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CHAPTER 1

[image: image]Truly fortuni,” I whispered.

Grey-blue eyes, a fine Roman nose and a generous portion of blond hair oiled back under his trilby. Plump kissable lips I had kissed before and was soon to kiss again. It was the last Sunday of September 1929 as we walked the straight and narrow paths of Hampstead Heath, making our way for the woods. A time of decaying splendour as the oaks turned yellow, the ashes orange and the beeches, my favourite, that vivid, burning amber. For the everyday stroller, the Heath’s imminent loss of abundant leaf cover was simply a moment of aesthetically pleasing autumnal display. But for Arthur and I it was the last chance to bare behind the bushes before the bushes themselves were bare.

“Truly fortuni,” he echoed.

We’d first met at the Men’s Bathing Pond back in the summer. He’d been sunning himself in the changing area in nothing but a piece of string and barely half a handkerchief’s worth of cloth that permitted a generous glimpse of what lay underneath. He caught me looking and I’d blushed, but one thing led to another and now here we were, seeking alternative pleasures at a chillier temperature. Up ahead a man appeared, the severe-looking sort in a coal-black suit and bowler. He stomped his way down the path with an ugly little terrier pulling at a leash. Arthur and I wore dark Sunday suits, nothing conspicuous. I had opted for a homburg, grey wool felt and black satin-lined. It was superb quality and kept the chill off my crown, which was getting a fraction chillier these days. With straight backs and broadened shoulders we tried to pass ourselves off as normals. He stomped past us with a harrumph. His dog panted and strained, having caught a whiff of something exciting on the air.

A few minutes later and the woods were looming. Lured by their siren’s call we entered. The colours were changing but the leaves were still onside for now. Neither of us had appropriate footwear for the muddy paths but that didn’t deter us, led by our urges and keen to satisfy them. Suddenly there was a shout. We stopped dead in our tracks, Arthur almost skidding on the mud.

“That can’t be the bloody police, can it?” he muttered. “We’re just going for a stroll.”

“Old chums who bumped into each other,” I replied, trying to sound more confident than I felt. We held our breaths until quiet returned. A few pigeons flapped overhead, their wing beats surprisingly loud, and somewhere another call was issued. “Probably that fellow shouting at his dog.”

We resumed our mission. Up ahead lay a fallen oak, as if a Titan’s arm had been chopped off mid-battle and now all that remained was the bone. Next to the giant’s dismembered limb was a large holly bush with a good covering of berry. It also afforded better cover than any of the nearby trees. We hurried around the oak towards the prickles of the holly. But those sorts of pricks didn’t matter as my cold hands went quick to Arthur’s warm neck.

We kissed hurriedly and nervously. He tasted of cigarette and mustard and I assumed I tasted of cigarette and bread sauce. I enjoyed the feel of his plump lips as he enjoyed mine. We opened our mouths and our tongues were quick to find one another. My hands slipped from his neck to the back of his head where I could feel the end of his lustrous hair. How I wanted to run my fingers through it but, ever the Englishmen, we kept our hats on. Not one to waste a second, I put my hand to his crotch and gave a squeeze. His person was already starting to stiffen, as was mine. He pulled back from our kiss and we looked a moment at one another. His hands came around my back and patted my buttocks.

“Those will be for dessert,” he said with a fruity chuckle.

Something snapped. We froze. The sound had come from further within the woods. We waited, the silence of the air anticipating another sound as a vacuum awaits its filling. We held fast, groins pressed together, our members unsure as whether to continue hardening or to wither. Another snap, then leaves rustling and somewhere much too close a dog yapped. We pulled apart as the ghastly terrier belted into view.

“Bugger,” I cursed.

The siren’s call proved true. I saw panic on Arthur’s face, which he saw mirrored on mine, we had no choice but to run. A subtle departure proved difficult as the leaves beneath our quick retreating feet mocked us with the volume of their crunching and even the branches pointed at us accusingly. The dog’s infernal barking was answered with another shout, louder now and much too close for comfort. Our quick step became a run as we escaped that blasted creature and its approaching owner. God only knew what he would do if he caught us. He’d looked the National Vigilance Association sort. We ran and ran, our faces reddening, skirting the oaks and ashes, not stopping to admire the beeches, and then suddenly the trees vanished as we stumbled onto a sturdier path.

We tried to return to a regular pace but were fearful the dog would reappear. My armpits were perspiring and I cursed the stink it would make under my jacket. Arthur was a few paces ahead, his face pink, and I saw his shoes were covered in mud, flecks of which had splashed up onto the hem of his trousers. I looked down at mine and saw the same. Double bugger. We reached a fork in the path and he turned to me, worry in his nice grey-blue eyes.

“Bloody creature,” he said.

“Less Hound of the Baskervilles,” I replied. “More Terrier of the Heath.”

We tried to laugh but our attempts at bravado quite failed.

“Perhaps we could try the South End Green toilets,” I suggested.

“I… I’m not sure. I hear the police have been sniffing around there of late.”

That familiar look of desire passed between us but the thrill of the moment had died.

“Another Sunday,” he said, “we should try the Heath extension.”

“We should.”

A serious young man appeared from the left fork, strolling purposefully ahead of his companion, a short young woman with a grumpy look about her. He too looked rather bad-tempered and I assumed a lovers’ tiff. He was marching in our direction and the last thing I wanted was for his ire to turn on these two uncanny men still trying to regain their breath. I turned on my heel and took the right fork, leaving Arthur to face the couple. We did not say goodbye.

So it was I retreated back across the Heath, heading for Parliament Hill. The sun was lower and the chill intensifying. I pulled my coat tighter around me, regretting my lack of a scarf. My feet were sweating and I could feel them rubbing up against the tight leather of the shoes with only a thin layer of sock in between. The heel of my right foot was beginning to chafe, I’d have a blister sooner or later. Battle scars without victory, just my luck.

Despite these protestations I worked my way to the top of the hill and found my usual bench empty. Its wooden slats provided respite for my unsatisfied buttocks and my fast-beating heart. I admired the view through the trees to that higgledy-piggledy horizon of spires, chimneys and smoke. With a single finger held aloft I vanished whole swathes of the city. St Paul’s and Waterloo Station obliterated by the tip of my index finger, St Pancras squashed under a thumb. From here I liked to put London into perspective.

Occasionally I turned my head to observe the Sunday strollers. A handsome young couple with clean skin and rosy cheeks walked arm in arm. They had the look of new love to them, all excitement and adventures to be had. Then came a family of stern father, prim mother and a pair of smaller facsimiles in tow. All wore sensible coats and walked with the lethargy of those mid-digestion, I assumed of a hearty roast lunch. A governess was on hand, the dour and dependable sort, disinclined to marriage. Soon an elderly couple tottered their way across the brow of the hill, unperturbed by their sagging necks and greying hair, the kind to immortalise their long marriage (and approaching mortality) with a plaque on a bench. Like the riddle of the Sphinx, so I witnessed the three stages of normality: from first love to senility by way of family. For those everyday folk, love was something attainable, for the likes of me it was criminal.

“Excuse me, have you got the time?”

I turned to the stranger and almost gasped. Straight nose, slim lips and quiet chin, suddenly I was back amongst those sandstone spires, dressed in black tie and gown, talking animatedly with other men about the pastimes of the Greeks and the latest college scandal. I had only met him a handful of times but even then he’d made an impression. Like a lesser-known Greek god, he had been beautiful, and I saw now that his looks hadn’t changed a jot.

“I say, it’s Patrick, isn’t it? Patrick Duker?”

Shock crossed his handsome face but he was quick to smother it.

“Yes, it is,” he replied reluctantly as his eyes narrowed and forehead furrowed. I could almost see the levers and pulleys of his brain clunking away as some distant memory was searched for.

“Oxford,” I said. “We were mutually acquainted with Cyril Hughes.”

“I’m terribly sorry, I… I don’t recall…” But as the words left his lips so his eyes opened wide. “Stuart? It’s Stuart.”

“Selby. Selby Bigge. Do take a seat.”

“I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“It would be no intrusion at all.”

He sat himself down as I raised my left arm and pulled back the sleeve of my coat to reveal a slender, pale wrist dotted with short, light hairs. The gold face of my watch stared back.

“It’s a quarter past three, by the way.”

“Thank you.” He shuffled around in one of his coat pockets and produced a silver cigarette case. “Fancy one?”

I turned to him, his eyes steadily on mine. What a face to behold and such penetrating hazel eyes. I took one of the proffered cylinders and placed it between my lips. He was quick to produce a box of matches but his fingers were trembling, from cold or excitement I could not tell. The first extinguished the moment it blazed. He tutted quietly as he tossed the used stick into the grass before lighting another. I leant towards his cupped palms and sucked deeply at the quavering flame. I always loved that first rush of smoke as the lungs woke up to the fine taste of tobacco.

“What a funny coincidence,” he said after lighting his own. “You were a Balliol chap, weren’t you?”

I shook my head, “Fitzalan.”

“Never very high up the Norrington Table, if I recall.”

“Not very good at rowing either.”

“At least you weren’t at Pembroke! I was PPE at Corpus. What did you take?”

“Classics,” I said. “Always loved the Ancients, especially Ovid and Sappho. Such wonderful poetry.”

“Can’t stand the stuff myself,” he said. “Too flowery by half.”

“Not even something contemporary, Walt Whitman perhaps?”

“Not my cup of tea,” he replied, quite missing the point of my reference to the famous nature lover and lover of men.

“I contain multitudes,” I said, quoting one of my favourite lines.

“You contain what?”

“Ignore me, just thinking on Oxford days. I wonder what happened to our chum Cyril.”

“He went to prison,” replied Patrick quickly.

“Really, whatever for?”

“He… well… he made good on his innuendos and was punished for it.”

I knew at once what he meant and, whilst I wanted to ask about the particulars, I could sense his body stiffen. I kept my eyes dead ahead, as did he.

“How unfortunate,” I replied feebly. “What brings you to Hampstead on a Sunday afternoon? A stroll on the Heath?”

“I live here,” he said rather coldly.

“Oh, I hadn’t realised. Bought a house, have you?”

“I live with my father.”

His father was one Sir Lionel Duker, a big name in the world of banking. He’d made a killing out of African mines and got a knighthood for funding Great Britain’s war efforts.

“That must be nice for you,” I ventured, not entirely sure it would be.

“It’s big enough for the both of us. He’s getting on a bit but he keeps himself occupied.”

I felt there was more to be said but he was holding back.

“Jolly good. I couldn’t begin to imagine living with my father.”

“You don’t see eye to eye?”

“If an Englishman’s home is his castle then let’s say my father has a lot in common with a number of this country’s monarchs.”

“A tyrant?”

“Aspiring. He only ever achieved a lesser managerial position at a bank in Horsham.”

“How rotten. Is Horsham ever so dull?”

“Thoroughly and certainly not a place I can indulge all my vices.”

“Bit of a gambler, eh?”

The earnest look he gave me proved a shade confusing. Usually the offer of a cigarette was signal enough up here on the Heath, but he must be playing it safe.

“Something of that sort,” I lied. “Still, it’s nice you get along with your father.”

“Most of the time.”

“But not all of it?”

To that he said nothing.

“Families can be murder,” I added.

“As a matter of fact, I’m planning one of those.”

“What? A family or a murder?”

“The latter.”

I blinked, trying hard not to choke on my cigarette.

“The murder of my mother that is.”

“Oh dear,” I said, waiting for the punchline, “is she ghastly?”

“Much worse, she’s my age.”

I coughed up a small plume of smoke.

“Stepmother, I should say.”

“How dreadful,” I managed. “Although I do hear the Oedipal complex is quite the rage these days.”

A big grin spread across his face and he started to laugh. His mouth was wide and full of teeth, one or two slightly wonky – the wonkiness a human touch, he couldn’t be all demi-god. The laughter persisted for quite some time.

“Dear me,” he said. “I haven’t had a good laugh in months. You must think me mad?”

“No, no,” I lied. “I’m sure many men are plotting the deaths of their stepmothers right this very moment.”

“How tactless of me, to tell you all this. We’re perfect strangers really, I can’t even remember the last time we spoke.”

I remembered. It was a Trinity term of my degree and Cyril had invited me to one of his drinks parties at Worcester College. It wasn’t often he allowed me to brush shoulders with the upper sets, but he’d needed to make up the numbers. I had always been so nervous at events like that, surrounded by men so much richer and more interesting than I. They never asked after my family or the land we owned. They can smell the middle class on you, Cyril had once said. No one important ever came from Horsham.

Looking back, I don’t know why I’d let him be so mean to me but our acquaintanceship had proved mutually satisfying. With a glass of chilled champagne in hand, I had eyed Patrick across the room, thinking how splendid he looked in his dinner jacket and wishing for him to return my gaze. By my design we left at the same time and I took to talking with him as we neared the duck pond. We were a bit squiffy and I worried we would go over the edge. So we found a bench to sit on to stop our heads from spinning. He’d exuded that youthful beauty so typical of our kind and for a while we talked about nothing or other. It transpired he was in the middle of his finals and I worried I’d never see him again. At one point he placed his palm flat on the bench between us and I had dared to place mine on top of his. We stayed like that for a while until, finally, he kissed me.

“Although when I saw you on the bench I thought you looked the sympathetic sort.”

Sympathetic wasn’t exactly the word I’d hoped for, but it was a start.

“I had a feeling you’d be easy to talk to and I was right.”

“I’m terribly discreet,” I assured him. “I’m not prone to gossip.”

“To hell with it,” he replied, leaning towards me so I could smell the tobacco on his breath. “Her name is Lucinda and I call her the Harpy of the Heath.”

“That bad is she?”

“Worse, and my father thinks her an angel.”

“A very young angel.”

“Exactly. He’s too doe-eyed to spot her designs on his bank account and she’s too wily to give herself away. I need proof.”

“With which to dissuade your father?”

He nodded. “So he’ll divorce her forthwith.”

I took a long drag of my cigarette and let him wait awhile before I replied. “From my experience if you want someone to reveal who they truly are, all you have to do is let them talk.”

“She does plenty of that and it’s always so bloody inane.”

“But do you ask her the right questions?”

“I try to ask her as little as possible.”

“Then therein might lie your problem.”

He looked at me, a little bemused, but perhaps just a little impressed.

“I say, Stuart, you’re not a private dick are you?”

“No, I’m a clerk at Childs & Co.”

“More’s the pity, I was just about to invite you to dinner at the Ritz.”

“The Ritz!?” I ejaculated, utterly failing to hide the surprise in my voice.

“Father’s forced me to accompany him and Lucinda on some God-awful effort at family bonding, not that we ever bonded as a family when mother was alive. Tuberculosis.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“My mother died of tuberculosis when I was fifteen years old.”

“I’m so dreadfully sorry.”

“I was at Harrow at the time. Were you Eton or Winchester?”

“Bledwood.”

“That the frightful one on the edge of Cornwall?”

“West Sussex.” Even my boarding school had been unexceptional.

“Stet Fortuna Domus,” said Patrick, with evident pride. “Let the fortune of the house stand.”

“Numquam te videant sanguinem fundentem,” I replied. “Never let them see you bleed.”

“It’s the Harpy’s blood I want. Say, if you were to accompany us to the Ritz, would you be able to get her talking, so to speak?”

“I could give it a try,” I said, although at this point I’d try anything to prolong my exposure to Patrick.

“I want you to get her to reveal the truth – that she’s a lying gold-digger who my father would be wise to dispatch.”

“I’ll find the truth,” I replied quite shamelessly. “Whether it’s one you want to hear or not.”

He paused to contemplate my offer, rubbing his chin, and I took as nonchalant a puff on my cigarette as I could manage. Flirting on the Heath tended to be a little more straightforward.

“I like your confidence, old chap, and you’re someone who means nothing to the family, so you’ve the advantage of an outsider’s eye.” He looked down to check the time on his watch. “I’d best be off but what say you to seven o’clock at the Ritz this Friday, expenses covered?”

“I say, that’s very generous of you.”

“Anything to unburden me of my second mother.”

I’d happily unburden him of a number of things. He rose to his feet and offered me his hand, which I took with swift enthusiasm.

“Selby Bigge, eh? Perhaps I remember you after all.”

My breath quickened. Could he really remember our kiss?

“Do say you’ll come!”

He spoke with a new enthusiasm, almost boyish, and spread a wonky-toothed grin generously across his face. I had to remind myself to release his hand before it became socially suspect. If our trip to the woods required a detour via dinner with a knight of the realm, then bottoms up.

“I’ll come!”






CHAPTER 2

The trials of the week proved unavoidable. Dull conversations with my colleagues at the bank and the endless cross-referencing of balance sheets followed by the prying questions of my landlady, Miss Wickler. I lived in the attic of her house in Pimlico. The damp on the walls and the mice in them were offset by the cost of the rent and the quality of her desserts. On Wednesday evening, I was treated to a tipple at the River Styx in Soho by an older chap with a Mephistophelean beard. The saucy buggeranto asked to squeeze my buttocks and I obliged.

Friday night finally arrived and there I was in black tie standing in the lobby of the Ritz! Plush red carpet beneath my feet and an elegant chandelier above my head, it was the very form of luxury. I’d done my best to look the part in top hat and overcoat, and a dimpled footman had given me the eye before easing my load.

“Selby, hallo!”

Patrick came striding towards me, his hat only just removed and a lock of his wondrous hair hanging down across his forehead. If only I could reach forward and brush it back, but he did that himself once the aforementioned sassy footman had removed his jacket.

“Patrick! Good evening.”

“So glad you could come, old chap.”

“I could hardly refuse your invitation.”

We shook hands and I felt his warm skin against mine, his grip firm and reassuring. How I’d be happy for him to grip any part of my body. He passed a quick glance at the top of my head and my heart sank. I was ever conscious of the march of time prematurely stamping itself across my scalp. I still had a good amount, mind. I wasn’t like those unfortunate chaps who were bald by matriculation. With a slick of pomade and some carefully angled combing, it passed muster. Hopefully Patrick would focus on my strong nose and quick wit instead.

“They’re already here,” he said, pointing me towards the hall beyond the lobby. We traversed more thick carpet, passing between two rows of marble columns with potted plants on top. A profusion of palm fronds and aspidistra heralded our arrival. The hubbub of the restaurant grew louder as did my excitement.

“I appreciate you doing this, Selby, I really do.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

“They met here as a matter of fact.”

“Who?” I asked, struggling to keep up.

“Father and the Harpy, some do before Christmas last year. I should have gone with him but had a dicky tummy, bad oyster. Then the next day he barges into my bedroom and wouldn’t stop going on about this beautiful young woman he’d met, called her the angel on top of the Christmas tree, which was enough to give my innards another turn. He invited her to the house a little after New Year’s and I could see at once I’d underestimated the severity of his infatuation. They were married by May and she moved in at once.”

“Efficient.”

“Repellent. I try to lock myself away in the library, but she always finds me and insists on chattering. She asks the most irritating of questions, prying into my secrets.”

“Do you have many?”

“None that she’ll ever discover, the scheming hussy,” he replied defensively and I thought better than to comment on his rather unsavoury descriptions of the fairer sex. “When things get very bad I escape here. Pa is friends with the owner and has access to one of the suites. It has a glorious bathtub.”

I pictured him in said glorious bathtub.

“I’m good with secrets,” I said. “I’m sure Lucinda has plenty.”

“You get me the knife and I’ll stick it in.”

Quite a violent metaphor but I got his gist. At least my mother had the good sense to still be living and not half as irritating as my father.

“Be careful though,” he said, suddenly gripping my upper arm. “She’ll try to charm you the way she charmed Father. Be vigilant.”

“I’m immune to those sorts of things,” I said quite honestly. “I’ll get the measure of her, all right.”

“That’s the ticket.” He sneered as we entered the restaurant. “Name’s Duker, I’m joining my father, Sir Lionel.”

A slick waiter with a pert posterior guided us between the circular tables, each laden with plates of delicious-looking food and ample glasses of wine. I spied lobsters dripping in butter, a trifle covered in a delectable latticework of spun sugar and one of those exciting new tongue dishes. My stomach rumbled. I had eaten a small luncheon on purpose.

Some of the guests watched us as we passed and it gave me a little thrill to be walking alongside Patrick. For all they knew I was one of them and belonged here just as much as they did. Up ahead, at a centrally placed table not far from the great mirrors, a man was rising to his feet. He was a sturdier, taller version of Patrick with a lot more wrinkles.

“There you are, my boy.”

Sir Lionel stepped away from the table and squeezed his son’s shoulder before turning to look at me. He too had a rather good head of hair, except his was all grey.

“And you’re his chum?”

“Yes, sir, the name’s Selby Bigge.”

He sized me up with a flash of his leonine eyes and I felt the veritable gazelle in the predator’s path. I would have to employ all the charm at my disposal.

“Well then, Mr Bigge,” he said, gripping my hand. I tried not to wince, it was like a bloody vice. “Allow me to introduce my wife, Lucinda.”

Where I had expected to see a winged creature with raven hair, vicious eyes and a hungry mouth, sat someone actually rather beautiful. She was dressed in a gown of pale-blue silk, which left her arms bare. She wore a little make-up and her ash-blonde hair was pulled back in the current style. Not quite the Harpy Patrick had led me to expect.

“A pleasure,” she said, reaching her hand across the table.

I took it in mine, not risking bending over to kiss it lest I knock over a glass.

“Be seated, boys,” ordered Sir Lionel. “There’s champagne and smoked salmon for starters.”

With Patrick to my left and Lucinda my right, the gormandising began. We tucked into thickly buttered brown bread with delicious slabs of salmon on top. I added plenty of lemon and pepper to mine, scrumptious! Champagne was poured by the oily waiter and soon Lionel had us all making a toast.

“I didn’t think it was possible, at my ripe old age, but it turns out an old man can have a second chance at happiness.”

He beamed at his wife and she smiled back. And, if I hadn’t been forewarned, I would have said her smile was quite genuine.

“Here’s to love.”

“To love,” we echoed, and I sensed Patrick shudder.

I ordered steak with a creamy, peppercorn sauce and boiled potatoes. Patrick had lobster, Lionel the steak, and Lucinda the confit of duck. The food was pure nectar and my steak perfectly done, which meant very well done. I watched Lucinda out of the corner of my eye as she ate her food. She did so in polite, little bites but whether or not she was planning on stabbing her husband with her fork I could not tell.

As the meal unfolded, so Lionel proved to be his own favourite topic of conversation. With a new audience member to hand he regaled me of his time in the army and the adventures he’d had fighting in a number of wars. All that was required of me was the occasional nod or exclamation. It transpired he’d earned his stripes in the Second Boer War, which resulted in a number of anecdotes concerning the best tactics for massacring the Dutch.

“I’ve never trusted people who wear wooden shoes,” I said in an ill-fated effort at humour. Sir Lionel did not look amused and I returned to my role as audience member.

“It’s a shame you and Patrick were too young for the Great War. It’s the making of a man.” He spoke with a zeal that reminded me of my father. “And after victory comes the next best thing: the spoils.”

At this he reached across the table and took his wife’s hand in his. He slowly and delicately, given his strength, raised her arm so I could see the bracelet on her wrist.

“Each one half-carat,” she said. “Aren’t they beautiful.”

“Truly.”

A thin band of gold interspersed with diamond after diamond. It was as if the restaurant went quiet and maybe the rest of London too as the glittering band twinkled in the low, electric light. Her naked wrist was slender and pale, the perfect setting for this piece of jewelled splendour. Perhaps now I was looking at her motive for marriage.

“That’s what I fought for,” said Lionel, and suddenly the room was all clattering cutlery and chatter again. “Gold and diamonds. It’s a better life owning mines than living in a trench, that I can assure you.”

He bent his head forward, almost in supplication, and kissed his wife’s hand. But whether he was bowing to her or the bracelet I could not tell. Then followed a lengthy autobiographical account of how he’d made his fortune in the mines of South Africa. After ousting the Dutch, he’d struck immeasurable riches and was quick to climb the ladder of power. He even supplied gold to the Bank of England.

“You can’t build an empire with guns and ships alone. You need the money to buy them first!”

“You’re quite right,” I said. “We’re on the gold standard, after all, and that requires full vaults.”

Unsurprisingly, Sir Lionel cared little for my experience of working at a bank, much preferring the sound of his own voice. I didn’t even get the chance to impress him with my degree from Oxford, not that I ever shared the specifics of my finals result.

I kept Lucinda in my periphery. She must have heard these stories numerous times before but she managed to keep a polite smile on her face. I wanted to see the mask slip to reveal the calculating conspirator beneath but either she was an actress worthy of a West End role or just an attractive young woman who’d struck gold.

“Another bottle, sir?” asked the slick waiter.

“Oh dear,” boomed Lionel. “I’ll be done for.”

“Don’t be silly,” chided Lucinda. “It’s a special occasion.”

“You know I’m just an old man who can’t take his drink.”

“Nonsense, you’re not old to me.”

“And you are much too good a liar.”

“Hush.”

He reached out and traced the back of his index finger along her cheek, an act I was worried would induce Patrick to return his lobster to its shell.

“If a serpent bit your ankle,” said Lionel, still gazing at his wife, “I would bribe the ferryman of Styx with gold and bury Cerberus in a pile of diamonds.”

I always appreciated a classical allusion and while the story of Orpheus and Eurydice was quite an obvious choice, it seemed to be doing the trick. Lucinda looked on enraptured.

“I would follow you into the very depths of Hades and guide your spectre all the way back home.”

“But you mustn’t look back,” she said, almost worried. “You mustn’t.”

“No,” he said plainly. “From the moment I met you I have never looked back.”

They stared deeply into one another’s eyes and I couldn’t help it, I was touched. How lovely to be able to look at someone like that in a crowded room of strangers without the least hint of self-consciousness or worry. To be able to touch someone else’s hand, maybe even kiss them on the cheek, and not fear any recriminations. For the possibility of police involvement to seem so palpably absurd it wouldn’t even be given a thought. I could quite understand Patrick’s bitterness, denied even this most basic of human needs, but it was clouding his vision. With patience and tact I might be able to incline him to a sunnier disposition.

“My God.”

“What is it, darling?” asked Lucinda.

“It’s… it’s him.”

Sir Lionel looked utterly furious. She followed his gaze between Patrick and I, her smile quickly becoming a grimace.

“Do not worry,” she whispered. “They won’t let him in. He can’t afford here.”

“I won’t have my evening spoiled.”

“Darling, please don’t make a scene.”

I shifted in my seat to get a better view and looked across the tables of conversing guests. It was hard to know of whom they spoke, but on the far side of the room a new arrival was arguing with the maître d’ – a youngish chap in an immaculate suit with the air of the dandy about him. From the waiter’s gesticulations it was clear the man didn’t have an invitation. As he argued, his eyes roamed the room until they stopped at our table. He gave a sly little wave and Lionel choked.

“If that man takes one more step, I’ll kill him.”

“Darling, please.”

Lucinda’s voice was one of pleading as she placed her hand delicately on top of her husband’s. He was gripping the side of the table, scrunching the tablecloth beneath his fingers. Her marvellous bracelet glittered in the low light.

“I’ll run my steak knife through his heart…”

“Ignore him, he’ll go.”

“… and feed it to the foxes on the Heath.”

“You will do no such thing, darling.”

“There’s no place for sodomites here,” spat Lionel.

The word hit me with its violent mix of sibilants and plosives but I hid my discomfort, an act I was so skilled in that it had long become a habit. Like boxing at school, I had learned to take the blows.

“Sorry, Selby,” said Patrick quietly. “This is a most unfortunate situation.”

“Who is he?”

He leaned towards me and I smelt the citrus scent of his eau de toilette masking the musky tang of his sweat.

“Morrow Davenport.”

“Does he have a grudge against your father?”

“You could say that.”

Patrick looked back across the room, his lips slightly parting to reveal the wet of his mouth within. There was moisture at his temples. We were all perspiring in this place, filled as we were with alcohol and food, and wrapped in so many layers.

“Dammit,” he whispered.

The unwelcome guest had wheedled his way into the room and was making his way between the tables. The maître d’ hovered at his side, buzzing in protest but unable to stop him. The dandy paused to observe the waiter then reached forward as if to caress his cheek. The maître d’ staggered back. He looked utterly terrified, as if his skin might burn.

“Pay him no heed, darling,” said Lucinda, trying to calm Sir Lionel’s fury. But its object was swift approaching and all we could do was sit politely in our seats. An electric hum of excitement filled the room as some tables fell to silence and others whirred with speculation, forkfuls of food paused halfway between plates and open mouths. Then he was upon us.

“Good evening,” he said, evidently relishing this moment. “What a pleasant surprise to find you all here.”

He gave us a wicked, white-toothed smile as he took us in one by one. I cannot lie, he was very handsome, with a trim moustache and bright, green eyes. His hair was chestnut brown and voluminous, cascading down to beneath his ears in a wavy, Wildean manner. His eyes eventually met mine and his eyebrows rose in involuntary surprise.

“There is nothing pleasant about it,” said Patrick, speaking before his father could.

“I beg to differ.” His words were slightly slurred, the joker was half-cut!

“Go back the way you came, Davenport.”

“Leave us alone,” begged Lucinda.

“Leave us alone,” he mimicked.

“You’re a beast!”

“And you’re just the latest in a long line of women.” He swayed on his feet. “Women with spacious morals.”

“Not another word,” warned Patrick.

“But London needs to know that my column isn’t mere gossip, it’s the truth. Isn’t that right, Lionel?”

It was at this point that the artillery fuse triggered the shell as Sir Lionel slammed his palms against the table and rose to his feet in an explosion of anger. Cutlery rattled, a wine glass toppled and his chair crashed to the carpet as he confronted the interloper.

“Get out,” he roared, “you vile…”

He employed a slur I knew all too well, as shocking as it was offensive. His explosive outburst spread as shockwaves throughout the room, slamming into the ears of the silent onlookers and crashing against the gilded mirrors. But the man in question remained unfazed and he simply laughed, the machine gunner’s rattling response to the artillery.

“Be quiet!”

Sir Lionel stepped away from the table, ready to kill, and Davenport’s laughter was quick to die as he staggered back in surprise. The millionaire raised his hand, the fingers clenched into a fist. Patrick leapt to his feet and took hold of his father’s arm. He was smaller and possibly weaker than his father, but his action did the trick, stopping the man in his tracks. It was at this point I heard her gasp.

The others missed it but I turned at once to Lucinda, her hand held out in front of her, blood trickling from her palm. Beneath her hand, the wine glass’s stem remained standing on its base but the bowl had vanished.

“Quick,” I said, taking her hand gently in mine and turning it to reveal her palm. A nasty shard of glass stuck out from her skin as the blood pooled around it. “This will hurt but it’s for the best.”

I placed my index finger and thumb on either side of the fragment and pulled it quickly from the flesh. Tears rolled down her cheeks. I picked up her glass of water and poured some across the wound. Some of the blood drained away onto the tablecloth but more was quick to come. I saw another smaller piece of glass poking into her skin, which I also removed. Hoping that was it, I wrapped her napkin tightly around her hand.

“Hold it high,” I said. “It will lessen the bleeding.”

“I… I can’t,” she gasped, audibly in pain.

“You must, there will be help soon.”

A flurry of waiters was fast approaching the table, like the reserve troops who had missed the battle. I lifted her hand up and held it there.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her face deathly pale. “I hate blood.”

“So do I,” I said in sympathy, and I wasn’t lying, it was horrible stuff.

“I’ll have you in prison, Davenport,” shouted Sir Lionel. “I will see justice done.”

“I’ll have you ruined, Duker,” he retorted, as two waiters escorted him away. “I know all your secrets.”

Lionel righted his fallen chair and it was only at this point did he see that his wife was in agony. His face changed from fury to panic in the blink of an eye.

“My God, you’re hurt.”

“It’s… it’s… nothing,” she lied. “Just a scratch.”

“A doctor has been summoned,” said the maître d’, suddenly deciding to make himself useful. “Perhaps Lady Duker would care to reside somewhere a little more private.”

“Take me away, please.”

The gathering waiters helped her to her feet, offering their arms for support, and slowly Lucinda was guided from the table. She looked as fragile as the glass she had just broken.

In my life, dissemblance was key. I lied on a daily basis simply to protect myself and over the years I had got rather good at it. I also had to be good at detecting the lies of others, be they a chap of similar persuasions or a policeman in disguise. Lying, or perhaps the concealment of truth, was my stock in trade. But watching Lucinda retreat, I didn’t see a dissembler or harpy, I saw a young woman in distress. After a few paces, she turned her head on its elegant neck to look back at me.

“Thank you,” she said breathlessly. “You’re my hero.”
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