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  Joan Aiken 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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  Acclaim for Joan Aiken




  THE SILENCE OF HERONDALE




  ‘A first thriller which has the unmistakeable whiff of success’ Telegraph




  ‘Don’t miss . . . guaranteed unputdownable’ Observer




  TROUBLE WITH PRODUCT X




  ‘Witty and acute . . . a nice romantic thriller’ Punch




  ‘Bubbling and engaging story’ Telegraph




  HATE BEGINS AT HOME




  ‘Contemporary Gothic, executed with fine melodramatic conviction’ Financial Times




  ‘Terrifyingly enclosed spine-chiller’ Sunday Telegraph




  ‘An essay in sheer terror’ Birmingham Evening Mail




  THE RIBS OF DEATH




  ‘Excellent characterisation, especially of the likeable heroine narrator’ Sunday Telegraph




  ‘A fast, lively story that builds to a fiery denouement’ Daily Telegraph




  ‘Unusual, enthralling, full of wry fun’ Sunday Times




  DIED ON A RAINY SUNDAY




  ‘Joan Aiken has established herself as one of the leading purveyors of suspense’ Guardian




  





  Foreword




  Joan Aiken was a famous and prolific author of children’s novels and stories, from The Wolves of Willoughby Chase to A Necklace of Raindrops, but she was also an excellent writer for adults. Historical romance, horror stories and thrillers flowed from her prodigious pen, all tinted with the imaginative vitality that makes her fiction so unmistakable, interesting and delightful. 
 



The six novels that have been reissued in The Murder Room belong to what you could call the Domestic Gothic genre. The original Gothic heroine of eighteenth-century novels such as The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe would be a virginal young lady who encounters the supernatural and violent emotions of terror, anguish and love. She takes herself very seriously, and is highly romantic, like Jane Austen’s impressionable Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey, who is gently teased and corrected into a more rational frame of mind. 
 



Joan Aiken shared not only Jane Austen’s initials, but also her sense of humour, and loved Northanger Abbey so much that she gave it to the hero of one of her most captivating children’s books, Felix, in Go Saddle the Sea; he travels from Spain to England, encountering thoroughly Gothic adventures of his own all the way, before realising how funny it is.
 



Yet Aiken also happened to be the mistress of horror, and her ability to convey the feeling of being terrified out of your wits is something she is brilliant at in her own Gothic novels. Aiken’s heroines face being frozen alive, murdered by madmen, burned to death and even eaten by an escaped leopard. Yet they remain dauntless. They all earn their living – usually through writing – and are capable of driving and getting a boiler to function, and seem to be pretty good on the domestic front, too. Though not quite as bold or as rude as Aiken’s immortal Dido Twite (the heroine who takes over in eight of the eleven novels that follow The Wolves of Willoughby Chase), these young women are modern in their outlook and have a sense of their own capabilities. 
 



It’s interesting to think that both Joan Aiken and Mary Stewart began writing their bestselling thrillers just before the feminist movement of the 1960s got going. Stewart was more conventional, more consciously literary and, above all, ladylike. Her heroines may be teachers, actresses or rich widows, but you know that her novels, like Madam, Will You Talk? or This Rough Magic, will end with the sound of wedding bells. They comfort and amuse, but do not challenge. 
 



Joan Aiken, on the other hand, is much more ambiguous. You can’t predict what will happen. Some of her heroines decide on a whim to lose their virginity to a total stranger and enjoy it without a shred of guilt, although they are unlikely to find peace afterwards. Others have been damaged by bad luck or ill health, and may not be moving towards a happier union with a nice man. Far from a tingle of romance being instantly reciprocated, the frail heroine of The Fortune Hunters is told by the archaeologist who saves her that ‘we hardly know each other’. A married heroine, in Died on a Rainy Sunday, fights off a surprising and unwanted advance ‘like encountering a wild animal in its burrow’, and discovers some deeply unpleasant things about her own husband. You can be pretty sure that, in The Silence of Herondale, after the hero has rescued the heroine in deep snow, true love has been found, but the ending of The Ribs of Death is, as far as romance goes, pretty bleak. 
 



An Aiken heroine is observant, shrewd, often witty and always slightly out of place. Unlike the traditional Gothic heroine, she isn’t an innocent – though she is usually vulnerable. Often she is watching the behaviour and actions of people much richer, more flamboyant and more famous than herself, and drawing her own shrewd conclusions about them. She’s naive, but no fool, and when the climax comes, fights back with unexpected courage and determination. She won’t, in other words, be defined by love, but by her own choices and talents.
 



At the heart of Aiken’s stories there is often a question about creativity, expressed in poetry, music, painting or storytelling, and whether it makes someone more or less vulnerable in negotiating the world and its dangers.
 



It’s not much of a stretch to see this as coming from Aiken’s own experience of life. An astoundingly productive author who wrote over a hundred books in a wide variety of genres, she finished her first novel at sixteen and was published at seventeen, with a story about a man who cooks his wife’s head in a pressure cooker. She published her first collection of magical stories for children, All You’ve Ever Wanted, in 1953 but did not begin writing for a living until her husband died in 1955, leaving her with two young children. To make ends meet she joined the magazine Argosy, and then the advertising agency J. Walter Thompson, writing jingles for Dairylea cheese by day and stories by night. The book that launched her into fame, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, followed in 1963, and from then on she was unstoppable.
 



Yet as the daughter of the famous Conrad Aiken, Pulitzer Prize-winner and Poet Laureate of America, with an elder brother and sister who were both novelists, she knew more about the writer’s life than most. ‘I don’t aspire to be the second Shakespeare. I want to be the first Carreen Gilmartin,’ says the young playwright in The Silence of Herondale, and the bestselling Tuesday in The Ribs of Death is also not content to rest on mere precocity. Although Aiken published so much that she makes creative writing seem easy, Tuesday comes closest to what actual writing is like when she complains that ‘if you think it’s not hard work scraping out your thoughts from inside you and putting them on paper, that just shows how crass you are’.
 



If writing is hard work, so is finding the right person to love. Aiken’s Gothic novels put her heroines through a variety of ordeals, from escaping a killer wielding a pair of garden shears in Died on a Rainy Sunday to plodding through deep snow in The Silence of Herondale, but in the end she must both solve a crime and know her own heart. The right men prove themselves to be such largely by paying attention, and, in their unromantic way, being romantic heroes who are calm and kind rather than fabulously handsome, rich or glamorous. They are, effectively, the antidote to the Gothic hero, much as the sensible Henry Tilney is in Austen’s Northanger Abbey.
 



The landscape and weather through which Aiken’s heroines travel are always bound up with the plot. Fans of The Wolves of Willoughby Chase will recognise her fictional Yorkshire village of Herondale as the same remote place where Bonnie, Sylvia and Simon hole up after the cousins’ escape from the terrifying orphanage. More often, heroines go to Cornwall, where Aiken lived and often holidayed herself, and are exposed to its changeable weather and storm-lashed cliffs. The mood is always one of threat and gloom, even on the rare occasions when, as in the funniest of these novels, Trouble With Product X, the sun shines; ultimately, it’s the damp that does for everything, whether it’s a top-secret formula or a serial killer. 
 



This very British version of pathetic fallacy is one of the things that make Aiken such fun, as is the familiarity of the ordinary struggle to stay warm, dry and fed. The buildings her heroines run from are not the Castle of Otranto, but the cold and hostility render the damp country cottages and middle-class family homes nasty enough. Tim in Hate begins at Home (Dark Interval in the US) recognises almost too late that his own home has contributed to his wife’s nervous breakdown, with its ‘miasma of despair . . . behind the well-remembered smell of moulting dogs, dry rot, stagnant flower-water, decaying leather upholstery . . . How could Caroline ever have recovered in this house?’ 
 



The essential struggle of an Aiken heroine is always to hang onto her kindness and innate sense of who she really is. We follow her through thick and thin because the author’s deceptively fluent, witty, atmospheric style tells us a good deal more about human nature than we expect, while never forgetting to give us a thoroughly entertaining story.
 



Amanda Craig 
 

London, February 2015
 

  





  Introduction




  As well as writing children’s books, beloved by generations and still avidly read today, Joan Aiken also quickly established herself in the 1960s as a witty author of

  adult suspense with the ability to keep readers of all ages on the edge of their seats. Too inventive to stick with a formula she nevertheless revelled in the atmosphere of Gothic parody and was

  often compared with Mary Stewart. In the tradition of Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey Joan gave her long-suffering heroines a set of literary references to support them through their

  frightful ordeals, and usually a quirky sense of humour, making full use of her own extensive literary background.




  In true Gothic style these hapless heroines would become embroiled in a series of events not of their own making, and were usually possessed of many stalwart characteristics

  – not least a literary education – if not always endowed with obvious physical charms. And they were, of course, always a version of Joan herself: small, slightly gap toothed, and red

  haired, extremely enterprising, physically intrepid and fearless to the end. She loved to share episodes from her own life, and those who knew her also became accustomed to the dubious pleasure of

  discovering (albeit disguised) episodes from their own lives in her books – although told with such warmth and humour that she was swiftly forgiven!




  What she could also guarantee were indefatigably sinister villains, mounting and finely controlled tension, complex plots, and hair-raising climaxes, often with an unusually

  high body count. As she confessed, ‘I often have more characters than I know what to do with.’




  Admired and enjoyed by many of her crime-writing contemporaries such as John Creasey, H.R.F. Keating, Francis Iles and Edmund Crispin, Joan Aiken’s adult novels of

  suspense have lost none of their charm, and their period settings are sure to appeal to a new generation of readers who grew up on her children’s books.




   




  Lizza Aiken, October 2014




  





  This book is in affectionate remembrance of my time at J. Walter Thompson. No real advertising agency, of course, in the least resembles Salmon & Bucknell; none could, and

  stay in business.




  





  Chapter One




  It was finding the up-ended pram that finally tipped me headlong into the midst of the trouble. And even then I didn’t guess how bad it really was—that it had

  already caused one death, and would cause another. Of course the true beginning was long before that, when Gareth Dunskirk stepped ashore from the yacht at Savona, one blue Mediterranean day, first

  laid eyes on Cara Marcello, and mistakenly conceived her to be the complete and ultimate status symbol that would give him the edge on his friends Tigger and Mait. Maybe it all began even earlier

  than that when those two spoilt children, Gareth and Cara, kicking and screaming in their respective cradles, both somehow acquired the notion that Providence intended them always to have

  everything they wanted.




  However, what you might call my first official intimation of my future involvement with Product X came on a bleak, nasty Monday just after Christmas, when George Salmon called the whole of his

  creative staff together to tell us about the new account the agency had won in the teeth, or so he would have us believe, of a dozen hungry competitors.




  Salmon and Bucknell isn’t a large advertising agency. Salmon is the only living partner; Bucknell died of a surfeit of tranquillisers called Lullabuys, which were later withdrawn from the

  market; we didn’t handle them, I am glad to say. Our agency makes no attempt to enter the lists against such giants as B & H or JWT. On the contrary. The personal touch is what we aim at;

  “just one happy family,” someone is sure to say satirically during any major row or crisis. And somehow, regrettably, it does always seem to come about that our clients become more and

  more part of the family; beginning from business lunches with George, they proceed to rustic weekends at his Maidenhead cottage, and then Mimi takes their wives shopping and I am roped in to

  escort their children to the zoo, and Tom photographs them, and by this time they are practically living in the office and we know every last detail about their asthma and dry-rot and income-tax

  problems. Not to mention vice versa. I am not always sure if this is an efficient way to run a business, but it is the way George can’t help doing it.




  But in general we do all get on pretty well, and the agency certainly has been a haven in time of trouble for me. If not big, it is fairly thriving. At that time we had some good lively

  accounts, an American firm called Faireweather Foods, and Franz Oesmacher the couturier, and National Peanuts Week, and Midinette Washing Machines, and Funshine Furniture Products, and Bom the

  Meat’n Milk Drink, not to mention the government of Turkinistan. This last gave us many a headache, as it consisted of nothing but a dozen feudally-minded sheikhs, of whom the less said the

  better, driving around the desert with their harems and their Cadillacs, but at least it was picturesque and looked well in the Annual Report.




  So there we were, sitting round in George Salmon’s room, which was the only one where the carpet had pile and the chairs were comfortable, sipping coffee which Jimmy O’Riordan had

  obligingly fetched from the cafeteria on the ground floor. Our office was in Paris Garden, not a very good prestige area; “south of the river” we tend to say, rather than Southwark, but

  it’s convenient for the Old Vic and Waterloo station. The firm is too small to run its own canteen, but we do have an experimental kitchen where we can thaw out Faireweather Prefab Kebabs and

  try them for edibility.




  I was feeling happy.




  I suppose some people feel happy all the time and get used to it, hardly notice it, but I’ve learnt to hoard the feeling in the way rheumatic sufferers do when the twinges let up.

  Christmas was safely over, and I had a good new suit on—I’d rushed out and bought it in a splash of extravagance on Christmas Eve to match the jade beads Tom gave me—and old

  George Salmon had met me in the corridor and told me our Midinette commercials had won a Monaco Award—so I was prepared to love everybody.




  I nodded at Susan and Jimmy and slipped into a seat by Mimi. She showed me the colossal tinselly Christmas card she’d had from his Excellency the Emir of Turkinistan.




  We were giggling over its message—




  

    

      Had I a magic carpet, o my houri




      I’d fly with thee across the wide Missouri;




      We’d consummate our love in astral regions




      ’Mid pomegranates, peaches, and pot-pourri!


    


  




  “Why the wide Missouri, I wonder,” Mimi said.




  “He was running out of rhymes, obviously”—when George came in, beaming from ear to ear. Behind him was Tom Toole, our art director. I hadn’t seen him since before

  Christmas. He gave me a serious look and came round to sit by me. My heart did a gentle thump.




  George remained standing. As usual his appearance was that of a Man of Distinction—silver hair and a handsome buttonhole—but slightly frayed. His wives never look after him properly

  and he is always too busy paying out alimony to look after himself.




  “Well, friends,” he said, “I can see we’ve all had the usual kind of Christmas, so I won’t tax your aching heads and hobnailed livers with anything too difficult to

  grasp. I just called you in to tell you about our new client, Dunskirk and Son.”




  We all pricked up our ears. I’d already known there was a new account in the wind, for George had dropped me a heavy hint in the passage just before the meeting, but the name Dunskirk did

  not ring any definite bell. Pharmaceutical products? Breakfast foods? Lingerie? Or what?




  George was going on with his speech. “Dunskirk are a very up-and-coming firm,” he said, in that warm, encouraging way he has, which immediately tells you that he is making the very

  best of some pretty substandard circumstances and which, I am sure, is why his wives are always leaving him, darling though he is.




  “They have been established since 1920, when old Dunskirk began in a small way making hand creams and toilet soaps. Since World War II, as you know, they have expanded to cover the whole

  range of cosmetic products; the ladies will of course be familiar with Gay Gal beauty products.”




  “Merciful providence,” muttered Mimi under her breath. “What are we coming to?”




  I dared not catch her eye. When I was twelve, and embarked on the secret venture of trying cosmetics for the first time, I remember buying a Gay Gal Flaming Flamingo lipstick and some Coralline

  powder which probably started my indifferent complexion on its downhill path. In those days, only five years or so after the war, Gay Gal cosmetics weren’t nearly so prevalent in the south of

  England as they are now; old Dunskirk, a Lancashire man, started very successfully by marketing his products to mill girls and factory hands in the midlands and industrial north. Cheapness was Gay

  Gal’s main asset; the things soon became a familiar sight: greasy, lumpy lipsticks in striped black-and-pink containers which looked chipped and sordid even in the display cases, curdled face

  creams in opulently shaped jars like jelly-moulds. After the first few years one came across them everywhere, in chain stores and supermarkets and haberdashers and country post-offices.




  Mimi pursed her lips and I could see she was thinking, as I was, that Gay Gal products were no great feather in the agency’s cap. However old George was still beaming, like the pussy

  that’s swallowed the cream, right in our direction, plainly guessing our thoughts. In spite of his apparent simplicity, old George is really quite a shrewd customer; I’ve often been

  tripped up by forgetting that.




  “The new Dunskirk line, however,” he said, “is of quite a different order. Dunskirks are introducing a perfume selling to a higher income group which they hope will raise them

  into the luxury cosmetics class and be the beginning of a line of—ahem—carriage-trade products. Perhaps the ladies would care to sniff.”




  We nodded at him encouragingly and he pulled out an unpretentious little brown sample-bottle and handed it to Mimi. With some difficulty she extracted the rubber stopper and sniffed.




  “My, my!” she said. “That’s quality goods! Can I have a drop to try, George?”




  “Better not, just for the moment, Mimi dear. This is the only sample they’ve let us have at present. It’s in very short supply, as I gather it’s still to some extent in

  the experimental stage. I suppose that may not be the final smell, either, so you’ll have to hold your horses on descriptions till it’s finalised.”




  “It’s not bad the way it is.” Mimi passed the bottle to me. I sniffed, and agreed with her. It had a sharp woody tang, very pleasant and astonishingly potent. Most perfumes

  remind you of one particular fragrance or another, but the curious thing about this one was that it smelt like nothing else one could put a name to—and yet had this terrific authority.




  “Very nice indeed. Unusual.” I handed the bottle, which was labelled Product X, to Tom, who smiled at me and said, “I’ll say it’s okay if you endorse it, Martha. I

  can’t tell Chanel No 5 from Lapsang Souchong.”




  Suddenly, as if a cloud had passed over the sun, I had a moment of queer, bleak misery. I remembered another voice saying, “Buy one if you want, darling; they all smell alike to me. Quite

  honestly I prefer the way you smell yourself.”




  Why can’t we abolish memory? I drew a deep breath, willing myself: Forget it. Bury it deep, it’s gone. Make your mind a blank.




  Tom’s eyes were still on me; I smiled back at him and said, “It has—I suppose you could call it a woody scent. Nice and sharp. And powerful! I hope they don’t go and

  stick in a lot of amber or jasmine and sweeten it up too much.”




  Susan and Jimmy were trying it now, and Susan was exclaiming at its strength though she said she liked a nice sweet scent herself; Jimmy was enthusiastic and thought it could easily become one

  of the really great, classic perfumes. Tom was still watching me; I realised that I’d gone back to my old habit of instinctively hiding my left hand under the large blue copy pad I carried,

  and impatiently pulled it out.




  “Well!” George said, when everyone had commented and chattered sufficiently. “That perfume’s our new baby, friends—we’re taking over the whole Gay Gal range,

  of course, but the perfume’s a case of starting from scratch, so I’ll call a planning session on it when everyone’s had a chance to do some creative thinking. Officially it will

  be in the capable hands of Martha here, as Mimi’s rather tied up with Oesmacher and the Emir at the moment” (ribald cries) “but as usual anyone who has a brilliant idea is invited

  to put it forward.”




  That was the way Salmon and Bucknell worked. In theory Mimi and I wrote the copy, Jimmy handled the production side of TV commercials, and Tom was the art director, while Susan looked after

  media and technicalities, but in practice we all mixed in with each other’s jobs and the system worked surprisingly well, perhaps because we all got on with one another.




  When the meeting was over, Mimi and I went along to the office we shared. Mimi sank back in her chair, stuck her feet on the metal wastepaper bin, pressed her fingers to her eyes, and said,

  “Lord, Lord, have I the father and mother of all hangovers! What’s the matter with you, mon vieux, touch of the miseries?”




  Mimi is a good friend. Her full name is Maria Irina Mikhaelovna Dourakin. She doesn’t look the way I imagine Russians should—tall and classic, with ballet faces and smooth black

  hair. Mimi looks like an elegant gnome. She is small and bony and immensely energetic. Her hair is black, to be sure, but it stands up off her high forehead and crackles with electricity. She has

  an angular face, huge green eyes, a nose that Caesar might have envied, and clothes that everyone envies. Some of her outfits come from top fashion houses, but as often as not when one asks,

  “Mimi, where did you get that miraculous jacket?” she’ll say vaguely, “Oh, I picked it up at a sort of street market in Northampton that time we were there going over

  the Funshine factories, remember?” She got on famously with the Emir of Turkinistan, who called her his gazelle and his bird of paradise when he wasn’t lavishing less printable

  endearments on her.




  Now she gave me a bilious but shrewd scrutiny and said, “Anyway, Christmas is over, and that’s something to be thankful for, as every female knows. You look to me like a girl that

  needs a drop of vodka in her coffee. Come on, let’s get out of here and have ourselves a pick-me-up.”




  “I don’t know what’s the matter with me,” I said. “When I came in this morning I was fine. Goose walking over my grave, maybe. Somehow I just can’t feel very

  enthusiastic about this Product X.”




  “Gay Gal’s a squalid little firm, say what you like,” Mimi agreed, shrugging neatly into a military-looking topcoat that had come from Rome and was modelled, with startling

  success, on the uniform of the Vatican Swiss Guard. “Still, the stuff smelt all right—remarkably so. I shan’t object to some free samples. What’ll we call it, let’s

  think of names.”




  “Carriage Trade,” I suggested morosely, pulling on my plain black reefer (with my height and colouring I can’t afford to wear startling coats). “Or Just U.”




  We met Jimmy, looking Irish and distraught, in the lift, and he explained that he was riding up and down because his secretary had flu and so he wasn’t able to do any work. He came along

  with us and we went to the Feathers, which is just round the corner from the office. It is one of those cosy, old-fashioned pubs where you can also get good coffee. We sat by the saloon bar’s

  roaring fire and had a thoroughly pleasant, foolish time thinking up extravagant and outlandish names for our product. Luckily the bar was empty; it was still too early for the lunchtime crowd.




  “It ought to have a French name,” Jimmy stipulated. “Cannebière? Corniche? Bois de Boulogne?”




  “Coup de Grâce.”




  “Hors de Combat.”




  “Not bad,” I said. “The commercials would be à l’outrance tournaments, tremendous bashings with swords, and the Queen of Beauty fluttering her hankie in the Royal

  Box.”




  “Pretty,” Mimi agreed. “Why not call it A l’Outrance?”




  “No one could pronounce it, acushla.”




  “You forget,” Mimi said. “We’re in the higher income brackets now, where they all go to French finishing schools. Still, perhaps you have a point. What other things do

  they have in combats, gages, crests, coats of arms—”




  “Battleaxes.”




  “Oh, very funny. Can you imagine someone saying, ‘A bottle of Battleaxe, please’?”




  “A battle of Bottleaxe,” Jimmy suggested.




  George Salmon came into the pub, where he often had an early sandwich lunch before rushing back to his flat for an hour to try and solve some matrimonial crisis. We waved to him and he came and

  sat down by us. Mimi said cheerfully,




  “We’ve decided to call our new product Round Table.”




  “A little political, don’t you think?” George said, after one anxious glance to make sure she didn’t mean it seriously. “Makes me think of labour and management

  getting together.”




  “We want something chivalrous and Arthurian, anyway,” Mimi said contentiously. She is always on the point of being irritated with George because he hasn’t much sense of humour,

  but her goodnature always saves her in time.




  “How about Guinevere?” from Jimmy.




  “No one would know how to pronounce it,” George objected.




  “We’re in the higher income groups now,” we all chorused, and George looked anxiously round the bar, which was beginning to fill up.




  “Camelot, then.”




  “Would be muddled up with the musical.”




  “Tintagel,” I suggested, my attention wandering to a counter-card with a turreted castle advertising Round Tower Stout.




  “Tintagel? That’s not bad,” George said judiciously.




  “Oh, I didn’t mean it seriously.”




  “No, but I like it. It’s interesting and distinguished. That’s what we want to aim for. I’m sure this is going to be one of the really great perfumes, like Arpège

  or Chanel No 5; we want a name to match. That’s what we must aim for, something out of the common, don’t you see; not just vulgar sex appeal, something more haunting than

  that.”




  “More haunting than sex?” Jimmy said incredulously, but George was away on his hobbyhorse and not to be drawn. He is a poet manqué, he likes to remind us from time to

  time; while up at Oxford he published two slim vols called Expostulations and Orgasms, of which he is now rather ashamed, but it pleases him to think that he could do a lot better now

  if only he ever had the time.




  “Haunting,” he repeated firmly. “Nostalgic, evanescent, evocative—that’s what a perfume ought to be. Perilous seas in faery lands forlorn, that sort of thing. I

  want us really to go to town on this thing, see if we can’t make advertising history with it.”




  “Soft sell, George?”




  “Soft sell always registers most in the end,” George said, “particularly in the cosmetics market.” This is another of his pet theories.




  Mimi always becomes cynical and mutinous when she sees the creative gleam begin to glow in George’s eye. She stood up firmly, assembling her calf handbag and beautiful gloves.




  “Bedsocks,” she said firmly. “That’s what I must buy. Would you believe it, not a single pair of bedsocks did anyone give me this Christmas—and me entering on my

  thirties. Coming, Martha? Or would you rather stay with the oracles?”




  “I’ll come,” I said quickly. “I need some fresh air.”




  “You go on thinking along the lines of Tintagel,” George admonished me. Then he looked at his watch, drained his double whisky, and, muttering, “My god, my god, Eloise will be

  wondering where the hell I’ve got to. She’s not at all well just now. Excuse me,” he rushed from the pub.




  In fact a couple of months went by before we started serious work on Product X. Dunskirk and Son were having production difficulties, apparently; for some reason the second

  batch of perfume hadn’t come out nearly as well as the first. Understandably, they were rather cagey about accounting for this.




  Meanwhile George, Mimi, and I had been taken on a conducted tour of the factory. One of the first things young Gareth Dunskirk had done, apparently, as soon as he was old enough to have a say in

  policy matters, was to insist on moving the firm from Lancashire to London, to get away from the aura of clogs, shawls, and cobblestones. The industrial drift to the south-east was not yet in full

  swing at that time and they were lucky enough to snap up an excellent bomb-site in south Wimbledon, beside the railway and conveniently placed for the Wimbledon Squash and Badminton Club.




  “It’ll give us a much better image,” Gareth kept telling his father who, obstinately, pined for the factory hooters and black puddings and good-tempered factory hands of

  Bruddersford.




  “Down here they’re like a lot of Duchesses,” he grumbled. “Give ’em two-hour coffee breaks an’ a lavatory apiece, they’d still not be

  satisfied.”




  In fact the works were modern and handsome enough. We couldn’t help being impressed when we stepped through the insulating double doors into the perfumery department; it was small, but

  obviously well-equipped. There were glass-topped benches and elaborate smelling booths, screened off from the rest of the room; thermostats controlled the temperature in the laboratory, and a

  perfume “keyboard” had its shallow shelves stocked with a fantastic range of aromatics and essences. A waft of violet scent drifted about, but it was kept down to a bearable

  minimum.




  “My son designed every bit of this,” old Dunskirk told us proudly. He was obviously delighted to have a chance of boasting about Gareth, for whom he had a rather pathetic adoration.

  Personally I considered Gareth Dunskirk an utter toad; I was glad he hadn’t been able to accompany us on the escorted tour. He was away in Italy on a buying trip, apparently.




  “What does one buy in Italy?” George asked in the bright, hearty tone of someone who is not going to listen to a single word of the answer. He glanced at his watch.




  “Eh, well, there’s Bergamot Oil, that cooms from near Reggio,” old Dunskirk answered in his slow, precise way. I don’t know if he was a typical Lancastrian, but he seemed

  very North country to me. He was a small, round, thickset man, solid, like an underdone doughnut, freckled and balding, with a fuzz of very short sandy-white hairs on the back of his head. His

  pale-blue eyes were small, twinkling, and shrewd, and he was nearly always smiling, as if he found life a very pleasant, easy, sensible affair. He went on: “And there’s Orris root, that

  cooms from near Florence—”




  “Doesn’t it sound Shakespearian,” murmured Mimi. Tiring of old Dunskirk’s careful exposition and George’s synthetic interest, she wandered off and gazed at a row of

  glass tubes like organ pipes leading up through the ceiling, down which thick, globby liquids slowly oozed, having filtered, we were told, through hundreds of grammes of talc.




  I looked into a cupboard full of tightly-stoppered brown and green glass jars, and was ravished by the names on the labels: Coriander, anisefennel, juniper, nutmeg—




  “Did you know there were nutmeg addicts?” Mimi muttered, coming up to peer past me. “I bet Gareth Dunskirk is one.”




  “Hush!”




  —elemi, galbanum, myrrh, opoponax, styrax, camomile, dill, estragon, origanum, pennyroyal, peppermint, rosemary, rue, tansy, verbena, wormwood.




  Besides the bottles there were massive twenty-five-kilo earthenware crocks, five-hundredweight drums, great glass carboys in wicker cases, and mysterious chunks of crystalline material.




  “Indeed? That’s interesting, remarkably interesting,” George Salmon was saying. “And tell me now, what actually is there in Product X?”




  Old Dunskirk halted suddenly in the middle of a spiel about their cheaper perfume range, and their difficulties with ethyl acetate. He looked rather embarrassed.




  If I’d been near enough I’d have kicked George; evidently his had been the one question that shouldn’t be asked.




  “Eh, well,” old Dunskirk said at length, “ye know, a perfume is a very complex product—it’s a blend of hoondreds of different substances, some natural, some

  artificial. In the olden days, they used to blend substances that all had similar scents; nowadays the fashion is more for what ye can call dissonance in perfume. It’s not onlike music,

  really; ye build it up and up, like a bit of orchestration. Soomtimes it can take years to blend a perfume so as to carry out the inventor’s idea—it needs some substances in it to make

  it carry, ye see, and some to give it body, make it last longer; ambergris is one they use for that. Ye reduce it to powder and add alcohol—a solution of that will last for months, but of

  course on its own it’s heavy. It’s the proportion of one element to another that’s important.”




  “And in Product X?” persisted tactless old George.




  “I think I’d better ask my son Gareth to tell you about that. This perfume’s his brainchild, you know. I’ll get him to have a talk with you when he comes back from Italy.

  He’ll be home on Thursday with his new wife.”




  “New wife? Has he got a new wife?” asked Mimi, discreetly changing the subject by taking an interest in clients’ affairs.




  “Aye, he’s joost got wed to an Italian girl.”




  “But, Mr Dunskirk, how exciting and glamorous,” I chipped in, seeing George’s eye roam once more to his watch (poor George; Eloise was on the point of leaving him). “Have

  you met her?”




  “Nay, not yet. By all he says, she’s as beautiful as an angel. I only hope,” old Dunskirk added pessimistically, “that she’s steadier nor the last. A flighty yoong

  madam she was, and no mistake.”




  I nodded sympathetically, remembering that Gareth’s Number One wife had run off with a bandleader from Blackpool. It had been a boy-and-girl affair; Gareth had married her when both were

  in their teens and both, I gathered, regretted it almost at once. Luckily that was before we took over the account, so we weren’t called upon to condole and commiserate. For his

  father’s sake I too hoped that Gareth had made a better choice this time; old Dunskirk was a nice old boy and deserved a better son. But the chances didn’t seem particularly

  high—I imagined Gareth’s taste would run pretty true to form. He had a mania for acquiring possessions—hi fi, cameras, transistors, cars, film projectors, TV—the one feature

  all his belongings had in common was that they were built for show, not wear, and that they were soon thrown aside.




  “Any road, he’s fair smitten with this one,” old Dunskirk went on. “Saw her first last soomer when he went cruising in Brad Maitland’s yacht, went back for anoother

  look in October—it’s my belief he popped the question then, but couldn’t get her to say aye or nay—and this time evidently he’s fair worn her down wi’

  persistence. I daresay it’s on account of Miss Cara that yoong Gareth has been so keen on buying Bergamot and citrus oils this last half-year.”




  “Is her name Cara? How pretty.”




  “Cara Marcello. Cara Dunskirk it will be by now,” her father-in-law said prosaically. “They got wed in Italy so they would be able to have the honeymoon aboard Brad’s

  yacht.”




  “Lucky things. Well,” I said mendaciously, “we’ll look forward to meeting her very much. Now I really think, Mr Dunskirk, that we have wasted enough of your

  time—”




  “Eh, but you’ll stop and have a coop of tea, won’t you, Miss Martha and Mr Salmon and the other yoong lady—?” Mr Dunskirk was always a little in awe of Mimi and

  never slapped her on the bottom and addressed her familiarly as lass, the way he did me.




  “Why, that’s very kind of you, Mr Dunskirk—”




  Obviously his feelings would have been mortally hurt if we’d refused—he really was a nice old boy—so we took the lift up to the Dunskirk family maisonette on the top two floors

  and were helped by his housekeeper to a vast Lancashire tea, practically a four-course meal, with ham and parkin and fruit salad. George managed to excuse himself and slip away, explaining

  apologetically that his wife had an appointment with a specialist and wanted him to escort her. Mimi and I admired the view of the railway from the window and ate our way steadily through (at least

  I shan’t need to cook tonight or tomorrow, I thought) while our host told us rather touchingly that it had always been his wish to bring happiness into the lives of womenfolk with his

  cosmetics, in memory of his dear wife.




  “Would you believe it, when Moother—that’s Mrs Dunskirk that was—when Moother were a yoong girl, her folks were that strict that if she even put a bit o’ rice

  powder on her nose, her Dad would send her straight out to t’pump to wash it off! And no coloured clothes o’ Sundays, nothing like that. Why, I remember once when we was courting, she

  coom down in a white dress on a Sunday afternoon, and her Dad made her go straight back oopstirs and put on her black. So she were main pleased when I first started my little business. ‘I

  like to see a bit of colour on a lass’s face,’ she used to say. Aye, she’d be fair proud to know how well the business is doing. Happen she does know.”




  “Is it long since she died?” I asked gently, as Mr Dunskirk had gone off into a sighing reverie.




  “Twenty years, lass. Eh, I do wish she could see yoong Gareth now. I’m that proud of this perfume he’s invented. I always knew he had it in him to do summat o’ the sort.

  Do you know, Morleys soomhow got wind of it, and made us quite a good offer? But of course we wouldn’t sell, or rather, Gareth wouldn’t; I’m leaving Product X entirely to him.

  Making a sooccess of Gareth has been my whole life’s ambition, you might say, since Moother died. He was only a toddler then, but a bonny little chap.” And old Dunskirk showed us

  photographs of Gareth, fat and repulsive in a pram, in a velvet collar, in boy scout uniform. At least he had thinned down as he grew up.




  “Isn’t it a bit risky to let your whole life revolve round another person?” I suggested doubtfully. “Children grow away from you—I know it’s trite but

  it’s true.”




  “Nay, you wait till you’ve soom of your own, Miss Martha,” old Dunskirk said in that exasperating way parents have. “Gareth wouldn’t dream of leaving me. He’s

  a canny lad; he knows he can do better by sticking wi’ the old man that he would elsewhere.”




  That rang true; Gareth had inherited his father’s shrewdness about money, without the accompanying generosity.




  “And when he’s had a look round, and found his feet, he’ll soon settle down,” the proud father went on. “The lad’s got a real flair, Miss Martha, I can tell

  you. He’ll fairly wake up the old business when he gets going; be a shot in the arm to the whole cosmetics industry, shouldn’t wonder. He’ll have new ideas, you see; that’s

  what a college training does for you. That’s what I missed, so I was determined Gareth should have it, and when they opened the new Bruddersford University it seemed like the intervention of

  Providence!” He beamed at us a little wistfully. “Gareth’s got intellectual interests and friends now; there’s nothing like intellectual interests to stimulate you in your

  work.”




  “No indeed,” I agreed earnestly, hoping that Tigger and Mait, the only two of Gareth’s friends whom I had briefly met, were not typical. Mait, the Brad Maitland who owned the

  honeymoon yacht, was older than Gareth, perhaps twenty-six or twenty-seven, a smooth, dark, fleshy man, with one of those fruity voices like a hothouse tomato, all culture and no taste; I

  didn’t like his lips, either, they were too red and full. He seemed to have plenty of money and no visible means of support; like the bumblebee he flouted the laws of thermodynamics. In

  theory he acted as overseas sales representative for Dunskirk and several other firms, which gave him a convenient pretext for flitting off to the continent at frequent intervals; in practice I

  felt sure that he made his cash by less legitimate means. He talked a lot, knowledgeably, about the export business, but one felt this was just a front; his real passions seemed to be fast cars and

  rather infantile bawdy stories, so far as I could judge from personal experience.
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