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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. ›››




   




  The Murder Room




  Where Criminal Minds Meet




   




  themurderroom.com




 





  Silver Guilt




  Laurence Meynell




   




   




   




  [image: ]




 





  Contents




  Cover




  The Murder Room Introduction




  Title page




   




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  Chapter Eleven




  Chapter Twelve




  Chapter Thirteen




  Chapter Fourteen




  Chapter Fifteen




  Chapter Sixteen




  Chapter Seventeen




  Chapter Eighteen




   




  Outro




  By Laurence Meynell




  About the author




  Copyright page




 





  Chapter One




  RODDY’S living arrangements at Monkshead were of the simplest. One of the large Victorian houses in Waterloo Crescent had been cut up into

  flatlets. A “flatlet” meant a single room with a miniature gas cooker in one corner and the use of a bathroom and loo at the end of the passage.




  You went up two flights of stairs to get there; your window looked out onto a sadly neglected strip of garden at the back; you had your own key; you came and went as you pleased. Provided you

  paid the rent regularly, didn’t have your transistor on too loudly and were reasonably discreet in the matter of girls, nobody interfered with you.




  Roddy recognised the usefulness of the place, but it didn’t satisfy him. It never had satisfied him. The Waterloo Crescent house was shabby; it had not been painted, inside or out, for

  some years. The one rickety table in his room had to be manoeuvred so as to cover a hole in the carpet and only too often when he went down the passage to the bathroom one of the other tenants was

  occupying it. For the most part he ate out—usually a sandwich in a pub—but when he did decide to have a meal in he found it a pretty dreary business making something out of tins and

  instant foods over the antiquated gas cooker in the corner.




  It was not the sort of place in which Rodney Stanhope de Lattay Elworthy wanted to live and he had no intention of going on living there longer than he had to. But escape was not easy; even the

  limited charms of Waterloo Crescent, with the cracked enamel in the bathroom basin and the well-worn linoleum on the passage floor, were by no means cheap, and in Monkshead the rent of anything

  decent in the way of a flat, the sort of place Roddy thought suitable, was prohibitive.




  Optimism was an essential part of young Rodney Elworthy’s make-up. Optimism founded on conceit. It never occurred to him that anyone so full of vitality, so good-looking as Roddy Elworthy

  could be other than a success. He was convinced from the start that life owed him all the good things in the catalogue—the best hotels to stay at, the most expensive restaurants to eat in,

  the most attractive women for company. He wasn’t clear how he was going to reach this good life but he never doubted that he would do it. “All lights turn green for Elworthy,” he

  used to exclaim as he drove along in his far from luxurious car. And very often they did; the gods, even the dark gods, have their darlings; people who brazen-facedly expect to be lucky often

  enough are.




  The usual scratch breakfast was going forward in the flatlet in Waterloo Crescent—two cups of coffee; a piece of toast; a hurried scanning of the Daily Express and an examination

  of whatever the post had happened to bring—items which were only too often unwelcome. But on that particular morning things were different—the lights had indeed turned green for

  Elworthy.




  The post consisted of one communication only and it had an enclosure. The letter informed Roddy in the most matter of fact terms that one of his Premium Bonds (he had five) had won a prize in

  the monthly draw. The enclosure consisted of that prize—a cheque for one hundred pounds.




  This was on a Saturday morning. It didn’t take Roddy long to decide what to do with the money.




  Eastmouth, twelve miles away along the coast, boasted a five star luxury hotel, the Badmington Towers. Roddy didn’t know what a weekend in the Badmington would cost but he intended to find

  out.




  The receptionist, a dark-eyed beauty with a beguiling voice, made him welcome. “And do you want the Casino rate, sir?” she enquired.




  Up to that moment Roddy hadn’t realised that the Badmington included a Casino among its attractions and he had no idea what “the Casino rate” was.




  The receptionist enlightened him. It seemed that you could have dinner on Saturday night; entrance to the Casino; a room with private bathroom and continental breakfast; and lunch on Sunday

  before leaving—all for the inclusive charge of seventy pounds.




  “Splendid,” Roddy said, “that’s just what I should like.”




  “If you would sign the register, sir.”




  The book was pushed forward, Roddy produced his pen and after only the slightest hesitation and then with a considerable flourish signed himself in: Captain R. Ellerson.




  “Thank you, Captain Ellerson, I do hope you enjoy your weekend.”




  Roddy enjoyed his weekend enormously. The delight of having his own private bathroom; the luxurious feeling of being able to ring Room Service and ask for a large whisky and soda to be brought

  up; the attentive head waiter; the enormous menu; the heat and glitter of the gaming room—all these things added up to life precisely as Roddy Elworthy thought it ought to be lived; precisely

  as, in his opinion, he was entitled to live it.




  He had never played roulette before and when he finally went to his room in the small hours he had won sixty-five pounds so that he was able to tell himself that his weekend had cost him

  virtually nothing.




  As a matter of cold fact VAT, drinks and the sort of tip which a high-living Captain was expected to leave had swollen the original figure of seventy pounds very considerably. But Roddy managed

  to ignore this.




  “Will you be coming next weekend Captain?” the attractive receptionist enquired, “I expect I could keep the same room for you if you are.”




  “You do that thing,” Roddy told her. “I’ll be back.”




  Now the cracked enamel basin, the worn linoleum of Waterloo Crescent were less attractive than ever; Roddy lived for his weekends when the receptionist said, “Oh, hello Captain Ellerson,

  nice to see you again,” and upstairs in the plush and gilt gaming-room the croupier’s voice droned on in its impersonal way “messieurs, mesdames, faites vos jeux, les jeux

  sont faites, rien ne va plus . . .”




  The goddess of good fortune had smiled on him on his first weekend and she didn’t immediately desert him. Like many weak characters Roddy had a marked streak of superstition in him; for no

  good reason he was convinced that the number eight and the colour black would be lucky for him; and so indeed, to start with, they were.




  He backed his two fancies continuously and either the individual number eight, or the first dozen, or the evens obligingly kept turning up; at one point black had a winning sequence of six

  consecutive spins.




  When his second Badmington Towers weekend was over he was very comfortably in hand and after lunch on Sunday he drove the twelve miles along the coast road back to Monkshead singing. The head

  waiter was well tipped; the hall porter was well tipped; the receptionist had smiled as pleasantly as ever; “sirs” and “captains”, sweet music to his ears, had abounded; his

  wallet was full. He had discovered the secret of the good life; now six days of mere existence had to be got through somehow and then he could start really living again.




  There was one period during his third weekend when he was almost scared by the ways things were going for him. In spite of himself his hand shook a little as he arranged the pile of plaques

  heaped up in front of him—the round white ones which meant five pounds each; the square blue ones which stood for ten pounds; the octagonal yellows at fifty pounds a time. The croupier kept

  pushing his winnings across the green baize entirely impassively. He had seen fortunes won and fortunes lost fifty, a hundred, times before. Since, in the end, the bank would win, local variations

  in the pattern were a matter of indifference to him.




  Other gamblers round the table, as superstitious as Roddy himself, noticed how luck was running for him and began to follow his bets. An old woman with raddled cheeks and not particularly clean

  hands edged her way next to him and lightly fingered his forearm before placing her stake. All these optimists soon found that they were backing the wrong horse. Luck, chance, the high

  gods—whoever it is who arranges these things—abruptly and inexplicably withdrew their favour. The splendid pile of plaques, the whites, the blues and the yellows, stacked in front of

  Roddy steadily melted away.




  When it was half gone he had only to get up from his seat, walk away from the table and cash the remainder at the bureau and he would still have been handsomely in profit. Naturally he did no

  such thing. The gambling bug had bitten him so he gambled, and went on gambling.




  In the early hours when the session at last ended all his winnings had gone, not a single plaque, not even a white one was left.




  Next weekend he managed to scrape up enough money, and it took all he had left, to come back again for his fourth visit to Badmington Towers and it proved disastrous.




  No longer was it a case of all lights turning green for Elworthy. The fickle number eight didn’t win once and black was a rarity among a positive rash of reds.




  “It must get better,” and, “it’s got to change,” Roddy kept telling himself; but it didn’t. Throughout the whole session he had one lucky throw and he had the

  sense to make it his last, so that at lunch time next day, Sunday, when sitting at his table in a corner of the vast dining room, he made anxious assessment of his position and found to his

  infinite relief that he was spared, but only just, the ultimate humiliation.




  Captain Ellerson could pay his bill. The “Casino rate” for the weekend was seventy pounds and Roddy’s wallet held seventy-five pounds. And seventy-five pounds was the total

  amount of cash that he possessed in the world.




  At the desk the receptionist smiling brightly as ever asked, “Shall we see you again next weekend Captain Ellerson?”




  The debonair, free-spending Captain Ellerson simply could not bring himself to say “no”.




  “I expect so,” he answered airily.




  The girl smiled. “I hope so,” she said. “Your receipt Captain Ellerson.”




  Roddy put the receipted bill away in his wallet, alongside the solitary five pound note. He walked slowly back into the foyer, reluctant to leave the atmosphere of luxury which in some

  mysterious way he felt to be his right and in which he thrived. He intended to enjoy it for another five minutes or so before starting on the inevitable and depressing drive back to Waterloo

  Crescent.




  A voice said, “I wonder if you would be good enough to attract a waiter’s attention. I want my coffee and I can’t get anyone to serve me.”




  She was sitting by herself in one of the Badmington’s luxuriously comfortable chairs; a tall woman, on the thin side, of unusual countenance; when she spoke the voice might have been that

  of a man, yet in spite of her appearance and voice there was something essentially, even dangerously, feminine about her. Her request to Roddy was backed up by a confidential smile which

  flatteringly assured him that he was being appealed to because he was so obviously a man of the world who could be relied upon to look after a lady.




  There was no difficulty in engaging the services of a waiter.




  “Have you had your coffee?” the woman said, “or perhaps you will join me?”




  “Coffee for two,” Roddy ordered.




  At the serving hatch there were amused exchanges. “Two coffees,” the waiter said. “Dame Sarah Bernhardt. I didn’t think she’d be paying for her own, not with that

  young fellow about.”




  “Dame Sarah Bernhardt” was an exaggeration, reflecting the hotel gossip about Stella Larraine—largely inspired by her own remarks—that she had at one time enjoyed a

  highly successful career in the theatre.




  Coffee for two duly appeared and with it the bill. Stella Larraine smiled at Roddy. Roddy reached for his wallet.




  “Sugar?” Stella Larraine said. “I expect you come here often do you?”




  “Most weekends.”




  “Only at weekends?”




  “I tend to be busy in between.”




  “Making lots of money in the City I expect. Lucky man. I suppose you go to the Casino? I’d love to go there but I’m a bit scared of going on my own.”




  She didn’t look the sort of woman who would be scared by anything, but this fact didn’t occur to Roddy. He gallantly answered, “You must let me take you sometime.”




  “Will you be here next weekend?”




  “It’s possible. I might be.”




  He was suddenly aware of the disquieting intensity of her eyes and her voice deepened a little. “I hope you will be,” Stella Larraine said, “I should like that. I look forward

  to it. Stella Larraine is my name.”




  The following morning Roddy breezed into the Gazette office where he worked as newshound, chief reporter, feature-writer, general live-wire and doer of almost anything that was wanted.

  The small, cramped rooms already wore something of the chaotic atmosphere which would deepen as the day went on and the post-weekend mood evidently sat heavily on Jimmy Leason the editor.




  A quick glance at the editor’s face and figure did nothing to make you think that he had recently signed the pledge, and his view of his profession was not a very exalted

  one—“writing about the actions of morons for the delectation of imbeciles” was how he described it and he never felt fully braced to face the rigours of such demanding work until

  he had “popped out to see how things were going” which meant a refreshing visit to his favourite haunt in the High Street.




  But first wheels had to be set in motion.




  “Old Francis Bugle is running this annual cricket jamboree of his at Monkshead Marsh,” he told Rodney. “There’ll be one or two names there, I expect; the old boy was

  President of the MCC once. You’d better go up and take a look at it.”




  “Perhaps you would like to do it?” Roddy suggested hopefully.




  The editor smiled. “No, I shall be attending the thing that you are so anxious to cover—the beauty contest at the Town Hall, sixteen luscious, curvaceous young girls in bathing

  dress.”




  “Dirty old man.”




  “Randy young dog. You can let yourself go a bit on the General’s match. Have a word with the old boy himself if you can get him to say anything and if you can make head or tail of

  what he’s talking about—they’re all a bit queer in that neck of the woods. We can run to a column if you get anything worthwhile.”




  Monkshead Marsh was a corner of Gazette territory that Rodney knew hardly at all. So far nothing had taken him there and indeed there always seemed something slightly improbable about

  the place. A stranger coming upon it for the first time was apt to have the feeling that the whole set-up might have been designed for some theatrical performance, a musical comedy perhaps, which

  never in fact reached the boards.




  One says a stranger coming upon the place, but where exactly was “the place”?




  Monkshead Marsh showed no small compact village in the traditional English model with all the proper stock ingredients—the village green; the pond with five white ducks on it; the church,

  Norman tower, EE clerestory, mid-Victorian “improvements”; the solid-looking inn with Somebody’s heraldic achievement showing on the swinging sign; the essential shop-cum-Post

  Office, Harrod’s in miniature; the row of cottages, thatched, orderly, neat and compact.




  Monkshead Marsh boasted hardly any of these traditional things. There was, it is true, an inn The Crooked Arm, presided over by a gentleman, if rumours about him were true, in keeping with the

  curious character of the whole place, for gossip had it that Algernon Adams had once been a beak at Eton, from which eminence he had been demoted—it was not clear why—to be assistant

  master at an undistinguished preparatory school, and finally, as a result of showing more interest in small boys than in his work, had found it expedient to leave the educational world

  altogether.




  Exactly how and why he came as innkeeper to the dead end of Monkshead Marsh nobody knew and the ex-classical master and ex-pederast, a genial and amusing companion, volunteered no information on

  the subject.




  Our stranger, still curious to find out where Monkshead Marsh precisely was, might well walk into The Crooked Arm for information, but first it would be necessary to get past Percy, a

  goose of unknown age, enormous size and uncertain temper.




  “My God, landlord, that’s a dangerous creature you’ve got out there.”




  “Percy sir? A trifle intimidating perhaps, but not really dangerous.”




  “A goose is a damned funny thing to find on the doorstep of a pub isn’t it?” A visitor might complain.




  “I keep Percy, sir, to remind me of the old jingle—




  

    

      they hanged the man and flogged the woman who stole the goose from off the Common but let the greater criminal loose who stole the Common from the goose.


    


  




  History enshrined in verse, a very convenient way of remembering things; not that it’s particularly applicable to Monkshead Marsh because, as far as I can ascertain, there

  never was a common here.”




  “I’ve not been able to find anything here. Where is the village exactly?”




  “It isn’t a village. When under the influence, which I’m glad to say is fairly often—vinum cor hominum laetificat, I’m sure you know the

  tag—I’m inclined to call it an ambiance, more prosaically it consists of a few big houses.”




  “Just a few big houses—nothing else?”




  “We find that quite enough, sir; we’re simple people in these parts.”




  The inn was separated from the road (lane would be a more accurate description) by an untended strip of garden through which a narrow, weed-covered path led to the front door.




  When Roddy stopped his ancient banger in the road Percy had been occupied at the far end of the garden; the noise of the car arrested his attention and reminded him of his objection to all

  strangers. The Gazette representative had to run hard to gain the safety of the inn by the shortest of short heads.




  “That goose is a bloody menace,” he complained bitterly when, panting and breathless, he was safely inside.




  “Geese saved the Capitol we must always remember,” the landlord pointed out. “I presume you’ve come here for the General’s cricket match?”




  “If I can find out where it is—it’s like the lost world up here.”




  The landlord laughed. “And that’s not a bad description,” he allowed. “Fort St. George is what you want. Just keep on going up the lane till you come to it.”




  Unlike many rural directions this one proved to be correct and Roddy found the entrance gate of Fort St. George without difficulty. He was lucky enough to be involved in a misunderstanding at

  the very outset.




  “The trouble with the world,” the General was fond of explaining, “is mumbleitis. The beggars won’t speak up. Small minds, small throats, small voices. Can’t hear a

  word they say.”




  “The trouble with you, Francis,” his wife Muriel retorted, “is obstinacy. You won’t put your hearing aid in and without it you’re as deaf as a post.”




  “Can’t hear you my dear.”




  General (retired) Francis Marmaduke Bugle was a small, active man with a number of amusingly curious habits. By chance he was standing at the entrance gate when Roddy appeared.




  “Bugle,” the General announced, “and what’s your name?”




  “Elworthy, sir.”




  The current captain of the Cambridge side, a young spin bowler of real promise who had been taking a number of wickets against the county sides, was named Selworthy and the General, who had

  never seen him play, was delighted to have secured his attendance for the day.




  “Ah, nice of you to come, my boy. Very glad to see you. You’ve not been to Fort St. George before I think?”




  “No, never.”




  “Let me show you round. Wouldn’t do it for everybody. Not worth it. Riff-raff a lot of ’em. You’re not a Bible reader are you?”




  “Not really, not much anyway.”




  “Glad to hear it. Leave it alone, my boy. Crammed full of dangerous stuff. A neighbour of mine hardly reads anything else. A sailor. An Admiral or some such rank. Well, what can you expect

  from a water-wallah? A superstitious lot.” Here the General bent down to pick up a fair-sized stone which he slipped into his pocket.




  “When I inherited this place,” he went on, “from my cousin the Duke, it was called Laurelbank. Damned silly name, but then the Duke was a damned silly man. An eccentric. They

  say there’s one in every family.”




  At this point he picked up a second stone and said in a voice of mild surprise, “You’re not getting yourself any stones.”




  “Should I?”




  “Of course. I always do. Never without a pocketful of ’em. To throw at the cats. Can’t stand cats. Never could. The harmless necessary cat. Shakespeare isn’t it? What a

  lot of nonsense that man wrote and got away with. Every cat is stuffed full of harm and completely unnecessary. Of course I soon changed the name of this place to something that meant something.

  You believe in the revolution, I suppose?”




  “The revolution, sir?”




  “Well, whether you believe in it or not it’s coming and I intend to be ready for it. Fort St. George will be one of the last bastions of civilisation when the barbaric hordes break

  out. I’m busy making suitable earthworks in the gardens—not on the cricket pitch of course—and I’ll shortly be going into the question of a moat.”




  It was some time before the truth of Roddy’s identity came to light and before that happened he had been taken into the house and shown the General’s most treasured

  possession—a glass case under which was a cricket ball, the very ball with which, playing at Lord’s in the annual Navy v Army match, he had years ago done the hat-trick. The

  hat-trick ball stood on a small shelf by itself and Roddy’s eye travelled beyond it to a large round table on which were displayed some two dozen beautiful enamel boxes.




  The General noticed his interest and vouchsafed an explanatory remark. “Muriel’s. She inherited some and collected the rest. That TV Going for a nothing feller, what’s his

  name?”




  “Going for a Song—Arthur Negus.”




  “That’s the one. He saw them and said they were collectors’ items, valuable. Well, of course they are valuable, I knew that already. Valuable if you like that sort of thing.

  Snuff boxes. Personally I don’t. You can’t do the hat-trick with snuff boxes. When Muriel and I are gone I suppose they’ll be sold for a lot of money—unless somebody has

  stolen them before that.”




  The twenty-four boxes certainly looked vulnerable, Roddy thought. There was no question of a safe. No glass case even. There the valuable things were, temptingly displayed on a well-polished

  table within a few feet of a window.




  Before leaving the room and whilst the General was still chatting on gaily Roddy contrived to take a reconnoitring glance out of that window. The drop to the ground looked a little high but

  there was a rainwater pipe handy and a healthy growth of creeper up the wall.




  It was some time before the Elworthy-Selworthy business was cleared up and luckily the General’s incipient annoyance about it gave way to pleasure when he realised that Roddy represented

  the Gazette.




  It was a fixed delusion of the General’s that he hated newspapers as “cheap, vulgar affairs”, but to see his name in print always delighted him, and even with the cricketing

  halo removed from his head Roddy was encouraged to make the most of his day at Fort St. George and to enjoy himself.




  Which indeed he did.




  Although he was not a cricket enthusiast, even the match had its amusing moments for him. When the General went in, at number eleven, his side needed only eight runs for victory; the other

  batsman at the crease, a sound player and by now well set, would almost certainly have got these eight runs without difficulty if the General, calling loudly for an impossible single, had not

  smartly run him out leaving him hopelessly stranded half way up the pitch. “Damned youngsters can’t run these days,” was the General’s disgusted comment. “It’s

  all motor cars and no legs today.”




  Roddy took his time driving back from Fort St. George. He wasn’t thinking about the column the editor wanted for the Gazette. No problems there. He could do that on his head.

  Other thoughts were running through his mind. Disturbing thoughts . . . “Valuable” Arthur Negus had said. “Unless somebody has stolen them before that” the

  General had said. “Shall we see you again Captain Ellerson?” the receptionist at the Badmington Towers had asked. “Will you be here next weekend?” that

  oddly masculine voice had enquired. “I hope you will be. I should like that. I look forward to it. Stella Larraine is my name . . .”




  When finally Roddy reached his pad in Waterloo Crescent he crossed the cramped, unsatisfactory little room and looked out of the window on to the neglected strip of grass below, but he was

  thinking of another window and of another garden.




 





  Chapter Two




  THE General’s match at Fort St. George took place on a Monday; all day on Tuesday Roddy was busy dodging here there and everywhere on

  fiddling little routine jobs which might well be the bread and butter stuff of local journalism but which, on that day particularly, he found extremely boring. He dreamed of a life style rather

  above the bread and butter standard, and throughout Tuesday he was thinking hard, making plans and coming to a decision.




  In the office on Wednesday his name was called as he was passing Heart-Throb Corner—the cubby-hole where Nancy Fargo worked on her weekly Problem Page. On an average Nancy Fargo, a

  level-headed commonsense matron of forty, received some fifty letters a week, most of them long-winded affairs in writing fiendishly difficult to decipher. A steady five per cent of them were

  anonymous, these were usually of the explicit sexual fantasy sort which Roddy always urged should be published in full on the front page, “we’d double our circulation in a day,”

  he pointed out.




  The rest of Nancy’s mail was a rather pathetic collection of human trials and tribulations; problems of unrequited love; of undeclared love; troubles ranging from broken hearts and storms

  of jealousy to halitosis and a spotty complexion. All of these matters she dealt with firmly and without losing her sense of humour. Seven years of doing this had left her with a somewhat jaundiced

  view of mankind, particularly of the male half of it, but she couldn’t help keeping a soft spot in her heart for Roddy.




  “Off on the razzle again?” she asked.




  “Naturally. On the princely salary which a hard-working journalist gets I am about to indulge in a life of wild luxury.”




  “I wouldn’t put it beyond you. Who’s the poor deluded woman this time?”




  “Aged about thirty-eight; getting short in the wind; well up in all the dirty tricks of the trade; incapable of putting together two consecutive grammatical sentences; cursed with a

  Glaswegian accent you would blunt a knife on; and picking up every week about five times what a niggardly Gazette pays me for the deathless prose I keep turning in—a decaying,

  over-the-hill, beer-swilling ex-international half back, Scotty Vigor by name, now using up his last days playing for the United.”




  As it happened Jimmy Leason, the Gazette editor, loathed football, but his readers didn’t. Anything to do with the fortunes of Monkshead United was news so that Roddy’s

  projected mission sounded entirely in order.




  “I wish you joy,” Nancy Fargo said, mildly surprised, tho’ she didn’t say so, that anyone could look so keyed up about such an uninviting mission.




  Young Roddy smiled in his beguiling way. “Who knows?” he answered. “Joy can be found in the most unlikely places. Out of this nettle safety we pluck danger.”




  “You’ve got it the wrong way round.”




  “It’s a habit of mine,” Roddy assured her.




  “And will this enthralling interview take up the entire evening?”




  “Ah, the entire evening,” Roddy answered cautiously, “that’s another matter. Why do you ask?”




  “You could do a good turn for once in a way.”




  “‘I’m always doing good turns.”




  “You could have fooled me,” Nancy assured him. “What about looking in at Ship Street and giving them a bit of a write-up?”




  Ship Street meant the Ship Street Youth Club which Nancy had helped to found and on which she kept an anxiously friendly eye.




  Roddy’s first instinct was to say “no”; he felt that the evening was going to be too important to clutter it up with ordinary trivialities, but on quick reflection he thought

  it might be wiser to agree—the more ordinary everything looked the better.




  “OK” he said, “you know me, always the good little Boy Scout.”




  “That’ll be the day,” Nancy said but she smiled at him, she was pleased. “You can lead your wild life afterwards,” she added.




  The fact that Scotty Vigor was not at home and his whereabouts were unknown didn’t worry Roddy in the least; he could do the two requisite paragraphs without trouble next morning in the

  office over his first cup of the villainous concoction the Gazette called coffee.




  Later he looked in at the Ship Street Club as he had promised Nancy Fargo he would and actually rather enjoyed his short visit. The Club Warden was delighted at the prospect of some

  Gazette publicity and urged Roddy to stay on for the whole of the evening. “We’re having a late night tonight, putting on a bit of a show, almost a revue, you’ll enjoy

  it,” but Roddy had his own late night show to think about; he pleaded an incipient sore throat and announced his intention of going home and so early to bed.




  But in fact his bed was not to see him till much later. Just after midnight he shut the door of the flat in Waterloo Crescent and ran quietly down the stairs.




  His car was parked immediately outside the entrance to the building and he was in it and away without having been seen by anybody. He was excited. A little scared too, but being scared was part

  of the excitement and was even enjoyable. He had had the sense to allow himself only one drink before starting out, but he felt as though he had swallowed a whole bottle of champagne. “This

  is what they mean by getting the adrenalin going,” he thought and he laughed aloud; the adrenalin was going and the feeling was good.




  The Monkshead Marsh road was a lonely one, especially at that time of night, and he met only two cars on the way. At the entrance to the Fort St. George drive he drew to a halt under the shadow

  of a tree and switched off the engine.




  In spite of a few intermittent clouds there was enough moonlight for him to see what he was about. He drew a pair of gloves from the dashboard pocket and put them on; then he picked up off the

  passenger seat a bag, the one used in the flat for dirty linen. He was wearing tennis shoes on his feet.




  He got out of the car, closed the door very carefully and quietly and stood there. Now, for a moment or two, the scare exceeded the excitement. Now the adrenalin was not flowing any more. His

  mouth had gone dry. He thought, “Christ, what am I doing? What am I letting myself in for?”




  In those few seconds it would have taken very little to make him turn tail, get back into his car and call the whole thing off. Then something moved in the shadows close to him and a cat glided

  by intent on some nocturnal business. “I ought to have some stones in my pocket,” he thought and the thought made him laugh. The tension which had suddenly built up in him was as

  suddenly broken. His mind went back to money, to what the snuff boxes were going to be worth. These days things like that went for thousands. Even allowing for the rapacity of fences (and Bernie

  Clor was probably as bad as any of them) there ought to be something pretty decent in it for himself—enough, at any rate, to guarantee a whole lot of weekends at the Towers, weekends of the

  good life; of the gaming room and of Stella Larraine . . .




  He patted a side pocket to make sure the chisel was in it and began to go cautiously up the drive. Presently the house came in view, silhouetted darkly against the sky. Roddy stood still for a

  full minute studying it intently. The building was completely dark; not a light was showing anywhere. “Old fashioned virtues in vogue here,” he thought gratefully, “early to bed

  and early to rise.”
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