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            PROLOGUE

         

         ‘You must admit it does rather cast a shadow,’ Miles Loader observed.

         ‘What does?’

         ‘Dewthorp’s dispatch. I mean to say …’

         ‘His dispatch? But he died.’

         ‘Oh yes, he did that all right, but what I want to know is why and how. Personally, I think there is more in this than meets the eye – mine at any rate.’

         Reggie Higgs put down his drink and gazed at his companion in some puzzlement. ‘But surely you know?’ he said, ‘It’s common knowledge. It happened when he was exercising Mrs Peebles’ dog at Dunwich and he fell off the cliff – he was always clumsy. Rather bad luck as it had been his birthday. First of April. I know that because he told me the other day when he was browsing in my shop. He was very taken with a little figurine of Punchinello and said that as his birthday was imminent it might make an appropriate present to himself.’

         ‘Hmm,’ the other mused, ‘All Fools’ Day. Fate’s joke in poor taste, one might say. But then, Horace Dewthorp was no fool, or at least I never got that impression. Clumsy, perhaps, but hardly one to be pottering about on the cliff’s edge. Not like him at all.’

         ‘The police say the dog had probably put up a rabbit, was rushing too near the brink and Dewthorp had pursued it, tripped on a jagged piece of chalk and went headlong over. His cap was caught in a tuft of gorse, and a dog lead and whistle found near the body. I think he had a slightly dicky heart, so I suppose it cut out when he fell. I gather the dog was found by a cyclist who recognised the name on its collar, shoved it in his basket and took it back to Southwold. Apparently, the dog was quite unperturbed – though Mrs P. was annoyed. She thought Dewthorp had lost it. The irony is the poor chap wasn’t all that keen on canines and had only agreed to exercise it as a favour. She had been laid up with the pox.’

         The normally phlegmatic Dr Miles Loader (DPhil, History, Oxon.) almost choked on his whisky. ‘The pox!’ he gasped. ‘You mean to say that prim Peebles has caught the—’

         ‘Chickenpox,’ Higgs grinned. ‘A visitor’s small child passed it on to her. It wasn’t a bad dose but enough to keep her confined for a bit and out of harm’s way, or at least out of our way.’

         ‘That’s certainly a relief,’ Loader mused. ‘I don’t fancy Southwold being menaced by murder and syphilis!’

         ‘Ssh,’ Higgs hissed nervously, glancing round at the small back bar of The Crown Hotel. Though never loud, Loader’s voice was clear and precise, and the two words had cut the air like a knife. Luckily, there was only one other drinker present and he seemingly engrossed in his newspaper. In an undertone Higgs urged his companion to control his imagination. ‘Dogs chasing rabbits are one thing, but we don’t want wild hares being sprung all over the place. Southwold is a homely little town, and it would be a pity to have its cheery image tainted by ugly rumour. Bad for business.’ Reggie Higgs ran a small but choice antiques shop off the high street.

         ‘Conversely,’ Loader murmured slyly, ‘it could be very good for business. The public take a perverse pleasure in the grim and grisly, and a local killing might have them flocking here in droves.’

         His friend brightened. ‘Ah, that’s a possibility, I suppose; hadn’t thought of it like that. Perhaps I should increase the Sèvres collection. I was thinking only the other day that it’s starting to look a bit sparse. It could do with a fresh injection.’ He paused, and then added, ‘Since we are on the subject, perhaps we should refill glasses and toast old Horace. He may have been teetotal but he can hardly complain.’

         ‘Not now he can’t. Your turn, I fancy.’

         
             

         

         In fact, contrary to Dr Loader’s assumption, Dewthorp’s mishap cast barely any shadow over the little town, or indeed the peaceful cliffs of Dunwich – and it certainly did not bring the hordes of visitors that he had jovially predicted. Naturally, the victim’s passing caused an element of shock, but the proverbial nine days’ wonder probably amounted to no more than three. The dead man had not been a denizen of Southwold, making only occasional visits up from Cambridge in order, as he had jocularly declared, ‘to escape the cloistered racket and to breathe some decent sea air’.

         Recently retired from his post as senior clerical administrator at one of the Cambridge colleges and with no immediate family to claim him, he had been free to indulge his two interests: wildflowers and Suffolk’s wartime coastal defences. And while he had been perfectly affable, being teetotal he had rarely ventured into any of the local hostelries, and except for a few acquaintances such as Miles Loader and Reggie Higgs, on the whole had seemed content with his own company. Sometimes he would be seen strolling on the common or along the seafront, and occasionally settled in the Sailors’ Reading Room absorbed in its newspaper archive. In his early visits he had stayed in a guest house run by Mary Peebles, but the arrangement had lapsed and he had instead rented a small flat near the pier for his periodic retreat from Cambridge’s ‘cloistered racket’. His death, though sad, had generally been regarded as one of life’s unfortunate accidents – except perhaps by the sceptical Loader, an inveterate reader of crime novels.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         A month later, in Cambridge itself, a drama of a more scandalous nature was being discussed.

         ‘Naturally I cut him dead, quite dead,’ Emeritus Professor Aldous Phipps announced with relish. He glanced around at his assembled colleagues in the senior common room of St Cecil’s, seeking smiles and murmurs of approbation. Few were expressed.

         But one voice spoke out: ‘Yes, but you have to admit he is pretty tall, a good six-foot-two I should say.’

         Phipps turned a glacial eye upon the speaker. ‘A non sequitur if I may so, Smithers. What has height to do with my cutting of Hapworth?’

         ‘He may not have noticed you,’ John Smithers replied amiably. ‘Perhaps his mind was fixed on higher things.’

         This elicited not just smiles but a loud guffaw from Dr Maycock, St Cecil’s Senior Tutor. ‘He has a point, Aldous, you must admit.’

         Phipps glared. ‘I admit no such thing. Dr Smithers is being gratuitously personal, and I can assure you that Hapworth saw me most clearly. In fact, I rather think he was about to strike up a conversation – which is why I immediately lowered my eyes and spoke to my dog.’

         ‘Ah the compliant Popsie,’ Smithers murmured, ‘a charming confederate. Where is she, by the way?’

         ‘In her basket enjoying the sleep of the just – not something you are familiar with, I imagine.’

         Smithers shrugged and lit a cigarette, disdaining reply.

         ‘Ah well, Aldous,’ Maycock interjected hastily, ‘I don’t suppose you will be the only one cutting him. I daresay Canterbury & Co. have also withdrawn the hem of their chasubles – or soon will if the press gets its way. The newspapers are already muttering about resignation.’

         ‘Inevitable, I should have thought,’ snorted Mostyn Williams, the college bursar. ‘After all, with one hand in the till and the other up a choirboy’s surplice I can’t see that he has much choice in the matter.’

         The master, who had been mentally honing his address for the forthcoming Founder’s Day, woke up and winced. Really, must Mostyn be quite so crude? Besides, nothing had been proved about the allegations and it was currently only gross rumour. He cleared his throat. ‘If you don’t mind my saying, Bursar, aren’t you being a trifle premature? The Reverend Hapworth may not be to everyone’s taste, but by all accounts he has been a sound pastor at St Bernard’s and is apparently highly esteemed by the upper echelons of the Mothers’ Union.’

         ‘Oh well,’ said Smithers, ‘if he is approved by the Mothers’ Union then he must be all right.’ He turned to Professor Aldous Phipps: ‘Wouldn’t you say so, Aldous? Frankly if I were you, I should be jolly careful whom I cut in future. After all, it wouldn’t do to have phalanxes of heated ladies bearing down on you, would it? Not your scene at all, I shouldn’t think – wrathful or otherwise.’ He lowered his left eyelid and stubbed out his cigarette.

         This time it was the turn of ancient Phipps to keep silent, but he thought the more. He had never approved of the fellowship the college had bestowed upon John Smithers; and in his view, having spent a research year at Yale the young man had returned to Cambridge even more distasteful than before. Cocky young pup! Phipps frowned thoughtfully at his neatly pared fingernails, pondering how best to ruffle that slick confidence.

         
             

         

         A week later John Smithers’ slick confidence was indeed ruffled – not by the sly wiles of Aldous Phipps, but by the fate of the Reverend Stephen Hapworth. The cleric had been found at half-mast under Clare College Bridge: hanged and blowing in the wind. Or at least, that is how the new cub reporter of the Cambridge Clarion had originally put it; a version hastily modified by the editor.

         Given the rumours surrounding the victim, suicide of a somewhat public nature had been the first assumption. But once it was revealed that the dead man had sustained a heavy blow to the back of the head, such view was quickly revised. The man could hardly have engineered his own end unaided: the bludgeoning surely suggested another hand at work. But it was evidently the rope, and not the blow, that had actually carried him off, the immediate cause of death being asphyxia. It had been a quick end, apparently – neck instantly broken and thus no unseemly heavings. The despatch would seem to have been executed by one conversant with the process.

         Members of the public with a love of the lurid and knowledge of such matters, had discreetly checked the movements of the erstwhile public hangman, Mr Albert Pierrepoint; but were disappointed to learn he had been otherwise engaged on the Isle of Wight, mentoring one of his successors. So at least that was one possibility ruled out. Still, with luck there would be plenty of scope for others. Amongst the college common rooms and drinking holes of Cambridge, speculation thrived.

         
             

         

         It thrived too in the discreet back bar of Southwold’s Crown Hotel, where, sipping a vicious gin cocktail and wearing a smile of placid sweetness, Dr Miles Loader opined that the murdered Reverend Stephen Hapworth, his third cousin once-removed, had been a bugger of the first water and it was merely surprising that he hadn’t been given the chop years ago.

         His companion on that occasion, Miss Isabel Phipps, nodded in vague agreement, saying that in her view there were an awful lot of them about.

         ‘What, buggers?’ asked Miles, a trifle surprised.

         ‘Oh, well yes, those too, I suppose. But I was really thinking of all those in need of the chop … Take my brother, for instance.’ She sighed and contemplated her sherry.

         ‘Do you mean the Cambridge one, the Classics chap? But I thought he was rather a distinguished scholar – a professor, isn’t he?’

         ‘Oh yes, a venerable emeritus. In theory he’s retired, put out to grass. But that doesn’t stop anything.’

         ‘Stop what?’

         ‘His habits. He is fussy, tiresomely nosy and obsessively neat.’

         Miles smiled, eyeing the unruly hair, laddered stocking and trailing scarf; and recalling the habitual debris of her sitting room, said, ‘Well, admittedly neatness is not your strong suit – charming though your house is – but I can’t really see why that should bother you. I thought you hardly ever met.’

         ‘We don’t, but we are about to soon,’ she replied grimly. ‘He is coming to stay – in a moment of madness I invited him. Apparently, the college authorities have decided to renovate a couple of the grace-and-favour houses where he lives. One of them is adjacent to his own and he says the noise will be intolerable, the mess deplorable and it will disrupt his work and shatter his nerves. The dog too will suffer. Thus, he is coming here for the interim.’

         ‘With the dog?’

         ‘With the dog.’

         Miles cleared his throat, and murmured tentatively, ‘But you are not terribly fond of dogs, are you? And what about the hedgehog, won’t it object?’

         Isabel shrugged. ‘Thomas will have to take his chance with the rest of us; and from what I gather the dog is small and spends most of its time asleep in its basket … No, the real bore is having to stock up with that searing dry sherry he likes. Takes the skin off your teeth, it does! Typical of Aldous not to be satisfied with a decent amontillado like the rest of us. I remember when we were children: not content with the usual ginger beer, he always had to lace it with some foul-tasting liquor scrounged from Daddy’s drinks cabinet. Lethal stuff!’ She screwed up her nose in painful memory.

         To assuage the memory her companion went to the bar to order replenishments. Poor old Isabel, he thought wryly, quite a handful. Still, I suppose she’ll cope; she generally does. But will the hedgehog? Even lazy dogs are known to rampage.

         Returning to his seat he was slightly surprised to see his friend smiling broadly. ‘Well,’ she said brightly, ‘at least Aldous will be able to give us the lowdown on why your cousin met such an untimely end. He is bound to have a theory, he always does.’ She took a sip from her glass and nodded appreciatively. ‘Now that’s what I call a drinkable sherry. They do a very good one here.’

         About to sip his own drink, Miles Loader paused and replaced the glass on the table. He gave a discreet cough. ‘Uhm … well as I said, only a distant cousin: third, once removed. It hardly counts,’ he added hastily.

         ‘It’s still consanguinity – or all relative, as the police might say.’

         ‘Police?’ Miles was startled. ‘Oh, but I doubt if they would be interested in me. I mean to say, he and I lost touch years ago. A figure from the past, really. He was a very tenuous connection, very tenuous indeed.’

         ‘And yet you say you didn’t like him. So, you must have some knowledge or have made an assessment. And besides, the police love digging up the past, it’s their favourite hobby. If they think there is some extramural connection, a friend or relative who could be helpful, they are bound to make enquiries, especially as Southwold isn’t all that far from Cambridge. Anyway, if nothing else, at least dear Aldous will have an angle.’ Isabel downed the dregs of her sherry and, gathering handbag and evening paper, stood up. She consulted her watch. ‘Ah, just in time to order that rotgut from the off-licence.’

         ‘When does your brother arrive?’ Miles asked.

         ‘Not till Saturday. Six days of liberty. Toodle-oo.’

         Miles gave a vague wave and settled to his cocktail. But somehow it had lost both its savour and his attention.

         Instead, he ruminated about the dead cousin. His thoughts went back to his time as an adolescent, canoodling and a bit more with a girl in a cornfield. The process had been going well until bloody Stephen leapt up from behind a circle of stooks, toting a butterfly net and pair of binoculars. He had said he was trying to catch a Brimstone Yellow, but the binoculars suggested other, more human interests. Days later, the bugger had approached him for money, muttering about God, the wrath of parents and the sins of the flesh. Miles had clocked him one, and mercifully the older man had taken the hint, backed off and dropped the matter.

         Stephen Hapworth had later become a clergyman, and other than at an occasional family funeral Miles never saw him again, being careful to keep a wide berth. Time had passed and water flowed. And now the chap was a murder victim in Cambridge, and a rather spectacular one at that. Intriguing, most certainly, but hardly his business. Embarrassing, really. Sanctimonious sod.

         
             

         

         As Miles Loader was brooding dispassionately upon his relative’s unseemly fate in Cambridge, in London’s fashionable Sloane Street – untouched by clifftop fatalities and corpses dangling under bridges – Felix Smythe, proud proprietor of Smythe’s Bountiful Blooms, was telephoning his good friend Professor Cedric Dillworthy.

         ‘I’ve just had such a lovely surprise in the post,’ he exclaimed, ‘you’ll never guess what!’

         ‘The Queen Mother wants you to supply a floral collar for one of the corgis,’ Cedric suggested drily. (Her Majesty’s patronage of Felix’s flower boutique was a source of exquisite joy to its owner – as evidenced by the daily and meticulous polishing of its Royal Appointment plaque.)

         ‘Oh, very funny, I’m sure,’ Felix sniffed. ‘No, it’s from Suffolk, from that group of Aldeburgh musicians I encountered when we were up there a few years ago. You remember, the distinguished composer and his friends who kindly invited me to their soirée at Crag House. Charming.’

         ‘But I thought they had dropped you,’ Cedric said casually.

         ‘Dropped me? Most certainly not. What on earth do you mean!’ Felix’s look of glee was replaced by a scowl and he very nearly stamped his foot.

         ‘Well, you didn’t receive a Christmas card this year, did you?’ Cedric replied mildly.

         ‘Card be damned. I’ve got better than a card, I can tell you. What I have received is an invitation – an invitation to join them in a little celebration.’

         ‘Celebration of what?’

         Felix hesitated. He wasn’t sure – he would have to check the wording. Had it been to do with that concert place in Aldeburgh, the Jubilee Hall? Maybe it was an anniversary of its founding; something like that, probably. But the essential thing was that his name was on the guest list. Clearly, he had found favour after all. They had been an engaging group, he recalled, and he had done his best to fit in and make a suitable impression (not easy with scant musical knowledge). Yes, a party in Aldeburgh was a most enticing prospect. He must cancel all other engagements … unless of course Clarence House should require him to discuss the next flower order. One could hardly cancel HM!

         ‘Celebration of what?’ Cedric repeated patiently.

         ‘Come to supper tonight and I might tell you,’ Felix said airily. ‘Oh, and do bring that bottle of Montrachet you prised out of Angela Fawcett. I’ll make some bouillabaisse and we can pretend we’re on St-Jean-Cap-Ferrat again chez Mr Somerset M!’

         ‘I did not prise it,’ began Cedric indignantly, ‘I merely asked if …’

         But his words were lost, for replacing the receiver, Felix had bustled off to deal with fish and travel arrangements.

         
             

         

         When Cedric arrived that evening at Felix’s slightly over-ornate flat, it was to find his friend less exuberant than he had expected. Despite the delicious aroma wafting from the kitchen and two wincingly dry Martinis standing sentinel on the mantelpiece, its occupant appeared worried.

         ‘Hmm,’ Cedric remarked quizzically, handing over the Montrachet, ‘you sound a bit piano, thought you might be doing handstands by now.’ He took the proffered Martini and they sat on the sofa while Felix revealed his woes.

         ‘It’s too bad,’ he complained, ‘I telephoned the Sandworth – you know, the hotel at Aldeburgh on the seafront and which was so good to us when we stayed there before – but they say they don’t have a vacancy for the dates I want. Apparently if I check with them later, they might be able to help, but for the moment nothing’s doing. I did think of the other one at the opposite end of the front, but it’s closed for repairs.’

         Cedric asked if he had tried The Swan or Crown at Southwold.

         ‘Yes, but they are full up too. It’s maddening!’ As often when in a state of agitation Felix ran his fingers through his short spiky hair and pouted. Apart from the pout, the en brosse style crowning his thin features made him look not unlike an older version of Tommy Steele.

         ‘You might be able to find a pub in the outlying district, some of them do rooms these days.’

         ‘Spending hours on the telephone and then taking pot luck with some meagre hostelry out in the sticks is not my idea of fun,’ Felix replied haughtily. ‘Naturally, if I am to mingle with the musicians and to make the best of my time with them, I shall need a decent base in or close to Aldeburgh and to which I can invite members of their circle for a drink – should chance arise.’

         ‘Ah, like the tenor, I suppose,’ Cedric said slyly.

         Felix gave a careless shrug. ‘Anyone who is convivial, naturally.’

         As it happened, Cedric felt sorry for his friend. Some people could cope with such irritants but he and Felix shared the same respect for the smooth and predictable. Having something planned and then finding those plans blighted could be most tiresome – galling even, especially if the project had been special (as it clearly was to Felix). He studied his Martini, and suddenly had an idea. ‘I’ll ask Miles Loader , he may be able to help. In fact, I could telephone him now if you like.’

         ‘Who’s Loader – a travel agent?’

         Cedric explained that Dr Miles Loader was a historian he had encountered from time to time at publishers’ parties and various academic events, and who happened to live not far from Southwold. ‘He was abroad last time we were there, otherwise I would have introduced you. Quite a pleasant cove, though I haven’t seen him for ages. Anyway, the point is he is bound to have various local contacts and may be able to fix you up with something suitable. You never know, it’s worth a try.’

         Felix agreed, and brightening somewhat, went off to the kitchen to attend to the bouillabaisse. Whether the Loader person would be any good remained to be seen, but as Cedric had said, it was worth a try. He prodded the fish and hoped.

         
             

         

         An hour later, with a second Martini under their belts and most of the burgundy gone, matters were considerably lighter. Miles Loader had been very helpful, explaining that he had a niece on the staff of the Sandworth who might pull a string on Felix’s behalf. With luck she could fix him a room in time for the party. It wasn’t certain, of course. Meanwhile, as a safety net, Miles was sure he could find him a decent guest house in Southwold and from where, if all else failed, he could easily drive over to the party.

         The news mellowed Felix and he cordially invited Cedric to join him in Suffolk. ‘I don’t mean to attend the party,’ he said quickly, ‘the invitation only mentions the one name and it might be infra dig to bring another, but we could spend a few days up there, do a bit of touring around and perhaps even go into Norfolk. After all, we aren’t due on the Riviera with dear Willie and friends till September – ages away. A little preliminary jaunt would be a warm-up before the Big One.’ He winked.

         ‘My dear boy,’ Cedric exclaimed, ‘I wouldn’t dream of gatecrashing the musicians’ thing – one would feel terribly awkward. No, no, that’s absolutely your pigeon. But certainly, a little break from London would be most refreshing and I’m sure something can be arranged. Mind you, at the moment I am a bit tied up with the paper I’m writing – that new archaeology journal wants a fresh angle on the Cappadocian hermitages – so I may have to come up later. But meanwhile, for your sake let us hope that Master Loader does his stuff.’

         
             

         

         As it happened, Loader did his stuff rather well. Given hints of a slap-up meal at The Swan, his niece at the Sandworth assured him that in the event of a cancellation Mr Smythe would be the first to be informed. There was also a chance that a room currently being refurbished might become available, and she would see that it was reserved. Thus, things seemed promising. But wisely Loader had also enquired of Mrs Mary Peebles in Southwold, whose guest house though small, was centrally placed and generally deemed reliable. When he had told her that Mr Smythe’s plans were somewhat fluid and that his stay might be cut short, he had feared she might be tricky (she sometimes was), but surprisingly there had been no objection. ‘Provided he doesn’t bring a mistress or hordes of offspring, he can be as fluid as he chooses,’ she had said tartly. When Loader relayed this proviso to Cedric, the latter remarked that he could think of few things less likely.

         So that was the programme: Felix would stay in Southwold on the off chance of de-camping to the hotel in Aldeburgh, and at some point be joined by Cedric. Other than replenishing his favourite cologne and filling up with petrol, all that remained was to give meticulous instructions to his new assistant not to address the Sloane ladies as ‘duckie’, and on no account permit General Withers to run up a tab. The latter may have served superbly in the Great War and knew a lobelia from a camelia, but in other ways his memory was ‘playing tricks’. Especially, it seemed, in matters financial.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Mrs Peebles’ visitor was not enjoying his stay. The house itself was comfortable enough (despite the lack of finer touches, such as real flowers instead of plastic ones). And being just east of South Green, it was an easy stroll to the sea and the high street. But apart from its central position there were other places Felix would prefer to be – principally, of course, Aldeburgh’s stylish Sandworth. Yet even a far-flung establishment of the sort he had earlier disdained would have done; at least in such a place the bar chatter might have amused. The problem was his hostess. He didn’t like her.

         Polite, correct and efficient in supplying the necessary amenities, the lady did not seem unduly pleased to have him as her guest – despite his tactful gift of some specially selected amaretti from Fortnum’s. Most women would have been delighted and twittered fulsome gratitude, even offered him one after supper. Huh! Far from it. After a cursory word of thanks, she had thrust the beribboned box into a sideboard as if it had been some cheap little chocolate bar from Woolworths, and nothing more was said – or seen. A sensitive soul, Felix had mentally bridled. Standing in the hall trying to ease his foot away from an overly attentive Yorkshire terrier, he felt a flicker of regret. He was not used to such indifference. Still, he had reasoned, not everyone could be charming and doubtless things would go all right. In this he was correct … up to a point. And the point was reached on a number of occasions.

         Initially, however, things went smoothly enough. She had offered him tea, enquired after his journey, agreed with him about the oddity of some of the local road surfaces and declared that personally she blamed the government – her favourite scapegoat, Felix was to learn. But there were others too, including the dustmen, the window cleaner, the postman and the local doctor. ‘Such a fool,’ she sniffed, ‘if he had had his wits about him, I would never have suffered that dreadful disease.’

         Nervously Felix had enquired to what disease she was referring.

         ‘My chickenpox of course. If he had diagnosed the thing earlier it could have been treated. As it was, I was laid up for weeks – well, two weeks, at any rate,’ she said indignantly. ‘In fact, I was so weak that I was unable to exercise Freddie. The poor little thing had to be taken out by Mr Dewthorp, and he came a cropper all right!’

         ‘Really? In what way?’ Felix had asked politely, slightly bored and wanting to get to his room to unpack; it was essential that his shirts and new suit be put on hangers.

         ‘Fell off the cliff at Dunwich and broke his neck. They say he had been running after Freddie and missed his footing. Typical. When in doubt blame the dog, it’s always the way.’ She gestured at the Yorkie snuffling in its basket.

         ‘Oh dear – and, er, is the gentleman all right? In a neck brace or something?’

         ‘Neck brace? No, he’s dead. That bit of cliff is very sheer and I’ve always said it should be railed off. But will they listen? Of course not! If you take my advice, Mr Smythe, you’ll keep well away – especially in those shoes. Slippery soles, I shouldn’t wonder.’ She glanced disparagingly at Felix’s neat and impeccably polished footwear and changed the subject, impressing upon him that breakfast would be served at eight-thirty sharp and that if he wanted anything beyond the usual porridge and boiled egg, he would need to give advance notice and it would be added to his bill. ‘Nothing faddy in this house,’ she had said briskly, glancing at the dog as if for endorsement. ‘Isn’t that so, Freddie?’ The creature stared back glumly.

         After an indifferent supper, and realising that breakfast would be devoid of his usual lapsang souchong and lavishly buttered croissant, Felix slipped out to stroll around the town and telephone Cedric to give a less than rosy report of his landlady’s charms. ‘Not my idea of a merry widow,’ he had muttered.

         While sympathetic, his friend observed that perhaps, after all, he should have gambled on the Sandworth being free. Felix pointed out that in that case he would have risked missing the musicians’ party.

         ‘Ah well,’ Cedric had replied jovially, ‘it was ever thus, dear boy. It just goes to show that we have to pay for our pleasures.’ It was not a riposte that Felix had appreciated. Nevertheless, cheered by the thought of the party, he returned to the house pondering which tie to select for the occasion and whether he should wear a waistcoat.

         
             

         

         At breakfast the next day, slightly to his relief, it was not Mrs Peebles who served him but a young woman. She introduced herself as Elsie and said she ‘did’ for Mrs Peebles and that if he wanted anything extra for his breakfast, she could probably obtain it without ‘the old trout’ knowing. Slightly taken aback by such Christian charity, Felix hastily said he was perfectly content for the moment but would give it careful thought in the days to come. After she had gone, having toyed with a small amount of the greying porridge, Felix decided he would accept Elsie’s kind offer.

         Moving the bowl aside, he sat back, took out his cigarettes and glanced around for an ashtray. His quest was interrupted by a voice from the door. ‘If you must smoke, Mr Smythe, there is always the garden – the back garden by the compost heap, not the front.’

         Unused to loitering by compost heaps, Felix hastily replaced the cigarettes and falsely indicated that he could do without. Then in an attempt to appear helpful, he offered to adjust one of the pictures: the ubiquitous scene of stampeding elephants. ‘It’s just the teeniest bit crooked – and in any case, I think you might find it better displayed on the opposite wall where the light is brighter and its colours would be echoed by the …’

         Foolish Felix, he might have known.

         The suggestion was met by a stony stare, and his voice faded as she said, ‘It looks perfectly straight to me. And as for moving it – well, it’s always been there. It’s where it belongs.’ The words were uttered with curt finality, clearly marking the end of the matter. Discussion was out. Felix flashed a compliant smile. Bitch, he thought mildly.

         
             

         

         However, that little hiccup was small compared with a discovery he made in his room half an hour later. Having decided to wear his waistcoat for the Aldeburgh party, to his dismay he found he had omitted to pack it. All other essentials were there: a sheaf of ties, the Jermyn Street eau de cologne, nail clippers, Cartier cufflinks, brilliantine to quell his spiky hair – everything except the Sod’s Law of a waistcoat. It was too bad! He pursed his lips and gazed irritably at a badly embroidered doily on the bedside table.

         But as he brooded it occurred to him that such a garment might be found in Southwold. Doubtless long odds, still you never knew … And then with a start, he did know. Yes, wasn’t there a gents’ outfitters in Market Place? On a corner, he seemed to recall, with a name beginning with D – Dennis or something. He had passed it a couple of times on their previous visit and remembered Cedric getting some socks there. It had looked quite a decent place, in fact just the place that might keep a small but select range of waistcoats. He would investigate immediately.

         Thus brightened, Felix dashed down the stairs, narrowly missing Freddie who lurked on the bottom step, and almost tripped. The dog gave a piercing yelp, which elicited a similar sound of protest from its mistress emerging from the kitchen. She held an envelope in her hand.

         ‘Ah, Mr Smythe, I thought you might be going out. I wonder if you would be so kind as to post this for me? I would like it to catch this morning’s collection from the post office.’ She thrust the letter at him, adding, ‘Oh and by the way, you will be careful not to tread on Freddie when you return. The poor little fellow is quite fragile, you know.’ She gave a frosty smile.

         Fragile? Felix thought. According to her the little tyke had already been the cause of one death. Who knew what others it was planning! He took the letter and hastily assured her the post office would be his first port of call.

         He had gone as far as the garden gate when he was hailed from within. He turned round to see Elsie waving a duster and emerging from the porch. ‘Ah, glad I’ve caught you,’ she said breathlessly, ‘Mrs Peebles forgot to tell you. There’s been someone on the blower, some professor bloke. He left a message while you was upstairs after breakfast.’

         ‘Really?’ asked Felix, rather startled. ‘What did he say?’

         The girl frowned and concentrated. ‘It was something about a change of plan, something to do with an article what’s been postponed so he’s got more time. Anyway, he’s coming sooner than he thought. Yes, that’s it … he’s arriving by train late tomorrow afternoon and staying with that Dr Loader over in Blythburgh, who’s picking him up at Darsham station. He said to be sure to tell you.’

         Felix was pleased – but also peeved. ‘So why didn’t Mrs Peebles mention this when she was talking to me only a few minutes ago?’

         Elsie shrugged. ‘Like I said, she forgot, or so she said. She was banging on about some letter she wanted you to post so I suppose it slipped her mind.’ It would, Felix thought grimly. It would serve her right if he too forgot. But decency prevailed, and making his way to the high street he continued on down to the post office.

         
             

         

         As he walked, enjoying the morning air and the early stirrings of dogs and people, he thought about his two previous visits to the little town. What curious dramas – unsettling to say the least. Still, all had been resolved eventually, and mercifully the parts played by himself and Cedric had escaped the press. This time, of course, the visit would be free of such surprises. Well, unless someone propositioned him at the Aldeburgh party. He grinned, and passing the Orwell house stopped to light the cigarette he had been denied at breakfast.

         He reached into his pocket for his lighter and Mrs Peebles’ letter fell out. He stooped to pick it up and was struck by the name of the addressee: an H.R. Dagwood Esq., somewhere in Aldeburgh … Dagwood? Why should that name strike a bell? He frowned. And then he remembered: oh of course, Dagwood Bumstead, witless husband of Blondie, the American cartoon character. The comic strip had been a regular item in one of the popular papers and the only enlivening feature of a dentist’s waiting room. Felix recalled his effort to recreate the legendary Dagwood sandwich, a structure of gargantuan proportions; but the project had been scorned by Cedric, who had made it clear that his own taste was for a lightly sautéed turbot.

          By now he had reached the post office steps, and banishing images of Dagwood and his sandwich, hastily shoved the perishing letter into the pillar box. With commission discharged, he eagerly retraced his steps in search of the vital waistcoat.

         He was in luck. Yes indeed, the young lady assured him, only that morning they had received a fresh batch from the suppliers. ‘They look very smart – just your style, I should think, sir.’ Felix recognised the tactic, he used it himself. Flattery was a useful tool in the commercial world. Still, he couldn’t help feeling pleased, and taking three samples from the counter entered the fitting room.

         For some people, the process of choice would be simple enough: remove jacket, don items, select best or cheapest; exit fitting room and produce chequebook. Not so with Felix. The operation was lengthy and complex. Each item had to be tried at least twice, its colour, fit and texture assessed, seams examined, label approved. And then the burning question: would it be fit for purpose? I.e. would it impress without being obvious? And what about his ties – which would it suit best? Too much of a contrast might be crude, and yet too little a mite dull. It was all a question of nice balance. Frowning at the mirror he pondered the matter and had just reached a firm decision when he heard a voice in the main area. ‘Huh! That little chap’s taking his time, isn’t he? What’s he doing, trying on the crown jewels?’

         Felix was indignant. He had every right to take his time. What did the man think he was doing, buying a packet of fags? Defiantly, he remained where he was, admiring his choice before emerging to stand at the counter behind the other customer, a tall and burly man in aggressively loud tweeds who was smoking a cigar. The man looked over his shoulder, glanced briefly at Felix and turned back to the counter. ‘That’ll be all, dearie,’ he said to the girl, ‘just the shirts today. I’m in a bit of a hurry, got plenty to do,’ and lowering his voice muttered, ‘unlike some people, it seems.’

         Needless to say, Felix heard the words only too clearly – as was no doubt intended. He stared pointedly at the other’s loud check and crêpe soles, and his eyebrow arched ever so slightly. But such signs of disdain were lost on the other, for the next moment the man had grabbed his package and was striding to the door. ‘Shall I put it on your usual account, Mr Dagwood?’ the girl asked.

         ‘That’s it, girlie, got it in one,’ was the curt response, and the next moment, with a clang of the bell, he had left the shop.

         Felix returned the assistant’s polite smile, while inwardly incredulous. Would you believe it? The very name on the letter he had just posted! Obviously, the man was a Suffolk local, and therefore quite possibly the intended recipient. Huh, it just showed how right his mother had always been in her insistence that truth was stranger than fiction and coincidences ten-a-penny. ‘Just mark my words,’ had been her favourite phrase. He gave a wry smile, prompted not so much by his mother’s mantra than by the disparity between the fictional Dagwood and the distasteful reality. At least D. Bumstead had been funny.

         
             

         

         Although piqued by the incident, Felix was delighted with his purchase; and to compensate for the sparse breakfast slipped into the café by the bookshop to guzzle a pancake and plan his day. What a nice surprise that Cedric should be appearing so soon. What had the girl said – that he was being collected by the Loader chap in the late afternoon? Perhaps he should book a table for the three of them at The Crown. He would call Cedric that evening to check. As he spooned more jam on to his pancake, an idea struck him: he could buy his friend a present, a cheerful gift of welcome. A bottle of wine? A book? The shop next door had a fine selection … He pondered. No, not a book, Cedric’s tastes were somewhat eclectic and it would be easy to make a mistake. Wine? He had plenty at home. Perhaps something frivolous, like the giant toy panda he had seen in the draper’s window. Had it been for sale or merely a means of displaying the swathe of pink silk wound round its neck? On reflection he doubted if it would suit Cedric’s austere humour. No, it would have to be something beautiful and unexpected, something which would give pleasure here yet which he could continue to enjoy back in London. He wondered if that little antique shop was still trading, the one he had noticed on his last visit; some of its stuff wasn’t bad. Perhaps he might find something there – it was worth a try.

          Pancake demolished, Felix left the café and sauntered into the street … then hurtled back inside to retrieve the waistcoat. Clutching the precious parcel, he turned into the alleyway and looked for the shop. Yes, it was still there all right. He went in and began to browse. His eye roved over various knick-knacks of little account and a plethora of Edwardian fish knives and napkin rings. But there was some decent porcelain, including a couple of Sèvres soup plates (but Cedric was no cook and rarely dined at home) and a rather fetching Parisian clock. Would that appeal? Possibly. However, its fulsome price tag made him look elsewhere. Suddenly his gaze alighted on an etiolated flower vase, which looked suspiciously like a Lalique, though judging from the modest cost it was more likely to be ‘in the style of’. All the same, it was very striking. As he brooded, envisaging where it might be best displayed in Cedric’s neat drawing room, the shop’s owner appeared from somewhere in the back.

         ‘Ah yes, a nice bit of repro, that,’ Reggie Higgs remarked. ‘Most of those pieces are pretty scrappy and you can tell immediately, but this one’s got an artistry all of its own. Very graceful.’ Felix agreed and had already decided where it might be placed.

         ‘Nice on its own, of course, but shove a bunch of lilies in it and Bob’s your uncle!’ the other said encouragingly. No further words were needed and the deal was clinched. But then it occurred to Felix that he could give the vase to Cedric with lilies already in place; a charming gesture, which Cedric was bound to appreciate. Why wait till their return to London? Would he find lilies in Southwold? Or even peonies, for that matter.

         He asked the man, who shook his head. ‘The grocer in High Street often has flowers, though I’ve never seen lilies there – daffodils or bedding plants, that sort of thing, but nothing stately.’

         Felix asked if there was a nursery nearby. The man looked doubtful. ‘The nearest one is over at Saxmundham, but I don’t know if they do lilies – bulbs perhaps, but you want them in bloom, don’t you.’ His face brightened. ‘I tell you what, you could try Isabel – Isabel Phipps. She’s got a passion for lilies and grows them galore in her greenhouse. You never know, she might give you a few. Get on her right side and she couldn’t be nicer, a friend for life; wrong side and she’s rotten. Still, I suppose we’re all a bit like that.’ He grinned.

         Felix nodded. He had already met the rotten side of one female recently, but he would take a gamble on the Isabel person. Reggie Higgs produced the address and agreed to keep the vase until required. Thus, free of the encumbrance, but being careful to take his earlier purchase, Felix set off on his quest. He hadn’t far to go as the slightly ramshackle house was just off South Green. Approaching from the rear, Felix was reassured to see the top of a glass roof behind a thick hedge. With luck, this would be the woman’s greenhouse.
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