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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
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  PART ONE




  WHAT HAPPENED




  Chapter One




  ARRIVAL OF EDWARD RIGBY




  THE HALL of the Transport Concession office was cool and quiet after the hustle and the heat of the Plaza San Salvador outside. Round the Salvador trams

  nosed their noisy way in an incessant stream.




  Watching it all, Rigby laughed. He felt happy. Already he had a sense of freedom. Purdon Road and the chill fogs creeping up from the river seemed an incredible distance away; farther even than

  they were in actual space miles. It was as though they belonged to another world. He had the odd illusion for a moment that everything that had happened to him before, the routine to which he had

  allowed himself to become accustomed, was a dream world; and that this, in the sharp sunlight and the harsh shadows, was reality.




  A being in a uniform only a shade less imposing than that of the tram conductors directed him to the Director’s office.




  In spite of the sense of freedom and happiness which he was already beginning to feel, Edward Rigby turned the handle in response to that curt “Come in” with something of

  trepidation.




  Rigby was not, and never had been, a thruster. Other people, once they knew Edward Rigby, always seemed to have a good deal of confidence in the man; but Edward Rigby himself lacked it.




  Cayley’s office was spacious and imposing. All the furniture was of that beautiful goina wood which is best described by calling it white teak. One of the hardest timbers in the world and

  one of the most lovely in natural figuring and polish.




  The blinds of the three big windows were already lowered to within a foot or so of the bottom sills, and the sunlight came between their slats like fire through the bars of a grate.




  In the middle of the wall behind the wide, paper-spread desk was a door.




  “You are Mr. Rigby?”




  Rigby nodded, and the man sitting at the desk rose and held out his hand—a well-kept hand, Rigby noticed. Unusually so for a man. A white and shapely hand. But one much too strong and

  sinewy in its grip to have anything feminate predicated about it.




  “I’m Leslie Cayley. The Director of the Transport Commission.”




  That, you felt, was a tact which had to be established very early on in any introduction that this man made of himself. He was the boss. He had the drive, energy, foresight and power of

  concentration to justify his being the boss. You felt all those things coming out of the man as soon as you met him.




  Rigby felt them now in that cool and pleasantly darkened room.




  Here, too, were a most pleasant voice, an affable and friendly manner; suavity.




  Rigby watched the gold ring flashing on the little finger of the left hand as Cayley went on.




  “Your rooms are comfortable in the Esperanta?”




  “Well, as a matter of fact, I haven’t been there yet. I came straight here from the boat.”




  “Ah, good, good!” That was approved. “Of course the Esperanta place is only for whilst you settle down. And whilst—er—we see if you want to stay on permanently. Then, if

  you want to bring out your wife, houses aren’t very difficult to get in San Lucca.




  “I hope you will want to settle. I hope we shall all find that it will be possible for you to stay on. I like my staff to be as permanent as possible. The Concession is a unique body,

  Rigby. Unique. We are entirely private and yet we have come to fill a national part in the life of San Lucca state.




  “Founded by a Scotsman, of course.” He smiled quickly revealing an unexpected glimpse of a gold tooth in the upper jaw. “Founded by a Scotsman half a century ago with two locos

  and ten yards of track, as you may say. And to-day we own—oh, lord—well, you’ll find out how much we do own. Anyway, we are easily the best run and most prosperous transport

  concern in South America.




  “Not the biggest, of course. Not by a long chalk. Well, look at the map!”




  He walked to a large map hanging on the side wall taking an ivory ruler with him to act as pointer.




  “Here’s San Lucca state. Tucked away in a corner. A mere nothing when you look at Brazil and the Argentine.”




  “Is San Lucca the name of the state as well as the town? I couldn’t quite make that out.”




  “Yes. San Lucca state and San Lucca town; city they like to call it now; I stick to town. The President likes it better, too. Our railways run all over the state. When they built them they

  rather let the thing go to their heads.”




  Rigby had crossed the room and was standing by the map studying it.




  “We’ve a long border with Sao Balaina here. It interests us particularly because we run a certain number of through trains, and the accounting becomes a bit of a headache at the end

  of each half-year. But they are quite decent people to deal with, and Kahn, their President, has always been friendly to us.”




  Rigby nodded. “It looks as though you go right up into the mountains here,” he said, pointing.




  “We do,” Cayley answered. “Why? Are you interested in the mountains particularly?”




  “Only because I’m interested in all mountains,” Rigby laughed.




  “Oh, I see; I see. Well, you’ll find plenty of mountains round here. If you get time to look at them. Which I rather doubt. There’s plenty of work to do, you know; plenty.

  Besides the railways we’ve got the trams in San Lucca itself.”




  “The trams?” Rigby was faintly surprised.




  Cayley smiled not without a certain wryness, and said:




  “Yes, the trams. We’d be better without them in one way. They bring in a big revenue, of course; but the tracks are so old that maintenance costs are appalling now, and most of the

  conductors are dishonest. Still, there it is. Local politics come into it to some extent. The President wants the trams kept, so we keep them.”




  The threads of any new set-up are always difficult to grasp straight away; but Rigby was finding this outline of affairs interesting. “The President?” he asked. “Who is

  that?”




  “His Excellency Don José Maria Allemante d’y Piera. The old boy’s getting on a bit now. Well, he’s sixty-five, anyway. And between you and me and the whole of San

  Lucca he’s a bit gaga. He’s married and he still likes to think he runs the whole outfit.”




  Rigby somewhat miscontrued these last two pieces of information, and asked: “Do you mean his wife really runs everything?”




  Cayley looked up quickly. “Nobody runs everything here,” he said. “We are worse off for red tape and officialdom than you are at home. As a matter of fact, the most single

  powerful body is the Concession.”




  He walked back to the desk and threw down the ivory ruler as though suddenly tired of explaining things.




  “Well, look,” he said. “There’s an awful lot for you to pick up and you can’t do it all at once. I’m sure you’ll appreciate

  that——”




  “Oh, yes, rather.”




  “And in any case I . . .” Cayley glanced at the severely functional electric clock on the wall and didn’t complete whatever it was he was going to say. “What you will be

  wanting to do,” he started afresh, “is to meet Lesdale; he’s our chief accountant. He’ll be your immediate head, of course, and I needn’t say that I shall expect you

  to show complete loyalty to him in every way.”




  Rigby nodded. “I don’t think you will find I’m lacking in loyalty to any concern I’m part of,” he said quietly.




  “No, no. I’m sure of that already.” Cayley suddenly smiled very pleasantly and affably. “I get a little pompous at times. Let’s see. Weren’t you a Cambridge

  man?”




  “Yes. John’s.”




  “Ah, then what I’m going to say now certainly won’t be necessary. But nevertheless I’m going to say it.” Cayley spread out his left hand palm downwards and examined

  the well-tended nails. “How shall I put it?” he went on at last. “San Lucca, I’m speaking of the town itself now, is tremendously English. It was English money and

  initiative which made it anything to start with, and we have always had a very good footing here. We still have. We’re quite a colony. And naturally we are rather on show all the time. There

  are one or two bad hats, but by and large we’ve always done the decent thing in the past, and the San Luccans have got into the way of expecting us to do it. We are all very anxious whenever

  a newcomer joins us that he appreciates the position and takes care not to let us down in any way. I hope you don’t mind my speaking in that strain?”




  Rigby smiled. Actually, he did think the lecture was a shade unnecessary, but it had been delivered so pleasantly that it would have been impossible to take any offence at it. And, in any case,

  Cayley was head of the Transport Concession, and Edward Rigby wasn’t.




  “Not a bit, Mr. Cayley,” he said.




  “Good. That’s finished my little piece then and now let’s go and look up Lesdale.”




  He led the new assistant accountant out of the room down a cool dark corridor and into a small office at the end.




  “Lesdale, here’s Rigby,” he said. “You had better take him under your wing and show him the ropes.”




  The Director went back to his own office and, as soon as he was seated at his desk, glanced at the clock again. The heat of the day was catching hold now and, in spite of all the precautions he

  had taken in his bath in the morning, he could feel the sweat coming out under his silk shirt.




  He took a cigarette out of a thin gold case, but hesitated before lighting it. Then, after another glance at the clock, he made up his mind. . . .




  He stretched out and picked up the telephone.




  “Give me the President’s residence,” he told the girl on his exchange. “The private number.”




  Lesdale wasn’t a fit man and didn’t look it.




  He knew his job backwards; so much was evident after five minutes’ talk; but he looked overworked and tired and ill. He had a trick of closing his eyes and rubbing them, and pushing his

  glasses up on to his forehead all in one sudden nervous movement.




  For twenty minutes or so the two men talked technicalities, each feeling the relief that any expert knows at finding someone else who can talk his jargon, and who understands all the trade

  phrases and allusions without the necessity of long explanations.




  Lesdale kept nodding the relieved approval of a tired man who at length finds help arriving.




  “That’s fine then, that’s fine,” he said more than once. “I can see that you’ll soon catch on to things. Actually, it isn’t highly complicated work

  here; it’s the detail that’s so killing. And the necessity for doing such a lot of it yourself. The hours aren’t too bad either. The San Luccans don’t believe in overwork,

  anyway. I usually take some stuff back with me in the evening. And I dare say you’ll find that you’ve got to do the same. It’s no good trying to do it here. For one thing, the

  Director doesn’t like it. He puts in all sorts of hours himself, but he believes in the staff packing up at the right time.”




  “Does he live in San Lucca?”




  “In one of those big houses along the harbour road, about five miles outside. But he’s got a sort of a flat, two rooms and a bathroom, I believe, though I’ve never seen it, in

  this building. There’s a door leading to it from his office. Where are you living?”




  “In a sort of boarding-house, I believe, in the Avenue Esperanta?”




  “Mrs. Kavanagh’s place? It’s one of the institutions of San Lucca. You’ll be all right there—only don’t go back howling drunk any night, she can’t stand

  it.”




  “I wasn’t thinking of doing so,” Rigby said, smiling faintly.




  They were interrupted by the unheralded irruption into the office of a short stocky man with a fierce expression. “These bloody San Luccans,” he announced.




  “This is Rigby, my new assistant,” Lesdale said, “and this is MacBryde, our chief engineer.”




  MacBryde nodded. “D’you play golf?” he inquired.




  Rigby said that he was afraid he didn’t. MacBryde didn’t say what he obviously thought.




  “What’s the matter with the San Luccans?” Lesdale asked.




  “The poor deluded boobs are getting sophisticated, that’s what’s the matter wi’ them,” MacBryde said. “I won’t say too much education. You can’t

  have too much of that, maybe. But too much knowledge without enough education to digest it. That’s their trouble. If we don’t look out we shall be having a union in the Concession and

  then we shall be for it. Farewell content and any sort of decent standard of work when we get a trades union. Mark my word.”




  He went out morosely, and Lesdale, pushing his glasses up on to his forehead, laughed.




  “Poor old Mac. The lack of opponents at golf and the threat of a trades union in the Concession—these are his two constant bogies. If he didn’t have them to grumble about I

  don’t know what he would do.”




  “Rather an amusing character, I should think.”




  “In small doses. You’ll see plenty of him if you ever care to look in at the Piccadilly Bar.”




  There were certain affinities between the boarding establishment in the Avenue Esperanta and every other such establishment anywhere else in the world. But there were

  differences too. Notably Mrs. Kavanagh. A tall, bold-looking woman with a voice like a gong and a belief in the ultimate goodness of everything and everybody, which years (it would be hard to guess

  how many) of sophisticated living had done nothing to dispel.




  Rigby was a little bit afraid of her, but he appreciated the way in which she put herself out to make sure that he had all he wanted and was comfortable.




  His heavy luggage had already arrived, straight from the docks; and he set about unpacking and making himself at home.




  By the time he had got his books arranged (the mountaineering ones together in a block) and the photograph of Hilda out on the mantelshelf the room already began to have a homely air.




  “I’m going to like it here,” he thought.




  He took Mrs. Kavanagh’s advice—it was difficult to imagine anybody not taking advice from her—and rested during the afternoon.




  “San Lucca can go to your head easily enough,” she warned him, “like oats.”




  It was not so much the fear of San Lucca going to his head (like oats!) as the fact that, with the ship docking when it did, he had been up since four o’clock that morning that made Rigby

  decide to lie down for a while; and by six he was up again and ready to explore the town.




  San Lucca at six is worth exploration. There are no long light evenings there, no drawn-out battle between retreating day and advancing night. The matter is decided with an abruptness which is

  apt to be disconcerting however many times you have seen it happen. Day is still with you, undisputable and scarcely diminished; and then suddenly darkness is switched on and the famous

  “velvet and violet dusk” of San Lucca envelopes you and the whole world about you.




  “The velvet and violet dusk of San Lucca”—not to have seen that is to have missed something in the world. Rigby, coming suddenly into the big square that commands a view over

  the harbour, caught his breath for the magical beauty of it all. He walked past many of the landmarks of the place without yet knowing what they were—the offices of the N.B.L.; Barclays Bank;

  the English Club (the “Devonshire”); the English church and its enclosed plot in which members of the English colony were buried; the Hotel Bristol. All these he passed before finding

  himself in the Plaza Aventa.




  This clearly was the hub of the public social life of the place. In the very centre of the square three huge fountains played from a bank of flowers; clockwise round this beautiful centrepiece

  flowed the evening traffic of San Lucca, large sleek cars mostly of the American pattern, and all driven with a gay abandon which would have made the Paris Concorde at rush hour seem a sedate

  affair. But it was outside this light-hearted maelstrom, on the pavements, that the real life of San Lucca moved—the stream of boulevardiers in a never-ending, never-hurrying, never-silent

  throng.




  Rigby sat down outside one of the many brilliantly lighted cafés to watch the scene.




  The women alone made it remarkable. Tall, upright and vividly beautiful, they made a parade which no man could watch unmoved.




  Some were accompanied by their duennas and looked inaccessible, but the majority showed their charms to the world; and of some of them it struck Edward Rigby that the word

  “inaccessible” was the last adjective you would use.




  There was an obvious and spontaneous sense of enjoyment about the whole scene which made Purdon Road seem even farther off than ever.




  “Are you the new accountant at the Transport Concession by any chance?”




  Rigby looked up quickly as a young man of engagingly raffish appearance slid into the vacant seat at the table.




  “Yes, I am. My name’s Rigby.”




  “I’m Wedderburn. Don’t tell your pious chief that you’ve been drinking with me, or he’ll look down his sanctimonious nose. Waiter, two peroles, please. Large ones

  with ice. San Lucca’s a wonderful place for drinking. The climate demands it and the prices encourage it. What more can a man want? Where the devil’s my notebook?”




  A prolonged search of all the pockets of the young man’s white linen jacket produced many (and some of them unexpected) things, but no notebook.




  “Never mind. I’m always losing the damned thing, anyway. The back of this bill will do. By the way, take a tip from me and never pay a bill here until it’s a year old. The

  local characters will die of heart failure if you settle up under a year. Now, then—full name and where you came from at home, and outline of career and how San Lucca strikes you—you

  know the sort of thing——”




  “Well, I——”




  Wedderburn laughed. “I ought to have explained myself a bit more,” he said. “You wouldn’t know, probably. We run an English paper here. That is to say that the

  Sentinale which comes out daily, prints an English supplement once a week. Every Thursday. I’m responsible for it. All tittle-tattle, personal stuff. Who was where and what they all

  wore. Ye gods, I know the complete wardrobes of all the English women out here by heart. And all their love affairs. Not that I’m allowed to mention those. We are all highly respectable here.

  . . .”




  The waiter arrived with the drinks, and Wedderburn raised his in salute.




  “Ever drunk a perole before?” he asked.




  “I don’t think I have.”




  Wedderburn smiled. “Everything has to have a beginning, hasn’t it? Never mix ’em with whisky, that’s my advice. Here’s luck.”




  Encouraged by these preliminaries and amused by his companion, Rigby supplied a few particulars about himself, which Wedderburn got down on the back of his bill in a species of shorthand.




  “Good, good. That’s the sort of thing. I can work that up into a couple of paras. With the whole wide world roaring to destruction in spate round your ears you’d be astonished

  at how difficult it is to fill up a four-page supplement each week. Waiter—two more peroles.”




  “Let me pay for these, please.”




  “I wouldn’t dream of trying to stop you,” Wedderburn said cheerfully. “I’m broke to the wide. Last Gold Cup Day finished me. The racing out here is as crooked as

  politics at home—oh, lord, look out, take cover.”




  “Rodney!”




  She had detached herself from the stream of passers-by and now stood over against their table. A strikingly handsome girl looking down on the two seated men.




  “Hallo, Irma, my pet,” Wedderburn said.




  Irma did not sound much like a pet. She sounded angry.




  “Rodney, you told me you had an important engagement this evening and that was why you couldn’t take me out to dinner. And here you are just sitting about drinking

  peroles.”




  “Don’t be silly,” Rodney begged her, with a fine show of indignant virtue. “Edward Rigby, here, has only arrived to-day. Three months ago he cabled me to meet him and

  dine with him on his arrival. We’re old friends. I couldn’t put that off, could I—even if I wanted to?”




  Irma was unappeased. “You could and would put off anything or anybody, if it suited you,” she said, and without bothering to say as much as good evening to Rigby, walked away.




  “An amiable sort, our Irma,” Wedderburn remarked.




  “She’s extremely good looking.”




  “Yes. She was certainly hanging around when they dished out the essential feminine stuff, wasn’t she? She finds it useful with the police occasionally.”




  “Is political life very corrupt out here? Is there a lot of graft, for instance? That sort of thing?”




  Wedderburn laughed. “Man isn’t a very mature animal politically,” he said. “A little power soon goes to his head. The best of the bunch out here is old Piera, the

  President. He’s straightforward enough. You’ll not have met him yet, I expect?”




  “No.”




  “Nor his wife?”




  Rigby shook his head, and Wedderburn laughed, and said a shade enigmatically: “Well, well. Think of all the pleasures you’ve got to come. I suppose Cayley read you his celebrated

  lecture on keeping the flag flying and not besmirching the escutcheon, and so on?”




  Rigby smiled. “He did say something along those lines.”




  “I’ll bet he did. Archbishop Cayley.”




  “I must say I rather took to him. He struck me as being a man who would fill his post very competently.”




  “Cayley’s much more than competent,” Wedderburn said, speaking suddenly with a note of reality in his voice. “He’s first-rate. He’s a damned good business man

  and a damned bad enemy. He hates my guts. I let the standard down and he can’t forgive that. By the way, you know what I told Irma about our dining together? You wouldn’t care to

  implement it, would you?”




  It was just precisely what Rigby would care to do, and he said: “If you would be kind enough to accept an invitation to dine with me——”




  “Rigby, you’re a pal. You’ve got the right ideas. If I don’t have somebody to talk to to-night I shall go off by myself into the wilderness and get howling Dervish drunk,

  which has its attractions in a way, but is apt to lead to remorse. I hate remorse.”




  “Forget remorse,” Rigby invited. “Let’s have another perole here, and then you shall show me where to dine in San Lucca.”




  So they had another perole together and sat there watching the stream of faces, more numerous than ever, that went by unceasingly.




  In between times Wedderburn gave lightning thumbnail sketches of the leading personalities of San Lucca whom Rigby was likely to meet.




  “. . . Lesdale? Poor old Jimmy Lesdale. He’s had it. Sacrificed on the altar of Cayley-an efficiency. Looks as though he’s got duodenal ulcers from worrying about where the

  ha’pennies go to from the tram fares. You married, Rigby?”




  “Yes. I’m hoping to bring my wife out here when I’m really settled in properly.”




  “That’s what they all say. At first. Cayley’s married too. You wouldn’t have met his wife yet, I suppose?”




  “Not yet.”




  “Before long you’ll be bidden out to the house in Harbour Road, and have a madly exciting half-hour drinking tea and being shown the rose garden. Don’t let it go to your

  head.”




  Rigby laughingly promised to do his best not to.




  “This perole’s good stuff,” he said.




  “Never mix it with whisky,” Wedderburn advised again.




  They left the Aventa, and for some distance retraced the route by which Rigby had chanced to walk there.




  “I like San Lucca,” he said.




  “Who wouldn’t? There isn’t a city in Europe to touch it. Edinburgh perhaps, if you bathed Edinburgh in champagne and installed a couple of thousand dark-eyed houris in it. And

  banished all the professors. But mind you, once you get away from the avenues and the plazas here you soon strike something very different. The icing’s all right; the cake’s another

  matter. At the back of all this”—he waved his hand at the imposing-looking buildings they were passing—“is a positive network of alleys and courts, and twisting narrow

  places where you’d get a knife stuck in your ribs in the ordinary course of things, as it were.”




  They had reached the Hotel Bristol by now, and Wedderburn indicated that it was their goal. At the doorway he stopped for a few seconds to buy a box of matches from a picturesque-looking

  beggar-pedlar wearing black glasses and propping himself against the wall by the aid of a white stick.




  “That chap’s my mascot. I always buy something off him. Very probably he can see as well as you and I can, but I wouldn’t pass him without buying just the same. I hope

  you’ve got loads of money, Rigby, because the Bristol, though good, is expensive.”




  The Bristol was both expensive and good. There was no reason why it shouldn’t be, for M. Bouisserau, the chef, commanded as much salary as an English Cabinet Minister, and Charles, the

  urbane head-waiter, a shade more than that.




  It was Charles who came to greet them. Clearly he knew Wedderburn and regarded him with a sort of tolerant affection.




  “It isn’t often I can afford your prices, Charles,” Wedderburn told him; “but to-night my friend, Mr. Rigby, is paying and we want the best.”




  They had it. Good food, superbly cooked and, on Wedderburn’s advice, a bottle of Château Rougelle than which there may possibly be a better white wine in the world, but if so, nobody

  knows of it.




  Rigby was enjoying himself and, although he feared that the bill would be staggering, he refused to be depressed about it.




  He realised that be had been on the treadmill too long. When he looked round the softly lighted dining-room the whole atmosphere of it, subtly compounded of sights and sounds and smells, seemed

  to be the quintessence of what the rest of San Lucca already promised to be.




  Waiters sped noiselessly across the luxuriously thick carpet; the white shoulders of women gleamed like ivory in the downcast light; glasses were raised in intimate toasts and softly clinked

  together.




  Rigby kept a cautious eye on his own glass. He began to think that perole must be somewhat insidious stuff, and the three he had had together with the beautifully smooth Château Rougelle

  were combining to give him a very agreeable feeling indeed.




  Wedderburn was not troubled by any such restrictive practices and, as the meal went on, so he became progressively more voluble, more amusing and more—Rigby wondered whether vivacious or

  pugnacious was the right word.




  Close to their modest table for two a party of some twelve or fourteen people was dining. All men and all in rather bizarrely extravagant uniform. Wedderburn took one look at them and

  didn’t trouble to disguise the disgust on his face.




  “Balainan bastards,” he explained amiably. “Dolled up in that ridiculous Air Force uniform of theirs. Somebody has sold them half a dozen out-of-date Lancasters, I should

  think, and it’s gone to their head. Not that it takes much to do that.”




  “Balainan?”




  “Sao Balaina. The neighbouring state. A dictatorship on the approved style. Machine-guns outside the polling booths, and you can vote just exactly as you please, but, oddly enough,

  there’s only one name on the voting paper. Run by a merchant called Kahn. An unpleasant piece of work if ever there was one. At least, ostensibly run by him. As to who’s behind him,

  your guess is as good as mine—probably. I wish they would play the Balainan national anthem. I’d take great pleasure in singing “John Peel” at the top of my voice through

  the whole of it.”




  Wedderburn’s voice, which he made no effort to lower, seemed to be in danger of floating over to the Balainan table, and Rigby thought that once or twice eyes were cocked in their

  direction.




  But nothing untoward happened until dinner was over, rounded off by two cups of perfect coffee. Then, on the way out, Wedderburn made pretence that there wasn’t room to get by the Balainan

  table.




  It was true that one of the Balainan officers, an unpleasant thick-necked customer, had pushed his chair back slightly. But there was still room enough to get by if Wedderburn wanted to.




  But he didn’t want to. He stood there waiting for the officer to draw his chair in again, his face like thunder. The thick-necked man glanced up and apparently did not like the look of the

  Englishman much. At any rate, he just went on chewing food and made no effort to move.




  It was an awkward moment, but it was saved from developing by the ever-observant Charles, who glided up and, in a plethora of politeness to both parties, managed to coax Wedderburn past the

  danger spot and on his way out.




  Rigby was relieved to be outside again. He noticed that the match-seller was no longer there. He wondered what the next item on the programme was. For his own part, although it was still early,

  his thoughts began to turn towards Mrs. Kavanagh’s and bed. He wanted to be on the top of his form when he showed up at the office next morning. But Wedderburn had other ideas.




  “Let’s go the Piccadilly,” he said.




  “Well——”




  “Not for long. Dammit, we must have one final drink before turning in. Archbishop Cayley can’t possibly object to that. It’s only just round at the back here.”




  In a way, you might call the Piccadilly Bar the centre of San Luccan evenings. The Bristol for expensive elegance, certainly; the Café d’Or for the tourist trade. But your real

  inhabitant of San Lucca wanting either to start an evening auspiciously, or to end one uproariously, usually made his way to the long first-storey bar in the Santa Crux, run by one Arthur, an

  ex-sergeant of the Brigade of Guards.




  Long though the place was, it was more than half-full when the two men arrived. Round the bar itself the chatter was deafening and the atmosphere thick with tobacco smoke. Right away in the

  comparative peace of the far end stood three billiard tables. Between the area of the bar and the billiard tables was a small cleared space which looked as though it might be used for dancing.




  “Losh, man, you’ve fallen on evil company already then!” a voice greeted them.




  MacBryde had been in the Piccadilly for an hour and more, and had not yet troubled about the formality of an evening meal.




  It was immediately apparent that he and Wedderburn were cronies of long standing.




  “You’ll incur the severe displeasure of His Grace,” MacBryde said, “if you start leading his accountants astray.”




  “You’re plastered, you old Scots scarecrow,” Wedderburn reproved him virtuously. “Mr. Rigby and I have been dining comfortably and elegantly at the Bristol.”




  “The Bristol! I’ll take one guess who paid!”




  “We aren’t in Aberdeen now. Not everybody thinks of money all the time. We had a very pleasant meal; except for the presence of a table full of dressed-up monkeys from

  Balaina.”




  “Ay. They don’t play golf either,” MacBryde said sadly. “Well, well. Three John Haig’s, Arthur.”




  “Singles or doubles, Mr. MacBryde?”




  “Did I ever have a single in my life, Arthur?”




  Arthur asked no more foolish questions and, in spite of protesting that he didn’t want it, Rigby found himself with a man-size double whisky in his hand.




  He remembered the warnings Wedderburn had given about mixing peroles and whisky, and he managed to get rid of most of the John Haig into a convenient flower-pot when the other two weren’t

  looking.




  By the time two more drinks had followed the first the evening was really hotting up. Many more people had crowded in, and Wedderburn and the Scots engineer had hardly ceased for a moment their

  full-throated expletive-starred arguments about everything under the sun. They had got used to the fact now that Rigby didn’t want to keep pace with their drinks, and he was happy to be left

  out of it. He felt quite sober, and most amused, and was enjoying the whole unexpected evening as he had not enjoyed anything since his undergraduate days.




  Just before ten it became apparent what the small circular space between the bar and the billiard tables was for.




  An orchestra of three slid into place; all the lights except one high-situated spotlight went out, and somebody started to sing—a woman.




  “The cabaret,” Wedderburn whispered in the dramatically sudden silence. “Carraciola.”




  This was before Carraciola became the rage of South America, and later the rage of New York and London. Arthur found her, heaven knows where, before she was famous. But not before she was

  beautiful.




  In that crowded, smoke-filled room, raucous a moment previously with the noise of human beings in the odd pursuit of pleasure, there was now absolute and breath-held silence as Carraciola, the

  haunting echoes of her voice having died away, started to dance.




  She was as near naked as might be, and yet so lithe, so whitely slender, so seeming gossamer that it was not body you thought of as you watched her, but spirit. The underlying other-worldliness

  of things that is always haunting a man and mocking him and eluding him and escaping.




  And when, to complete her turn, she sang again, her voice, too, was full of that transient and intangible beauty, that sweet and penetrating sadness.




  The long last vibrant note died away to the spotlight high up on the rafters snicked off; the full lights flooded back, and people metaphorically rubbed their eyes.




  A voice spoke here and there; somebody ordered a drink and gradually the life of the place flowed back to normality again.




  “Let’s have a game of snooker,” Wedderburn said suddenly. “Do you play, Rigby?”




  Rigby nodded. He had been on the point of announcing that he was going off to his rooms, and but for that one word “snooker” he would have done so.




  “Yes, I play,” he said, smiling slightly. “A little.”




  In point of fact snooker was his hobby and he played it very well indeed. When they had been playing for about ten minutes McBryde said: “Yon laddie’s a genius. He’d give

  Wullie Smith himsel’ a good game.”




  Other people had noticed the excellence of the newcomer’s play and, when the second game started, there was quite a gallery gathered to watch it.




  Amongst them were three of the Balainan officers, the thick-necked gentleman and two others.




  They had come in during the cabaret turn and after an interlude at the bar had drifted over to watch the snooker.




  Rigby caught sight of them and said nothing, hoping that Wedderburn wouldn’t notice. Vain hope. Rodney Campdown Wedderburn, a gentleman with an oddly chequered life story behind him, had

  reached that stage in liquor when a man is likely to turn either maudlin or pugnacious.




  His worst friends had never called Wedderburn maudlin. Unfortunately for the general peace the Balainan officers, yielding to slight pressure from behind, took half a pace forward just as

  Wedderburn was shaping for a shot.




  Wedderburn sensed the cramped cue-room behind him and turned round.




  “You’re in my way,” he said.




  The officer bowed “I’m sorry. Someone passed behind me.”




  “Well, get out of it.”




  The other man stood still, but his eyes glinted unpleasantly.




  There was a sudden silence, and people craned over one another’s shoulders to see what was happening.




  “You’re still in my way,” Rodney Wedderburn went on. “It must be the uniform or something. It distracts me.”




  “Take it easy, Wedders,” MacBryde urged amiably; “the poor bastards can’t help looking like turkey cocks.”




  Wedderburn now decided to get on with his game, and as he bent down to do so, said “Fancy strutting about in a ridiculous get-up like that, and calling themselves Air Force. They

  couldn’t fly a kite.”




  He began to make his stroke and found that the butt of his cue was being held.




  He turned and now very white in the face, said:




  “Let go of my cue, you dressed-up monkey.”




  The thickset man with the square shoulders and the angry eyes did not let go of the cue.




  “I think you have insulted my country,” he said.




  “Insulted your country?” Wedderburn laughed derisively. “Impossible.”




  The cue was suddenly wrenched from his hands and thrown clattering against the table. There was a complete and intense silence from the crowd now watching the scene.




  Instinctively both MacBryde and Rigby edged closer to Wedderburn as though to make it plain that they were ranged on his side.




  Rigby did this, but inwardly with the utmost reluctance. He had a natural horror of a scene of any kind, and he certainly didn’t want to be involved in one on his first night in San Lucca.

  On the other hand, he didn’t see how he could not ally himself with the other two Britishers.




  Arthur, always on the qui vive for the trouble which, as he knew to his cost, could blow up only too easily where San Luccans were concerned, had hurried over from the bar.




  “Don’t start anything in here, Mr. Wedderburn, please,” he begged.




  The request was too late, because the next move was dramatic and irrevocable.




  Wedderburn reached for his glass, which was standing on a table close by, and with a quick wristy gesture, threw the contents full in the other man’s face.




  For five seconds perhaps nothing was said; then the man in the ridiculous uniform very gently let go of the cue and, raising his hand, slowly wiped the trickling liquid from his chin.




  “I shall shoot you for that,” he said.




  Then some fool (or wise man—difficult to say which) knocked up the main light switch. Rigby had hardly grasped what had happened, so startling was the sudden plunge into blackness, before

  a revolver shot tore the world into pieces near him.




  It was so close that for an instant he had an insane feeling that he must be shot himself; a fantasy that got knocked out of him immediately by a blow from someone unseen which caught him on his

  left ear and set his head singing.




  It wasn’t specifically aimed at him, but was merely part of the general melée which had broken out with a spontaneous and enthusiastic ferocity incomprehensible to anyone who does

  not know the San Luccan temperament. An Orangeman in a Belfast religious procession would have felt at home in it, but outdistanced.




  From being a silent scene intently grouped round the two central protagonists it had become a roaring raging affair with a glorious free-for-all going on.




  A woman screamed; there was a splintering of glass somewhere in the middle of things, and suddenly out in the street the banshee wailing of a police-car siren.




  Arthur had experienced these outbreaks before and had lost no time at all. He had a telephone under the counter and had used it.




  A surge of bodies in the dark sent Rigby sprawling on hands and knees, and he had the sense to fight hard to get up again. He realised that people couldn’t see and wouldn’t care

  where they were trampling in that scrum.




  When he struggled to his feet his arm was seized by someone whom he instinctively tried to shake off.




  MacBryde’s urgent voice came harshly but kindly in his ear.




  “Rigby? Is that you? Losh, what a party! You don’t want to get mixed up in this lot, mon. Get out of it, for God’s sake.”




  It seemed excellent advice, and Rigby was prepared to take it. But he didn’t know how to.




  “This way, mon, this way,” MacBryde urged, tugging at his arm.




  Rigby had already lost all idea of where he was in the room, and was as much astonished as relieved when he felt a door open against his ribs and MacBryde pushed him through into darkness and

  comparative quiet.




  A narrow corridor, so much his senses advised him about his surroundings; and, before he could learn more about them, he had blundered into a door at the end and so into a lighted room.




  The suddenness of the light made him blink for a moment and then he went scarlet in the face, and said: “I beg your pardon, I’m sure——”




  Carraciola was standing stark naked in front of a full-length mirror. She turned her head to smile lazily at him over one shoulder, and he noticed how intriguingly small and shapely and boylike

  her buttocks were.




  “Why is the police van coming?” she inquired, apparently not feeling anything embarrassing in the situation.




  “There’s a sort of fight broken out in the bar.”




  “And you don’t want to be part of it?”




  “Not particularly. No.”




  The wailing of a second police car siren came faintly to their ears.




  She smiled at him again. Carraciola always had a weakness for Englishmen. She nodded to a door in the far side of the room.




  “That leads nowhere but out on to the roof,” she volunteered.




  Rigby nodded. “Out on to the roof” sounded just right to him. At the moment he couldn’t imagine a place where he wanted to be more.”




  “Thanks awfully,” he said gratefully. “If you’ll excuse me——”




  He crossed the room looking determinedly ahead, and Carraciola, watching him, burst out into a silvery laugh.




  “It is hardly polite not to notice a lady, señor,” she said. “She thinks she is not worth looking at.”




  By this time Rigby was blushing to the tips of his Purdon Road ears; but also by this time he had reached the door of salvation and was opening it.




  He turned and tried to give the impression of looking at her without seeing her. “I’m most grateful to you,” he said, devoutly wishing he didn’t have to sound so

  sententious, “and I do apologise for having barged in on you like this.”




  Once again Carraciola laughed her silvery laugh.




  “At any time, señor . . .” she said amiably.




  Rigby was glad on all counts to be out in the air again.




  “Lord above us,” he thought, “what a pickle!”




  He steadied himself against the door now closed behind him, and took stock of his position, reminding himself sharply that he still had to make his way safely out of the imbroglio.




  The roof, Carraciola had said; but it was a positive forest and jungle of roofs that stretched in front of him. His mind flew back to what Wedderburn had said about the network of alleys

  and courts and twisting narrow places.




  But Rigby was used to roofs. An enthusiastic three years in the roof-climbing club at Cambridge had made him familiarly at home on them.




  As soon as he had taken a couple of deep breaths of the welcome night air he began to move.




  A moon had risen over the city and was making a most magical unreality of it all. It really needed very little imagination to see not gable-ends and roof ridges, chimney stacks and turrets, but

  the intricate and fantastical shapes of some petrified and moon-drenched forest.




  For a dozen yards there was no choice but to make his way along a leaded gutter. Then, being faced with alternative ways, he thought it best to go along a narrow parapet of stone which, with a

  drop of some twenty feet on one side, might have worried some people, but Rigby didn’t mind it at all.




  He liked heights and the sense of having nothing beneath him. What he was worried about, and increasingly so now, was the possibility that he might yet be caught—caught and questioned.

  After Cayley’s talk that morning such a start might be disastrous.




  It would be no smiling matter, he realised, if things ended badly—as they might yet well do—and he lost his job with the Transport Concession in consequence.




  The parapet ended in what he thought of as a crevasse. A gap some four feet wide between his roof and the next. Four feet wide and perhaps twenty-five feet to the ground.




  Again it might have bothered some people. Luckily for Rigby it was no more for him than a question of judging his distance and landing ground, and then doing something half-way between a jump

  and a lengthened stride.
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