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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.




  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




  Murderous ideas can start in the most unexpected places.




  At about half-past three on a sunny afternoon in the year 1975 Mrs Phillips, a widow of sixty, was busy in the front garden of Orchard Cottage, a small, comfortable, neo-Georgian house which

  stands about a mile outside the compact little town of Dalesford in Surrey.




  Stella Phillips was dead-heading the huge, luxuriantly grown Albertine rose which was one of the chief glories in a garden well known locally for its beauties.




  The new secateurs were justifying the really rather frightening price she had had to pay for them at the Chelsea Flower Show last year; the afternoon was pleasantly warm without being hot; her

  beloved Albertine was looking magnificent and all the better for the careful attention she was giving it. Stella Phillips was therefore happily and busily engaged and was indeed humming to herself

  when she was interrupted by the click of the latch on the front gate.




  She turned in mild surprise to see who it might be. She was not expecting anybody, and such tradespeople who still called – the post, the milk, the laundry – never came in

  mid-afternoon. On the other hand there were half a dozen possibilities – the Dalesford W.I.; the local Horticultural Society; the Red Cross, in all of which she was interested. The person who

  had now opened the gate and who was standing, half-apologetically, just inside the front garden obviously, however, had no connection with any of these local concerns.




  Mrs Phillips had never seen him before and she looked at him with frank interest. She saw a well set-up figure, wearing an expensive-looking tweed jacket (just for a fleeting second it occurred

  to her that the jacket was almost aggressively new) and, below green corduroy trousers, a pair of highly polished shoes. The man was a stranger, and Mrs Phillips knew nothing whatsoever about

  him.




  On the other hand the stranger knew a good deal about Stella Phillips. He had, as the saying goes, done his homework. He knew, for instance, that she was a widow; that she had been left if not

  rich at least comfortably off when her husband died; that she lived alone in Orchard Cottage; and that she was a talented and keen gardener.




  ‘I am so sorry to trouble you,’ he began; and Stella Phillips, who was very apt to judge people by their voices, was delighted by his cultured tones; in an age when yowls and howls

  seemed to be the order of the day it was reassuring to hear English so agreeably spoken. ‘I wonder if I might trouble you for a glass of water,’ the well-spoken stranger went on.

  ‘My sister, in the car,’ he pointed vaguely towards the road, ‘has had – well, I’m afraid it’s almost a slight heart-attack.’




  Stella Phillips’s Red Cross proclivities were at once alerted; she was all solicitude.




  ‘Good gracious me,’ she said in her friendly way. ‘Is she bad? You must bring her in.’




  ‘No, no. I don’t want to put you to all that trouble. And she isn’t really ill; I mean, it isn’t anything immediately dangerous. She’s had these turns before, and

  if I could just have a glass of water—’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  Mrs Phillips peeled off her gloves, put them and the secateurs in the trug among the dead heads of the Albertine, and hurried into the house.




  When she came out again in a few moments carrying a glass of water the stranger was profuse in his thanks.




  ‘This really is extremely kind of you.’




  ‘Indeed, it’s nothing. Would you like me to come with you to the car?’




  ‘No, please don’t bother.’




  ‘If your sister is ill I might be able to do something.’




  ‘It’s more than good of you to offer. Let’s see what this glass of water does. I think it will buck her up sufficiently to get her home, and that’s all that matters at

  the moment.’




  Stella would have liked to accompany him to the car out of mere curiosity, but she had a feeling that to do so might be something of an intrusion and so somewhat reluctantly she waited by the

  front gate for his return. In a few minutes he was back, empty glass in hand. Stella looked her query at him, and he nodded reassuringly in reply.




  ‘Much better,’ he said. ‘She’s got over this little sharp attack, whatever it was, and now the thing to do is to get her home. She asked me to say that she is extremely

  grateful to you—’




  ‘Good gracious – a glass of water – I don’t feel that I have done anything.’




  ‘On the contrary, you’ve been a good Samaritan. I’m afraid I haven’t introduced myself yet. Major Beresford.’




  ‘And I’m Mrs Phillips.’




  The business of formal introduction produced a thoroughly English moment of slight restraint, then Major Beresford said, ‘Well, we are both very grateful to you, Mrs Phillips. There is

  just one other thing if it wouldn’t be too much trouble—’




  ‘Of course not. Anything I can do.’




  ‘Would it be possible for me to make a telephone call to arrange for the doctor to be at the house when we get back?’




  ‘Of course; please. Come along in.’




  Stella led the way into the house and opened the door of the drawing-room.




  ‘The telephone is on my desk in the window,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid the desk is a bit untidy. I always seem to have half a dozen letters which need answering somehow. I

  expect you know the number. Anyway, there’s a local directory on the stool at the side. You just dial and get through.’




  She pulled the drawing-room door to, and after a moment’s hesitation in the hall went out into the front garden again.




  The drawing-room window was open so that it was possible, without consciously making an effort, to hear most of what Major Beresford was saying; she didn’t realise it at the time, of

  course, but in point of fact he was deliberately speaking loudly enough to make sure that she would hear him.




  ‘. . . Is that you Miss Dale? Major Beresford here. I’m afraid Lady Lucilla has had another of her attacks. . . . No. . . . No. and I’ve been lucky enough to find someone who

  has been extremely kind . . . and helpful. . . . Yes. . . . No, no danger – at least I don’t think so; but, all the same, I want you to ring up the doctor to tell him what has happened

  and ask him to call round to see Lady Lucilla as soon as possible. Would you do that, please?’




  Major Beresford replaced the receiver. He had not in fact been speaking to anyone; but that detail was not, of course, known to Mrs Phillips, who was basking in the comforting glow of the

  Major’s references to herself. He came out through the front door and once again Mrs Phillips’s ears were charmed by his agreeable, well-bred tones.




  ‘Thank you so much, Mrs Phillips. I got through without any trouble. I’m not sure what the cost of a call is but I have left enough on your desk to cover it, I hope.’




  ‘Really, you shouldn’t have bothered,’ Mrs Phillips protested.




  Major Beresford cut her short with a smile and a raised hand. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘You have been more than kind, and I should hate to abuse your hospitality. What a magnificent

  rose you have there!’




  Mrs Phillips’s heart warmed to him still further.




  ‘Oh, are you a gardener?’ she asked.




  ‘Only in a very amateurish way, I’m afraid; but I know a beautiful thing when I see it, and you’ve certainly got one there.’




  ‘Yes. My Albertine. Isn’t she lovely? It’s not really an ideal position for her, yet somehow she seems to like it there and does splendidly. Of course, she has the drawback of

  flowering only once, but when she does flower she’s superb; and you can’t have everything, can you?’




  Major Beresford smiled in philosophical agreement. ‘Indeed, you can’t,’ he said. ‘Not with the world in the state it’s in today.’




  Mrs Phillips nodded energetically. ‘Awful, isn’t it? Everything so difficult and expensive. Sometimes I really wonder how we shall all go on.’




  ‘I expect you will go on being kind and helpful to people as you have been to my sister and myself this afternoon,’ the Major said gallantly, and Mrs Phillips blushed with

  pleasure.




  When the front gate had clicked behind the finally departed Major, Mrs Phillips addressed herself once more to her dead-heading operations; the unexpected and unusual incidents of the afternoon

  gave her a pleasantly warm glow as she reflected on them. . . . Lady Lucilla. . . . She hoped nobody would accuse her of being a snob, but all the same there was something undeniably nice about a

  title. . . . Major Beresford. . . . What regiment? she wondered. . . . You couldn’t get away from it: Army men, Regular Army men, were always so well bred and polite. . . .




  Heartened by these agreeable thoughts she worked away with a will in the warm sunshine of afternoon.




  Meanwhile in a Rover saloon parked some fifty yards down the road the well bred and polite Major was reporting to the occupant of the passenger seat. This was a woman in her mid-thirties, a

  shade too thin, so that her enemies (and she was not without them) would be justified in calling her angular or peaky, but still undeniably good-looking in a hard sort of way.




  Her name was not Lucilla and she had no right to any title. Naturally enough she was not suffering from any sort of heart attack, but she was suffering from something which overtook her fairly

  frequently – a fit of bad temper. She admitted the skill of the con man she worked and lived with but she was growing increasingly tired of him. The theatrical side of him so enjoyed the

  artistic details of plucking the victim that in her opinion he was apt not to bother enough about the size of the booty. If the woman sitting in the passenger seat, gloomily reflecting on the fact

  that her thirty-fifth birthday was close at hand and not in the least relishing the prospect, was to continue the partnership, she wanted something better than the small-time coups they

  had been contented with so far.




  ‘Well?’ she asked.




  ‘Went like a dream. The old bird was in the front garden doing something to a rose – pruning it, I suppose; and she swallowed everything hook, line and sinker. It’s all set for

  tomorrow now.’




  ‘And how much will she be good for?’




  ‘I shall have to judge that tomorrow. See how she reacts. Feel my way a bit. There’s artistry in these things, you know, Dolly.’




  ‘I don’t want artistry, I want cash. You’re not in the O.U.D.S. now, Bunny. How much are you going to get out of her?’




  ‘I shall try for five hundred, I think. If you open your mouth too wide you scare them off.’




  ‘Five hundred isn’t much use,’ the woman said sulkily, ‘not with what we owe.’




  ‘It’s much better than nothing.’




  ‘If we get it!’




  At eleven-thirty next morning Stella Phillips, on her way through the hall with a vase of flowers, was surprised to hear the front-door bell ring. She glanced at the long clock

  standing in the corner. Her brother Andrew was coming to lunch but he surely wouldn’t arrive until twelve or after. The morose but invaluable Mrs Mason was busy in the kitchen preparing the

  meal, so after a second’s hesitation Stella put the vase of flowers down on the hall table and went to open the door herself.




  She was surprised and, as she had to admit to herself, pleased to see Major Beresford there. Major Beresford as tweedily smart and as agreeably spoken as ever.




  Being the kindly person that she essentially was, Stella instinctively greeted him with the query, ‘How is Lady Lucilla today? I do hope she is better.’ The words were scarcely out

  of her mouth before she was bitterly regretting them. Lady Lucilla; Major Beresford had said nothing to her about Lady Lucilla; he would now know that she had overheard his telephone

  conversation and might think that she had deliberately listened in to it. She stood self-accused of a social faux pas and was dismayed by the thought. Luckily, however, Major Beresford

  didn’t seem to notice anything wrong.




  ‘My sister’s still in bed,’ he answered, ‘but she’s a good deal better and she particularly asked me to come and thank you again for all your kindness.’ The

  Major smiled his famous lady-killer smile and added, ‘And, of course, I was only too glad of an excuse to do so!’




  Really, Stella Phillips thought, what a relief these days to meet such a charmingly polite man. An inspiration suddenly occurred to her; the decanter of sherry and the glasses were already set

  out against the lunchtime visit of brother Andrew – why shouldn’t she offer the well-mannered Major Beresford a glass of sherry? Orchard Cottage didn’t entertain much and she was

  aware that it was rather a daring thing to do, but somehow she felt in the mood to be daring.




  ‘I think it is so nice of you to come back like this just to say “thank you”,’ she said. ‘Please do come in and sit down for a moment and have a glass of

  sherry.’




  The Major’s smile increased.




  ‘Well, that’s extremely kind of you. A glass of sherry? Yes. Very civilised. I’d like to. But you must excuse me if I stay only a few minutes. I’m on my way to

  London.’




  Inside the drawing-room Major Beresford was very complimentary about everything; the marquetry furniture, the pieces of Chelsea china, the wallpaper all came in for approval. ‘Such a

  relief in these days of poor taste,’ he said, ‘to find somebody living up to what you and I, dear lady, would call the old standards.’




  Nobody minds having their possessions and their good taste praised. Stella Phillips certainly didn’t.




  ‘And you yourself live in London?’ she asked conversationally.




  ‘No, no. I don’t live there. But I’m going up there today. I have to be in the City by three o’clock. It’s an important meeting for me. Just one of those lucky

  opportunities that we all get occasionally, don’t we?’




  ‘I suppose we do,’ Stella replied vaguely and wishing it were true as far as she was concerned. ‘A business opportunity I expect you mean, do you?’




  The Major nodded and took a sip of sherry; it struck him as being pretty thin stuff but what he said was, ‘I congratulate you on this sherry; it’s excellent. Yes, in a way it’s

  business. You and I, dear lady, were both brought up not to talk about money in polite conversation, but these days who can help it? Unfortunately we all just have to think about money a great

  deal, don’t we?’




  ‘I’m afraid I do,’ Stella agreed.




  ‘My sister’s husband is concerned in property in a big way,’ the Major went on. ‘I don’t pretend to understand all the technical details of the thing. I don’t

  have to; Lucilla’s husband is an acknowledged expert in the City, and it is quite sufficient for me to know that he is backing the scheme and giving it his whole-hearted approval. And, of

  course, going into it himself in a big way. He tells me – and nobody in the City of London knows more about this sort of thing than he does – that City Properties Development

  Association is going to make a fortune for everybody lucky enough to get into it. Being Lucilla’s brother I am being allowed to put in two thousand pounds. In six months’ time my shares

  will be worth five times that amount, ten thousand pounds.’




  ‘Good gracious me,’ Stella said, her eyes wide with interest and excitement.




  Major Beresford sipped at his thin sherry again and added sagely, ‘Of course, that’s the thing these days. Property. That’s where the money is. It’s had its bad patch but

  it’s coming up again. If you’re lucky enough to get a foot in that market you can clean up a packet.’ He glanced at the French ormolu clock on the mantelshelf and Stella, noting

  the fact, hoped that he wasn’t going to hurry away at once.




  ‘Will you really get ten thousand pounds for the two you are going to put in?’ she asked.




  ‘I shall be disappointed if it isn’t more.’




  ‘But can anybody buy shares in this development thing you mentioned?’




  ‘City Properties Development Association. No, I’m afraid they can’t. Like a lot of these really good things it’s pretty much of a closed shop. A family concern. You have

  to know somebody who knows somebody who’s on the inside. You know how it goes.’




  ‘I wish I knew somebody,’ Stella Phillips said wistfully.




  Major Beresford drained his glass of sherry and deliberately took his time over doing so. He appeared to be thinking. In fact he was thinking. He was thinking: Thank God for the

  in-built greed in human nature. What would honest con men do without it? What he said, speaking with apparent reluctance, was, ‘I don’t say that it’s altogether

  impossible in the circumstances. After all, both Lucilla and I both feel very much indebted to you for your kindness yesterday and I’m a great believer in one good turn deserving

  another. Always have been.’ He switched on his friendly, confidence-inspiring smile at its full power for Stella’s benefit. ‘I believe if I explained what has happened and asked

  for an extra five hundred shares for a special friend of mine I could get them.’




  ‘Do you really think so, Major?’




  ‘If we don’t ask for more than five hundred, yes. I think I might manage that.’




  ‘That would be five hundred pounds?’




  ‘That’s it. A pound a share.’




  ‘And you think that in six months’ time they will be worth – what did you say? Five times? That’s two thousand five hundred, isn’t it?’




  ‘At least that. It might well be more.’




  ‘Can you really get them for me?’




  ‘I’ll certainly try, Mrs Phillips. There’s nobody I would sooner do it for.’




  Stella blushed with pleasure. ‘And then I’ll give you a cheque for five hundred pounds as soon as you tell me,’ she said. ‘Is that right?’




  For answer Major Beresford drew an expensive-looking wallet out of his pocket and from it produced a cheque which he briefly exhibited to Mrs Phillips.




  ‘It’s a question of getting in now,’ he said. ‘On the ground floor. Here’s my own cheque already made out. The deadline is five o’clock this

  afternoon. That’s why I’m going up to London. After five no application from anybody will be considered. The opportunity ends then.’




  ‘Can’t I get in then after all? Couldn’t I give you a cheque now to take up for me?’




  Major Beresford appeared to be turning this suggestion over in his mind. After a few moments he said, ‘Well, yes, I suppose you could, if you really want to.’




  ‘But of course I want to. It’s just the sort of lucky chance I never thought I should get. I want to make two thousand pounds profit just as much as anybody else.’




  ‘Of course you do, Mrs Phillips.’ The Major was smiling at her again now. ‘All right. Give me your cheque and I promise you I’ll do my best for you. Where’s your

  bank by the way?’




  ‘I bank locally; here, in Dalesford; Barclays.’




  ‘I see. Good.’




  Stella was already crossing to her desk.




  ‘Whom do I make the cheque payable to?’ she asked. ‘City Property something was it?’




  ‘City Properties Development Association,’ Major Beresford said, rolling out the title (of which he was rather proud) with panache, ‘but I think you had better make the cheque

  out to “cash”,’ he continued. ‘As this is strictly speaking a family concern I shall have to do a bit of wangling on your behalf. If I’ve got the actual money in my

  hand I think I shall be able to work things.’




  ‘Just as you say,’ Stella said, picking up her pen.




  As Major Beresford carefully folded and pocketed the cheque he lied magnificently, ‘Now all this has got to be strictly business-like,’ he announced. ‘I shall give you a

  receipt for this, of course, and then in a day or two I’ll call again, if I may, and let you have the actual certificates for your shares.’




  ‘I can’t tell you how grateful I am,’ was Stella’s valedictory blessing.




  Brother Andrew, a dry stick, arrived earlier than he had been expected, not many minutes, in fact, after the Major had left. Stella was too full of excitement to keep quiet. She blurted out

  everything from the moment yesterday when she had been interrupted in dead-heading the Albertine to the Major’s polite and generous visit just concluded.




  Brother Andrew listened in growing and horrified incredulity; long experience had made him realise that women were fools, but he had still fondly imagined his own sister to have more sense than

  this.




  ‘Good God,’ he interrupted angrily as Stella’s bright chatter drew to its close. ‘You don’t mean to tell me that you have given this man a cheque for five hundred

  pounds made payable to cash?’




  ‘That’s what Major Beresford told me I had to do.’




  ‘Surely to high heaven you must realise that this precious Major Beresford of yours is a first-class swindler?’




  ‘A swindler? I can’t believe it.’




  ‘God give me strength. Where do you bank? Barclays, isn’t it? I’ll ring them up and stop the cheque.’




  ‘Do you really think there’s something wrong about his story of the shares and so on?’




  Andrew was already on his way to the telephone; he turned round long enough to say, ‘I don’t think there is anything wrong with it from his point of view. From his point of view

  it’s a clever swindle skilfully carried out. There are lots of people like Major Beresford in the world; all they need in order to thrive is a plentiful supply of what are commonly referred

  to as suckers. Your Major Beresford found one, and I only hope I’m in time to spoil his little game.’




  As a base from which to carry out his carefully planned operation Major Beresford had established himself and the woman he worked with in the Saracen’s Head, Dalesford’s one good

  hotel. It was here that Dolly was awaiting his return, lying on the bed fully dressed, smoking and reading the Daily Express. She had already packed their two suitcases, since it was

  standard practice to quit any territory just as soon as a coup was successfully concluded.




  The moment the man came into the room she could tell that something had gone wrong. She threw the Express away and sat up.




  ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘I’m not sure really. I don’t see where it went wrong.’




  ‘Haven’t you got the money?’




  ‘The old dame gave me the cheque all right. No trouble at all. Five hundred quid. She would probably have made it a thousand if I had asked, and I went straight to the bank with it. Damn

  it, I was at the counter actually cashing the thing when somebody came from behind and said something to the girl and would I step into the manager’s office for a moment and have a word about

  Mrs Phillips’s cheque as a message had come through to stop it.’




  ‘And did you?’




  ‘Christ, be your age, Dolly. Of course I didn’t. If a message has come through to stop the cheque it means the old lady has got suspicious. God knows why. I sold the thing to her

  right enough. I’ll swear she believed every word of it. But something evidently turned up to make her change her mind; hence the message to the bank.’




  ‘What actually happened at the bank, then?’




  ‘I put on an act, of course. . . . Couldn’t think what they were talking about. . . . Must be some mistake. . . . I didn’t imagine an old client like Mrs Phillips would enjoy

  having one of her cheques refused and I was going straight back to Orchard Cottage to find out what was the matter and so on. So now we’ve got to get moving as quick as we can.’




  ‘Without any money?’




  ‘Quite right. Without any money. You needn’t rub it in.’




  The woman ground her cigarette out in the ashtray on the bedside table and said angrily, ‘I knew this thing wasn’t going to be any good from the word go. Somehow I just knew it. If

  we go on piddling about with miserable little five-hundred-pound jobs we shan’t get anywhere; except in jail,’ she added bitterly. ‘And now I suppose you haven’t got enough

  to pay the hotel bill, have you?’




  ‘You get the cases out to the car and I’ll deal with the office,’ the man told her.




  They drove back to London in almost total silence. For all the bluff self-assurance which he displayed when acting one of his confidence-trick parts the man whom all his

  associates knew as Bunny was essentially a weak character, a good deal weaker than the woman he was teamed up with. He was in fact considerably dependent upon her and at times afraid of her. His

  moods were largely dictated by hers. If Dolly was in good spirits he found it easy to be at his ebullient best; when she was in one of her bad moods he was downcast and nervy. Sexually she had the

  same sort of dominance over him; he needed her much more than she did him; she let him enjoy her favours only when it pleased her to do so and he sometimes thought she withheld them just for the

  fun of seeing him frustrated.




  Their London flat consisted of no more than two rooms and a cooking-cupboard in a noisy mews close to Marble Arch.




  They were both essentially metropolitan people, city animals, who always felt better for returning to the din and jostle and tawdriness of what within living memory used to be the best city in

  the world to live in. But on this particular day the failure at Dalesford had plunged Dolly into a foul temper. It was temper which arose partly from fear. She was beginning to be scared. She was

  thirty-five and she desperately wanted money and some sort of security in life; there were moments when she regretted ever having started on a way of living which at the time had seemed to have

  some glamour and excitement about it.




  At the entrance to the mews she had bought an Evening Standard and she sat on a low stool in front of the electric fire scanning the headlines with uninterested and cynical eyes.

  ‘What a lot of cock these politicians talk,’ she exclaimed. ‘Mix me a drink, will you? And make it a good one. After that shambles at Dalesford I want something.’




  She watched the man Bunny as he busied himself at the corner cupboard where the bottles were kept. He poured out a large Scotch for her and only a moderate one for himself. That was one thing

  about him, she thought; he wasn’t a lush, as a rule he didn’t drink much. She wished suddenly that he would drink a lot. That was the fault with him, she realised: he

  didn’t do anything enough; he didn’t drink enough, make love wildly enough, think big enough.




  When he brought the glass to her she said, ‘You’ve put too much soda in it.’




  ‘I only put a splash.’




  ‘Christ, you’ve drowned it.’




  Bunny held his peace. He saw a row looming up and, although he could be savage-tempered at times, on the whole he disliked rows.




  The woman took a generous gulp of the whisky which she alleged to have been drowned and returned to the attack.




  ‘So all that was a pretty good bloody failure, wasn’t it?’




  ‘Yes, I’m afraid it was. Better luck next time.’




  ‘That’s what you always say. That’s the battle cry of the ineffectual. Better luck next time.’




  ‘We haven’t done so badly up to date, Dolly.’




  ‘We haven’t done so well either, have we? That’s the point. I don’t want to do not so badly; I want to do well, really well. God, look at the money there is about

  everywhere, and how much of it are we getting? Even if your wonderful little scheme at Dalesford had come off, what were we going to get out of it? Five hundred. And how long would that have lasted

  us? We must owe most of that already. It’s what I said a moment ago, Bunny; you’re ineffectual. In every sort of way.’




  The man flushed but kept his temper. ‘You don’t suppose I enjoyed it going wrong any more than you, do you? It was just one of those things.’




  ‘Just one of those things!’




  Bunny, stung by the scorn in her voice, said sharply, ‘And, anyway, if you are so god-damned superior about what I do for you, why don’t you see if you can do any better

  yourself?’




  The woman had been on the point of throwing the Standard to one side, but at the last second a small paragraph at the bottom of the front page caught her eye and she drew the paper to

  her again.




  When she had read the eight-line item she laid the Standard down and said quietly, ‘You never know. I might do that very thing!’




  It had been a name at the end of the news item which had caught Dolly’s eye and stirred her memory – Charles Manderville Fenton. The paragraph which included it ran

  as follows:




   




  PEER COLLAPSES IN WEST END CLUB


  

    

  A tragedy occurred in the hall of Farnel’s, one of London’s most exclusive social clubs, this afternoon. Lord Pentallan had just told the hall porter to order a taxi

  when he collapsed and, in spite of first-aid attention, including an attempt to give the kiss of life, died almost immediately. An inquest will be held tomorrow. The hall porter Arthur Stamp (62)

  said, ‘It’s not the sort of thing we like to happen in the Club.’ Lord Pentallan was in his seventieth year and was unmarried. It is understood that the title and a fortune

  estimated at one and a quarter million pounds including a country property near Farnbridge in the Hertfordshire commuter belt will pass to a nephew, Mr Charles Manderville Fenton, at present

  holding an executive post in the City.








   




  Twelve years ago it had been; and now it all came back to her vividly. Twelve years ago she had been twenty-three and in many ways a lot, lot younger than she had now become. There had been no

  Bunny then, no confidence tricks. She had been on the fringe of the entertainment world then, knocking hard to gain entrance and never quite succeeding. There had been some bits and pieces in a

  repertory company, one leading part with good notices which for a moment looked like her breakthrough and two appearances on the box. In the end it didn’t come to anything; it petered out

  into the heartbreaking routine: Shaftesbury Avenue in the rain; trudging up the narrow stairs to the agent’s office on the third floor; the perpetual explanations and excuses: ‘Not

  just at this moment, I’m afraid. . . . Nobody wants that sort of thing these days. . . . Maybe when we get all this Christmas nonsense out of the way . . . but don’t ring us please; if

  anything does come along we’ll ring you. . . .’




  They didn’t ring, or only very seldom; but at twenty-three your optimism could stand a lot of shocks. At twenty-three, sharing a minute flat with a girl chum; gay, good-looking, good fun;

  always ready to join any party, rout, fiesta or celebration from a bring-your-own-bottle shambles in a Bloomsbury basement to the occasional long dress and all you’ve got in the way of

  jewellery at the Berkeley. At twenty-three you managed somehow to have a pretty good time without ever being quite sure where the next week’s share of the rent was coming from.




  Mavis Toller paid the other half of the rent. Mavis, a little older, and in those days a little harder and a little more experienced. Mavis, since lost sight of in the chopping and changing

  maelstrom of life, but in that flat-sharing time a good off-sider, a great buddy; always ready for a laugh; always quick with cynical advice about how to cope with men and keep them in their place

  (this usually accompanied by a hilariously bawdy comment).




  The two of them had been together, twelve years ago, at Maidenhead. For the life of her the woman couldn’t now remember how it was that they were in that spuriously luxurious and ruinously

  expensive place on the river; but there they were, and suddenly she could vividly recall the dim lighting, the noise, the lushy-plushy feeling of a crowded room, a jukebox playing and two

  white-coated barmen with busy, expert hands and cold, tired eyes.




  Suddenly the bar was invaded by the other party, an insurging of half a dozen rowdy, cheerful young males completely confident that the world belonged to them and that everything was theirs for

  the taking.




  Mavis surveyed them with cynical amusement. Young and foolish and drink-filled as they were, there might be pickings, she thought.




  It turned out that there was to be a wedding next day (‘good old Jonah’ was getting spliced) and this was the traditional stag party of the evening before.




  Stag party it might be; but two good-looking girls sitting on high stools at the bar and showing a tantalising amount of silk-clad leg were hardly likely in the circumstances to go

  unnoticed.




  Before long Dolly and Mavis were in the thick of things, being included in every round of drinks and roaring with laughter, as everybody else did, at the unceasing stream of jokes about good old

  Jonah and what his whale would do to him on the bridal night.




  One of Jonah’s friends, by looks the youngest and most innocent, attached himself particularly to Dolly. He was eighteen and had just entered Worcester College, Oxford. The good-looking

  girl of twenty-three, sitting up on her high stool at the bar seemed like a sophisticated woman of the world to him.
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