must have hit him pretty hard,’ the dealer said.




  ‘And then there’s all the nonsense that girl of his gets up to.’




  The thruster gathered up his cards and gave a short laugh. ‘He doesn’t like to talk about that,’ he said, ‘and no wonder.’




  Dyke, doyen of Club hall porters, helped Sir Leo on with his overcoat, and did it properly, not failing to put a hand up underneath to tug down the suit jacket in case it had ridden up out of

  place.




  The attention pleased Chanderley; not many club servants take the trouble to do that nowadays, he thought.




  ‘Thank you, Dyke.’




  ‘Nice bright day, Sir Leo; but a nip in the air all the same. Everything going all right for the wedding?’




  Chanderley nodded. ‘You know what these things are,’ he said. ‘Awful lot of fuss and flapdoodle but the ladies glory in it all.’




  The two men smiled at one another, a masculine smile; man to man stuff. Where should we be without the ladies, God bless ’em . . .




  ‘I expect everything will be all right on the day,’ Sir Leo added hopefully and he went out through the club entrance down the four shallow stone steps and into the bright sunshine

  of a London afternoon.




  It was too early to go back to Eaton Square for tea so, even if you were constantly lamenting that the West End wasn’t what it used to be, why not a stroll up Bond Street to see what, if

  anything, remained of elegance?




  Bond Street was on its best behaviour and it turned out to be surprisingly rewarding. Patched jeans and scruffy pullovers were noticeably absent; starched formality might have gone, but the

  casualness that had taken its place undeniably had its own attractiveness.




  Sir Leo walked slowly, stopping every now and again when his eye was caught by a piece of fine furniture in some dealer’s window. He was thus engaged, looking at a superb, if somewhat too

  ornate, Louis XIV marquetry bureau when, unknown to him, he was spotted by a woman coming down the street in the opposite direction.




  This woman was twenty-four years old; she was long-legged and rangy, making you think that in her teens she had probably been called gawky; she was not wearing a hat, so that her hair

  was in some disorder; she walked with a very slight limp because she had been born with a defect in her right foot. She was Virginia Chanderley, the younger daughter of the man now appraising the

  marquetry bureau and thinking, at the back of his mind, how comforting it was to reflect that, if he really wanted the thing and if Lois would find room for it in the already overcrowded drawing

  room in Eaton Square, he could afford even the extravagant price tag attached to it.




  It was more than a year since Virginia had seen her father; she had no desire to meet him now: she found it hard to feel any affection for the man whose loins had brought her into the world;

  she could think of him only as representing all that she imagined she must get away from.




  She was near enough to see what he was doing . . . buying more furniture, she thought, God Almighty, haven’t they got enough already in that damned drawing room? Won’t

  they ever learn anything? . . .




  It was clear that in a moment she and her father would meet and she didn’t want that to happen. She took the nearest way out; she turned, and merely with the idea of avoiding an awkward

  moment, went into Christie’s.




  Instantly she was surrounded by the all-pervading atmosphere of money. The feeling of money was in the air. People were there with treasures to sell, desperately anxious for a good price as a

  life-line out of many difficulties; others, convinced that money was rapidly becoming worthless, were there to get rid of the stuff and translate it into something durable that would retain its

  value; a small section who could still put their hands on all the money they wanted, were there with the fanatical lust of the collector burning in their calculating eyes.




  The acolytes of the temple – polished young women, almost extravagantly well-dressed young men – were busy everywhere; their speech and manners reflecting the civilized nature of the

  objects they handled daily.




  ‘Thank God I don’t work here,’ was Virginia’s typical reaction to them; it occurred to her that she might have made a mistake in her swift choice of a bolt hole; it was

  quite possible, after all, that her father had been heading for Christie’s himself; but when she gained the actual saleroom she saw that this was not likely since not furniture but pictures

  were being sold.




  ‘. . . . six, then, I am bid. The bid is on my right, gentlemen, at six thousand . . . I don’t want to protract the proceedings – ’ the Auctioneer’s eyes ran over

  his congregation. He had already sized them up even before the first lot had been offered. Very much the standard mixture he had decided. Fifty per cent of them of no account at all, sightseers

  only; fascinated by merely hearing huge sums of money mentioned; terrified lest some inadvertent nod or gesture might be construed as a bid; storing up material for the evening gossip:

  ‘my dear, I was in Christie’s this afternoon – oh yes, I often pop in there – and you’ve no idea . . .’




  Then there were perhaps thirty per cent ‘market followers’, zealously annotating their catalogues, keeping tabs on what was sold, who bought it and at what price, the work-horses of

  the trade. Another ten per cent the Auctioneer reckoned as ‘possibles’, there might well be a bid from them, if not for the most expensive lots at any rate for something in the more

  moderate range. This left the ten per cent who mattered; the ones who had come there to buy if possible and at any rate to bid and to bid high. All these the Auctioneer knew by sight. He knew not

  only what they all looked like, he knew also what their individual preferences were; he generally knew whom they were representing if they came on behalf of a client; he could make a very shrewd

  guess at how much each of them was prepared to go to for any individual lot.




  ‘. . . I don’t want to protract the proceedings,’ he said. ‘Has anybody anything to say over six thousand?’




  Nobody had anything to say over six thousand; the little ivory gavel rapped decisively on the Auctioneer’s desk and he said ‘Sold’, adding in an undertone the name of

  the purchaser to his assistant who was already entering the details in his book.




  The next lot, a winter scene in Holland – the sale was almost exclusively of Dutch paintings – was put up, bid for and sold for fourteen thousand pounds, in three minutes flat.




  ‘Fourteen thousand quid in three minutes,’ Virginia told herself. ‘They must all be insane.’




  She studied the insane ones, the three dozen or so people filling the two front rows of seats where she judged most of the bidding was coming from.




  Many of the bids she had not been able to detect; occasionally she spotted the flick of a catalogue, or a hardly perceptible nod that would send the price up by five hundred pounds.




  This conventional conspiratorial secrecy confirmed her conviction that the whole thing had something rotten about it and young Virginia was good at detecting rottenness in the state of

  Denmark.




  ‘If they are fools enough to be willing to spend all that money on the thing why the devil don’t they open their mouths and say so?’ she contemptuously wondered, ‘instead

  of all this hugger-mugger nonsense of nods and becks?’




  Roddy ought to be here studying this lot, she thought, it would help him in his acting; there was one figure in particular who caught her attention: an untidily dressed man sitting hunched up

  towards the middle of the front row. Looking at him your eye was first of all irresistibly drawn to his astonishing headgear. Why he should be wearing anything at all on his head in that overheated

  room was difficult to understand and that anyone would deliberately choose a thing that looked like an unhappy cross between a Tam o’ shanter and an over-sized beret was astonishing –

  ‘a nut case, like the rest of them,’ Virginia summed up in her dismissive way.




  The Auctioneer didn’t think that the man in the centre of the front row was a nut case; nor was he surprised by that extraordinary piece of headgear; he knew it well; he knew the wearer of

  it well – Julius Bern who was so wealthy that the old-fashioned term millionaire was hardly adequate to describe him. An eccentric. And a very difficult customer to handle in the sale room.

  Touchy. Do or say anything, however innocent, which the little, shrivelled up figure could somehow construe as hostile or derogatory and he would be liable to shut up like a clam. No bids out of

  him that day. But catch him on a good day (and nobody ever knew what constituted a good day for Julius Bern) and he would probably go on bidding until he got what he had made up his mind to get.




  ‘Lot thirty-three,’ the Auctioneer announced, and a slight but unmistakable rustle of excitement and expectation ran through the room. This was the item they had all been waiting

  for; now they would hear real money talked about.




  ‘Woman with a Flageolet by van Dysen the Elder; it isn’t necessary, ladies and gentlemen, for me to dilate on the virtues of this painting, nor to say anything about its

  provenance, which is quite impeccable as we all know that the picture has been in the same ducal house since it was first painted in 1632. I shall merely ask you therefore to start the bidding for

  me. Fifty shall I say? Shall I say fifty thousand? . . . thank you; fifty I’m bid, on my right – ’




  ‘One hundred and fifty thousand.’




  Julius Bern’s high-pitched voice, almost a squeak, took the Auctioneer by surprise; the multi-millionaire’s usual way of signalling his bids was so deliberately furtive that you had

  to be very wide awake not to miss them. The size of the bid and the unexpected way in which it was made sent a buzz round the room . . . had the old devil really got his shooting boots on and would

  he go on bidding till ultimately he got the picture? Or had he already made up his mind that a hundred and fifty thousand was his top figure and would he now shut up tight-lipped and not utter

  another word?




  The man on the rostrum weighed these two equal possibilities in his mind and had no idea which would turn out to be correct. If the bid of a hundred and fifty thousand was designed to knock out

  a certain number of lesser fry who might hopefully have stayed in for a round or two it succeeded; but Blanchard, from the New York gallery, wouldn’t be intimidated by it of course; the

  question was what was it safe to up the bids by? The Auctioneer decided on twenty-fives.




  ‘One hundred and fifty thousand I’m bid; thank you, Mr Bern.’ (Julius Bern glowered, he hated his name being used in public.) ‘Shall I say one hundred and seventy-five

  thousand?’




  He glanced towards the extreme left of the second row where a man sat wearing heavily rimmed glasses. Weston Blanchard of New York whose gallery specialised in the Dutch School would be likely

  to want anything by either of the van Dysens, but especially the Elder.




  Blanchard’s system of bidding was well-known to the Auctioneer; when he touched his glasses it was a bid; when he took his glasses off and began to polish them with his handkerchief he had

  finished. Now outstretched forefinger and thumb went up to readjust the glasses on the bridge of his nose.




  ‘One hundred and seventy-five thousand I’m bid; may I put it up to two hundred thousand?’




  ‘No you may not. Not for me,’ the squeaky voice said in obvious irritation. ‘One hundred and eighty thousand.’




  ‘Thank you, thank you. One hundred and eighty thousand – ’




  The hand went up to the glasses again.




  ‘One hundred and eight-five – ’ the Auctioneer said.




  ‘One hundred and ninety thousand.’




  ‘And five thousand more on my left, one hundred and ninety-five thousand.’




  ‘Two hundred thousand,’ from Bern.




  The Auctioneer’s eyes darted to the end of the second row; there was a slight hesitation but finally the glasses were touched once more.




  ‘Two hundred and five thousand I am bid on my left.’




  ‘Two hundred and fifty thousand.’




  ‘I beg your pardon, Mr Bern, did I hear your bid correctly?’




  ‘I thought I spoke clearly enough,’ Julius Bern squeaked irritably. ‘I bid two hundred and fifty thousand pounds.’




  The man from New York did some quick thinking; the dollar was still strong against the pound, of course, but even so he reckoned he was now out of his depth; in his memory a van Dysen had never

  fetched anything like a quarter of a million pounds before and he doubted if one ever would again. If this eccentric old English fossil wanted to throw his money about, good luck to him. Weston

  Blanchard was a great bridge player and he knew when to say ‘no bid’. He took off his glasses and began to polish them on his handkerchief.




  ‘For the last time,’ the Auctioneer said, ‘two hundred and fifty thousand pounds.’ He gave a token glance round the room, waited for the conventional five seconds and

  then rapped smartly with his ivory gavel.




  Instantly a hubbub of talk broke out. People were intrigued and amused. The knowledgeable ones wondered whether Julius Bern had overshot the mark, or whether with the infallible instinct of the

  really rich he had got himself on to a good thing; the ones not qualified to debate that point still buzzed with excitement; they had seen a small oblong of painted canvas (62 cm by 45 cm the

  catalogue said) change hands for a quarter of a million pounds, and even in these degenerate days that sounded like a lot of money to most of them.




  Virginia got back to Stanmere Gardens at half past four. The day had turned unreasonably warm and her foot was beginning to throb a little. She had occupied herself on the way by going over her

  part in a but recently launched play. It wasn’t a big part, but she was on in all three acts and had a speech of a couple of dozen lines just before the curtain of act two.




  . . . of course if you really think the matter can be settled . . . only it wasn’t ‘settled’ it was ‘arranged’; of course if you really

  think the matter can be arranged – somehow she could never be sure of getting it right; ‘settled’ came automatically to her lips; as soon as she had said it she

  knew it was wrong and that threw her out of her stride for the rest of her opening speech.




  She had been lucky to get the part. She knew that; but she probably didn’t realise how lucky.




  ‘O.K.’ the producer had said, ‘there’s only the girl’s part we haven’t settled then.’




  ‘What about Virginia Cave?’ (Virginia Chanderley’s stage name).




  The producer made a face. ‘She might do. She’d be adequate I suppose.’




  ‘The part calls for someone with a limp and she’s got one naturally.’




  ‘As long as she doesn’t get up to any of her political tricks; these women who get bitten with the revolutionary bug are just a plain bloody nuisance. I want actresses not

  god-damned politicians.’




  ‘She’s got the looks and a certain amount of ability and we shan’t have to pay her all that much.’




  ‘O.K. O.K. Give her a try. Limited contract of course. If she makes a nuisance of herself we’ll get rid of her.’




  As far as Virginia was concerned the offer had come unexpectedly. Out of the blue. And of course it had made Roddy as sick as mud with jealousy. Roddy had had ideas about going on the stage

  himself; he had had ideas about going into Fleet Street; about being a writer; about doing something in the P.R. line. He felt perfectly sure that if he had wanted to he could have succeeded in any

  of these worlds, but he just couldn’t be bothered to want to (or so he told himself); there were other, less demanding things to be interested in; there were soothing cigarettes to be rolled

  and smoked; there were the women who so conveniently fell for him; there was good old Social Security . . .




  Stanmere Gardens.




  The ‘Gardens’ part was a bit of a misnomer. A euphemism. It referred to a strip of tired looking grass at the back of the block of flats where boys kicked footballs about; there was

  a dustbin or two to be seen; an unappetising selection of the general detritus of human existence was generally lying around.




  At the bottom of the stone staircase which gave access to all the flats in the block Virginia encountered a short dumpy figure dressed in black. She knew who he was and although she had never

  spoken to the man in her life she managed to hate him. He was Father Frederick Smith, the priest in charge of the local Catholic parish of St Jude; he had been visiting an old woman in one of the

  ground floor flats and he was now going back to the presbytery where, he hoped, the cake for afternoon tea would not be as stale as it so often was. As far as Virginia was concerned the inoffensive

  little man was Religion; which was why she hated him . . . all that love of God stuff she often exclaimed angrily how can anybody fall for it; just look at the world . . .




  A man came out of flat 6 just as Virginia reached the third floor. He passed her on the stairs and they exchanged quick enquiring glances, but neither spoke. The man had a scar running across

  the right cheek of a deeply lined face.




  Inside the flat the air was stale; the smell of tobacco smoke hung about and the untidy remains of a scrap midday meal – two unwashed plates and a beer bottle – littered the table. A

  transistor set was turning out noise. Roddy Marten was sitting in front of the single bar electric fire, his sandalled feet on the seat of a chair; he was wearing green corduroy trousers and a

  grubby yellow pullover. You might have thought that nobody in their senses could have seen anything attractive about him; but Virginia Chanderley, now aged twenty-four, intelligent, quick-witted,

  ex-Roedean and Eaton Square, was not in her senses where this particular man was concerned; but even her temporary obsession about him was beginning to wear thin.




  ‘Who was that who just went out?’ she asked.




  ‘Mind your own business. He calls himself Len Carron if it’s of any interest to you. Where have you been? Rehearsing this wonderful play of yours?’




  Even if she had been at rehearsal Virginia would probably not have said so; it would have stirred Roddy’s jealousy and made him more bad tempered than he obviously was.




  ‘Actually I’ve been in Christie’s. Who is Len Carron anyway?’




  ‘Christie’s? The place in Bond Street? What in God’s name were you doing there?’




  No point, she decided, in explaining exactly why. ‘I was in Bond Street with nothing much to do and I just went in on an impulse.’




  ‘Did you buy anything?’ Roddy enquired facetiously.




  ‘Buy anything? What with? I watched other people buying, bidding, for a bit. God Almighty, Roddy, the money there is knocking about. Thousands bid every few seconds, just like

  that.’




  ‘Len Carron has got one or two ideas for getting hold of some money.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘Never mind, nothing to do with you. Just some business we were talking over together.’




  ‘How did he get that scar on his face?’




  ‘In Durham jail if you must know; but I wouldn’t ask him about it. By the way, a letter came for you by the second post.’




  The transistor set continued its cacophony unheeded; the man and the woman were so used to the noise that they didn’t even notice it.




  ‘It has been opened,’ Virginia commented.




  ‘Of course it has been opened. I opened it. I wanted to see whom it was from. I thought it might be one of your many admirers.’




  The girl flushed slightly but said nothing.




  ‘And will you be going to this fashionable function?’ Roddy enquired.




  Virginia was studying the contents of the envelope: a gilt-edged imposing card inviting her to the wedding of . . . their daughter Rachel to Commander Ronald St John Dellington, R.N.

  and a covering letter from her mother.




  ‘What a lot of flapdoodle,’ Virginia said.




  ‘And you’ll be going to it?’




  The girl gave a quick hard laugh. ‘I might. It could be rather fun in a way, seeing them go through all the same old antics.’










  Chapter Two




  ‘Like a bleeding duchess’




  Mrs Mason’s unvarying tipple in the Spotted Dog (officially known as The Talbot) was a double port with a dash of gin in it; fortified by a couple of these sustaining

  draughts she was apt every evening to dilate to her cronies about her own remarkable virtues and the circumstances of her life.




  ‘. . . wouldn’t know what to do without me the old lady wouldn’t,’ was one of her frequent assertions. ‘Course in times past she was one of the hoity-toity sort,

  used to ring for the butler to tell the second footman to tell the page boy to get to hell out of it. We all know that. But that was in times past, wasn’t it? Now it’s Ada Mason, two

  hours a day and lucky to get me. I can pick and choose. I’m not unreasonable, mind you. And I know a lady when I see one. Sits there like a bleeding duchess, she does. Mrs Mason this and

  Mrs Mason that . . . oh dear, oh dear, lives in the past the poor old soul does. Of course I just get on with my work regardless and if there’s a bit of pickings when it comes to

  knocking off time and she isn’t looking, well that’s the way of things, isn’t it? God helps them as helps themselves as the saying goes . . .’




  The Honourable Theresa Page-Foley, who did not frequent the Spotted Dog, gave a slightly different account of the relations between herself and her daily woman. Nobody was quite sure of Theresa

  Page-Foley’s exact age; she might have been seventy-eight, she might have been eighty-seven; the best bet was that she was somewhere in between. As a young woman she had seen the heyday of

  the thing; the grouse-moor, yachts and Royal Enclosure at Ascot era; but heydays have a habit of passing. Heydays don’t survive little affairs like the Battle of the Somme; and for Theresa

  Page-Foley a twelve-roomed country house in the Home Counties had given place to a two-roomed flat in Hove.




  Circumstances might have changed but Mrs Page-Foley herself had changed very little. Age had merely served to fortify her conviction that the majority of her fellow humans were fools and the

  rest dishonest. The one thing she never allowed herself to indulge in was self-pity.




  ‘I am an extremely fortunate woman,’ she was apt to tell her friends. ‘I’ve got everything I want in two rooms; a good deal more than I want, really, and it’s such

  a relief not to have to worry about eight indoor servants and four gardeners and just to have this one woolly-witted creature who comes in daily and does the donkey work. Of course she’s

  incompetent; but then who isn’t these days? Blessed are the Incompetent for they shall inherit Social Security. Actually I don’t let her touch any of the valuable things. I just sit

  there whilst she’s threshing about and keep an eye on her and when it’s time for what she calls “knocking off” I look the other way so that she can do her bit of pilfering

  without either of us being embarrassed.’




  Mrs Page-Foley was thus engaged one bright April morning, sitting bolt upright on a hard chair and keeping a wary eye on Mrs Mason to make sure that she didn’t touch any of the Crown Derby

  plates when the telephone rang.




  Mrs Mason, who happened to be immediately next to the instrument, answered it. She dealt with it cautiously having never fully got over a suspicious mistrust of the thing. Eventually she was

  able to announce, ‘There’s a gentleman talking down this thing, um, as would like to speak to you.’




  There were very few people in the world whom Ada Mason addressed as um; Mrs Page-Foley was one of them.




  Theresa Page-Foley had imagined that the call would be from one of her bridge-playing woman acquaintances, ‘the bird-witted three no-trumps Hove lot’ as she was wont to describe

  them; but, a gentleman . . . !




  Rising a little awkwardly from her chair, walking a little stiffly across the room, she smiled slightly. She had been thinking of times past and this fitted aptly with her thoughts. In those

  days long gone the Mayfair telephone was always ringing; Venables the archdeacon-like butler was always announcing ‘Miss Theresa, a gentleman to speak to you . . .’




  ‘Is that Mrs Page-Foley?’




  ‘It is.’




  ‘Theresa, this is Leo Chanderley speaking – ’




  ‘Leo!’ – a voice from the past indeed! ‘Where on earth are you, Leo?’




  ‘At Brighton railway station.’




  ‘At the railway station?’




  ‘I caught the eleven o’clock from Victoria – I’m running away from Lois.’




  ‘Good heavens – ’




  A chuckle reassured her. ‘No, no, no. Not really. Not in a thousand years. What I mean is that Lois doesn’t know that I’m down here. As a matter of fact when I left Eaton

  Square this morning I didn’t know myself that I was coming down. I was on my way to the club as usual and then I suddenly thought damme, it’s a nice sunny day and a breath of sea air

  will do me a world of good so why not catch the eleven from Victoria and have a look at Brighton; and, on the journey down, I remembered that you live somewhere in these parts and I could do with a

  little advice – ’




  ‘Advice, Leo?’




  ‘I’ll tell you when I see you. I’ve got your address from the telephone book; somewhere in Hove isn’t it?’




  ‘In what my disreputable nephew calls darkest Hove.’




  ‘Will it be all right if I call on you?’




  ‘Leo, it will be like a ray of sunshine from the long ago. Nowadays I’m an old woman and rather a lonely one and I can’t tell you how pleased I shall be to see you.’




  ‘I’ll get a cab and be with you in ten minutes or so.’




  Mrs Mason, who always listened unashamedly to any conversation on the telephone, was vastly intrigued.




  ‘Someone coming to see you, um?’ she enquired.




  ‘Sir Leo Chanderley is on his way here.’




  ‘A gentleman visitor! That’s nice for you, um. I always say a gentleman caller makes all the difference – they’re a lot of trouble, mind you, but then they’re a lot

  of fun too, and you can’t have one without the other, can you? Shall I make you a nice pot of tea before I go, um?’




  Mrs Page-Foley declined the offer of a nice pot of tea and after shooing her daily woman out of the flat considered – dry sherry? Madeira? or a half bottle of Moet et Chandon?’
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