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          BOOK ONE — THE CASKET




          "I'VE READ SOMEWHERE," observed Elizabeth Blackburn, "that the gentleman should always rise when a lady enters the room."




          Jeffery, stretched full length on the couch, reached out and took her fingers. They were warm and soft and faintly sticky. He said casually, "Dame called Edith Post wrote it. Along with something about a lady never perspiring."




          "Then that lady never opened a garden party at Staines on an August afternoon!" Elizabeth freed the hand and dragged at her hat, shaking her head to release the blonde curls. "Darling, you are the complete bottom! At least you might have come with me."




          "Nuts!" grunted Jeffery. "How was the clambake?"




          "Rather a wash-out. Endless fuss and only fifty pounds raised."




          "Sounds quite a set-up!"




          She was clicking her lighter. "To cap everything, when I got outside, I found the Rover had a flat."




          "How did you get back?"




          Elizabeth Blackburn blew a perfect smoke-ring. "Mr. Stewart-Riggs drove me in his Bentley."




          There was, she noticed, a half-filled liquor bottle partly concealed under the couch. A brittle hardness crept into her tone. "Nobody you know."




          "Just as well." His mouth twisted. "Sounds another pansy-pants to me."




          It was coming. She knew it was happening again and she strove to keep her voice steady, almost casual when she replied.




          "As a matter of fact, I'd never met him myself until this afternoon. He's an acquaintance of Ella Halversham's—they met in Switzerland just after the war. He's travelled a lot. Now he's come to England to settle down. Bought a big estate in Kent—place called Holmedale near Sevenoaks."




          She reached for the ash-tray as she added, "He asked me down there."




          "Matey sort of guy, isn't he?"




          She gave a hard little smile. "Darling, Mr. Stewart-Riggs hasn't the slightest interest in me."




          She rose and crushed out her cigarette, striving to keep the irritation out of her voice. "Aren't you being just a little childish, Jeffery? Taking a dislike to a person you've never seen."




          He muttered. "The jerk attends garden parties—that's enough for me!" He stood up, swaying a little. "What's this guy like, anyhow?"




          She was reaching for her shoes. Now she looked up.




          "Know those men of distinction in the whisky ads? That's Stewart-Riggs to the life. Fiftyish, well-dressed and greying in the polished diplomatic manner." Something of the old flippancy came back into her tone. "And so very well-bred that our drive home was duller than a choir-girls' picnic!" She had crossed to him. Now she reached up and tweaked his ear.




          "Jeffery."




          Moodily he turned.




          "I cleared the afternoon mail as I came up." She tossed four envelopes on to the table and took up the drinks. As she handed one across she noticed he had retrieved the bottle from beneath the couch. She raised her glass.




          "Here's to crime!"




          He stood with his drink in his hand, not tasting it.




          "Baby?"




          At the term, her eyes came up. He went on. "How would you like to see New York again?"




          He saw her face tighten.




          "So that's the reason you've been giving at the seams lately! You've still got that she-wolf clawing at your heart."




          He frowned. "Don't get the meaning."




          She slapped the envelopes together almost irritably. "Who else but Muriel Armarti!"




          He said shortly, "You're on the wrong beam." He drained his glass and held it, caressing the smooth surface with his fingers. "Muriel Armarti doesn't figure anywhere in this. That's all in the past." He reached out for the bottle and tilted it over his glass. Then, very deliberately, he downed his drink and tossed the empty glass on to a chair. He was almost to the door when the girl cried out.




          "Where are you going?"




          "Out!"




          But she was in front of him, the letters fallen and splayed across the carpet.




          "Darling, what's the matter with us?"




          Face set, lips compressed, he stared at her without speaking.




          "We've got to have this out," she said desperately. "Everything will seem all right, just as it was when I first came in. And I think, 'Thank God, we're back on the rails again.' Then suddenly this bickering starts and goes on and on."




          Under the black bars of his brows, the glitter had died. She watched his face relax.




          "I've told you how it is. This place is driving me psycho—I've got to get free. Guess I'm not built to stay penned up in an expensive apartment. Some guys maybe, but not me." Across his broad back, she could see the material of his coat crushed and wrinkled where he had lain in it all the afternoon. "It doesn't need a crystal ball to figure what's gone out of life. I'll give it to you in one word—excitement!"




          She said quietly, "And you expect to find it in New York?"




          He wheeled on her. "What do you figure I did in Moratti's agency? Played kiss-in-the-ring?"




          It came out before she could check it. "Surely that depended on the sex of your clients!"




          He jerked savagely at the curtains and the westerning sun poked a finger into Elizabeth's hair, turning it pure gold. She stood smoothing her frock over her small neat breasts. And then she spoke.




          "I'm sorry I said that, Jeffery." There was no answer. "But if I you're sickening for the El Morocco and the view from the Rainbow Room, you'd better get it out of your system pretty soon." She swallowed something in her throat.




          "When do you want to leave?"




          He turned. "We go together."




          "I told you I didn't like New York." She lowered her eyes, avoiding his dark face. "In your present mood, it's much better if you fly solo." She hesitated before she asked, "When would you like to go?"




          He gave her a glance that was as curt and cold as his reply.




          "A plane leaves tomorrow afternoon."




          "All right—you'll be on it."




          "What will you do?"




          "Stay with Mother and Dad at Chippingmarle." Her tone was determinedly casual. "It's months since I've been home."




          A short silence. "Beth," he began. But she held up both hands, palms outward. "Let's not talk about it any more, Jeffery. We've made a decision—it isn't going to do either of us any good to go back on it." Her eyes were still on the carpet and for the first time she seemed to see the four white rectangles patterned across it. Abruptly she stooped.




          "Whom do we know staying at the Dorchester?"




          "Search me!"




          She straightened and held out the envelope, a finger underlining the embossed address.




          She was beginning to tear at the gummed flap when suddenly she paused. "Do you mind?"




          "Don't give it a thought! Muriel Armarti can't afford to stay at the Dorchester either!"




          Elizabeth Blackburn said quietly, "All right, Jeffery. Now we're quits!" She slit the flap and drew out a sheet of furry note paper. It rustled luxuriously when she opened it.




          Jeffery took the letter. Attached by clip pin to the top corner was a card. It bore an address: "Fosdyke Museum of Antiquities, 86th West Street, New York City" and beneath it a name—"Otis T. Peterson, Representative."




          Under the engraved address of the hotel, the message ran.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              "Mr. Otis Peterson would be very grateful if you could call the above address at your earliest convenience. He has a proposition which he thinks may interest you. He also requests that you keep this correspondence in the strictest confidence."


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          It was signed—"Henry Lessing, private secretary."




          He looked up. "Know anything about this guy Peterson?"




          Elizabeth said promptly, "He's a buyer or a collector for the Fosdyke family. Travels around the world picking up bits and pieces for the museum. That's why he's in London—probably trying to bid for the Crown Jewels!"




          Jeffery turned the letter over in his fingers.




          "I wonder if the old bird would be interested in buying a few antiques from this family? A .45 automatic, rusty through disuse, an unused set of brass knuckles and an out-of-date private eye, sound in wind and limb except for a pickled liver!"




          "Why not give the secretary a buzz now?"




          "And get an assignment routing among the junk stores in Kensington Church Street?"




          "Don't be a fool, Jeff!" She came close to him, looking up and seeing his face etched strongly against the light. "Peterson wouldn't bother you with anything like that."




          He had crushed out his cigarette and was standing loosely, fingers scraping his jaw, his whole attitude one of irresolution. For just another few minutes his wife hesitated, then she crossed to the telephone.




          "Why is it I can never remember the number of the Dorchester?" He said, "No, baby. I'm leaving for the States..." But beyond that, he made no movement to restrain her as she picked up the directory and began flicking through the pages.




          "There's all tomorrow morning to put in somehow," she reminded him. "The plane doesn't leave until the afternoon."




          Henry Lessing said, "Sit down, Mr. Blackburn."




          The private secretary was a gaunt young man, with butter yellow hair and eyebrows so fair that their existence was assured only after a second glance. He gestured to a deep arm-chair near the window.




          "Mr. Peterson won't keep you waiting very long," he added.




          Jeffery glanced at his wrist-watch. "The appointment was for ten-forty-five," he grunted.




          Lessing said pleasantly, "There's been an unexpected caller—another collector." He moved to the small desk and picked up a card from the blotter, "Archdale Stewart-Riggs." He looked up. "Perhaps you know him?"




          Blackburn shook his head.




          "She's not a large island but she holds a whale of a lot of folk." He lit a cigarette and let his eyes wander over the desk with its leaf-calendar marking the date—Thursday, August twenty-third. A small row of books was set behind it. Jeffery read the titles absently, not interested but just filling in time. A Guide to London and Suburbs, a slim Geographia map of the city, Hamilton's "The Roman Way," Walling's "Egyptian Antiques and their History," and next to this—incongruous in such a setting—an obviously American edition of "Balanced Diets for Diabetics." He caught the secretary's glance and muttered.




          "Your boss some kind of invalid?"




          Lessing looked surprised. "Oh, no," he said. "His arthritis hasn't progress as far as that. Only in his hand..." He paused as Jeffery grunted something and turned away.




          He noticed that his fingers were trembling and wondered what excuse he could find to ask for a drink.




          Over the last few weeks he had grown almost reconciled to grey awakenings, but on this particular morning his mood of depression was unusually black and bitter. As he had phoned the air depot for a reservation, Elizabeth had packed his suit-case, working with an air of quiet detachment that only served to put an edge to his temper. He realised now that this break affected him more than he dared admit for he had an instinctive feeling that this time it would be for keeps.




          It was while Elizabeth was gathering old newspapers for wrapping his shoes she had come across a photograph of Otis Peterson and passed it over to him. The spotty newsprint showed a small plump man in his mid-fifties—eggheaded and balding. He wore rimless glasses below a domed forehead but the scholarly impression was belied by a tight rat-trap mouth above a jutting authoritative jaw. The chin of a person used to giving orders and having orders obeyed.




          Blackburn looked at his watch again. In his irritable impatient mood, this waiting irked him. Who was this other guy taking up his time? What name had the pin-eyed secretary mentioned?




          Stewart-Riggs...?




          Blackburn's fingers, drumming on the arm of the chair, stopped.




          Surely this was the bird Elizabeth had mentioned. It had taken all this time for his mind to register. But that's how it was with him these days—his mind as slow as his muscles were loose. Maybe Beth was right. Maybe the booze had got him for keeps.




          The buzzer on Henry Lessing's desk shrilled. The secretary stood up.




          "Mr. Peterson will see you now, Mr. Blackburn."




          Side by side they paced the carpeted corridor. Turning a corner, they almost collided with another man coming into the opposite direction. A tall, slim, immaculate grey man—hair, eyebrows, tie and suit all blending into a monotone.




          Henry Lessing nodded.




          "Would you mind waiting in the office, Mr. Stewart-Riggs? I'll be back in a moment."




          A well-bred voice said, "Thank you." Blackburn stared at the visitor, taking in a face that was somehow wrong and unbalanced. Two pale eyes raked him from head to foot and soundlessly, Archdale Stewart-Riggs passed on.




          Jeffery muttered, "Something wrong with that guy."




          Lessing said, in that slightly supercilious aloof manner. "Curious colouring. Almost albino." A few paces further along he paused and tapped politely on a door. A metallic voice answered. Then Jeffery found himself inside and Lessing was speaking obsequiously.




          "Mr. Blackburn, sir."




          Otis Peterson did not rise. With crooked fingers, he pushed a silver box across the desk.




          "Smoke?"




          Blackburn shook his head.




          "A drink?" The spectacles were full on his face as Jeffery wiped the back of his hand over his lips again. Then the tubby representative of the Fosdyke museum nodded to the glass and chromium cabinet. The young man rose, striving to control the shaking of his fingers as he poured himself a lavish Scotch. He swigged it quickly, felt it spread warm and soothing through his stomach, then he refilled the glass and returned to his chair. Otis Peterson said: "Jeffery Blackburn. Aged thirty-four. Irish-Italian extraction. Flight Commander with the R.A.F. during the war. Then travelled to the United States, spending five years there. Became an oilfield roughneck, a chauffeur to a wealthy widow in Florida, then a test pilot at Murac in California—"




          The visitor stared. "What's the pay-off?"




          Without a change of inflection in his voice Peterson went on: "Crashed a 974 over the Mojave Desert and spent the next three months in hospital at Las Vegas. Recuperated in Canada and became a lumberjack. Back to the States joining a group of loggers at Clearwater, Idaho. Then went to New York, joining the Louie Moratti private detective agency. Wounded in shoulder during a raid at the Roebuck Hotel in Chicago. Returned to London and married Elizabeth, only daughter of Sir Charles and Lady Bickford, of Chippingmarle, Berks. Couple met originally when Elizabeth Bickford was in charge of a cipher department during the war. Marriage reported far from successful..."




          "Chief allergy—snoopers!" Jeffery thrust back his chair. "Thanks for the two drinks."




          "Have another."




          "Forget it!" He was half-way across the room. "Haven't got time." Behind the desk, the collector remained stone still.




          "I'm giving you a chance, Blackburn—a chance to do some special inquiry work in an assignment that is right up your street. If you succeed, there's a cheque for a thousand dollars attached to it."




          The other stared at the ovoid head, at the lips moving in that frozen face, choking down the taunt, saying nothing.




          "If I've checked on you, I have two good reasons. One is because this could be a very dangerous business and I want to be sure of my man. I want to have faith in him."




          Blackburn's lip curled. "I'm getting dewey-eyed!"




          "The other is because I never buy a pig in a poke. I like to have every single detail in black and white—whether it's hiring a man..." the voice slowed a trifle "...or buying ten thousand dollars worth of mischief!"




          There was no sound in the room save the tapping of the collector's fingers on the manila folder.




          "If it wasn't for certain additional details here, I'd say you were finished, Blackburn. Pushed completely over the edge. But seeing you and hearing you talk, I feel there's still a spark of something there. The something that sent you crawling down the ventilating shaft of the Roebuck Hotel when you got Ferdie the Bat in Chicago—"




          The other man snapped into his words.




          "Moratti!" The slow fire in his voice was reflected in his flushed face as he took a step forward. "Louie Moratti, the two-timing punk! He gave you this dope on me!"




          Peterson's voice took on a sudden rasp. "Yes, Moratti! The best friend you have in the States. Before you start calling him names, Blackburn, think back! When you ran up against that patch of trouble in New York almost twelve months ago, Moratti was no two-timing punk!"




          The younger man stiffened and his tone was cautious.




          "Patch of trouble?"




          "Your disgraceful affair with the woman known as Bianca Milland—" The collector stopped abruptly, the words choked by the expression on the other man's face.




          Then Blackburn said very softly, "Just what do you know about Bianca Milland?"




          Another three seconds passed...then the collector shrugged.




          "But of course, you're married now. You've put all that kind of thing right behind you."




          (But not nearly far enough. The picture, all these months forced into the recesses of his mind, swam into sharp focus, seeming even clearer than on the night he had first entered the apartment with the mirrored ceiling supported by pillars of black and gold. The picture of her body stretched on the white ermine rug.)




          The collector was watching him.




          "Moratti told me in confidence of the incident. Naturally, I'm prepared to honor the confidence—under certain conditions."




          The plump little man sat down, then leaned forward so that his image was reflected in the surface of the desk. He was dipping a hand into his pocket, dragging at a key ring. There was a click and the slide of a drawer. Then he was holding something swathed in wash-leather, holding it gently, carefully, placing it on the glass surface and laying aside the soft folds until the object was revealed.




          "It's not to be touched," he warned.




          It was a tiny rectangular casket, the palest turquoise in color, tooled and faceted on the four sides. Jeffery raised his head.




          "Nice trinket."




          "Ten thousand dollars," said Otis Peterson. He was revolving the gem-like object by turning the wash-leather mat slowly at the edges. "A month ago we were staying at Shepherd's in Cairo—my niece Susan Ann, Henry Lessing and myself. A Greek named Cassamattis came to see me one morning. He showed me this casket, offering it for sale.




          "His story seemed quite genuine. A friend of his had been in charge of the laborers opening up tombs in the San el Hagar valley for Professor Pierre Montet of the University of Stratsbourg. One of the laborers had been caught stealing the casket; the friend had confiscated it. Thus it had come into the Greek's possession. So far so good!"




          "Good enough to hand over ten thousand dollars?"




          Peterson lifted his eyes from the desk.




          "I've told you I'm not a man to buy blind. Before I even discussed business with Cassamatis, I got in touch with a man from the British School of Archaeology in Egypt. I paid him a handsome commission and three days later, he brought me the full history of the casket.




          "Something else made the casket even more valuable. The Egyptians of that time believed that every man possessed a Ka—a spirit double, a vital force born as counterpart with the body, living with it and accompanying it into the next world. Sometimes the Ka was housed in a statue, sometimes in an ornament. Or a casket of skilled workmanship such as you see here."




          Jeffery turned, glancing at his wrist.




          "Is there much more of this? Time's running short. I'm leaving for the States this afternoon."




          Peterson said curtly, "Have a drink."




          The young man hesitated a moment. Then he nodded. "Thanks. Might steady my nerves. You're beginning to scare me." He crossed to the cabinet and then turned, holding a brimming glass.




          "With restraint, I can make this last five minutes. Go ahead, Peterson."




          "I had Lessing get in touch with the Greek. He made only one stipulation—the money was to be paid in cash. I was expecting this—cheques, especially foreign ones, are too easily traced. Cassamatis arrived at the hotel on the following morning. He seemed very nervous and on edge, I remember. The deal went through and I locked the casket in the safe deposit at the hotel.




          "Later that afternoon, Lessing came to me while I was resting, saying a visitor outside wanted to see me. Henry wouldn't have disturbed me, except that the caller was an odd person calling himself Menena and he wanted to talk about the casket. I followed Lessing out. Waiting for me was a character straight from the Arabian Nights—an elderly man in a tarboosh, burnoose and slippers. He was bearded like a prophet. I asked him his business and his reply just about took my breath away.




          "He told me that the casket had been stolen from his house. It was the property of his ancestor and its value was beyond reckoning. So, to save further trouble, would I please return it to him! The cool request staggered me and I lost my temper. I told him I'd paid a tidy sum for that object and he'd come to the wrong shop. He wanted the police department! The old boy just shook his head. I told Lessing to throw him out. I guess Henry was a bit rough, but the apparition wasn't a mite ruffled. He only said that maybe I'd change my mind when I saw him again."




          Peterson was swathing the casket in its foldings. There was a scrape of a drawer and a click as he locked it away.




          "The police found the Greek's body that same night—strangled—with something that could have been a silken cord!"




          A pause. Then Blackburn made a harsh chuckling sound.




          "Comic strip crap! What are you trying to sell me?"




          "Cassamatis was murdered—"




          "By some of his snotty-nosed buddies in Skid Row! He had ten grand in cash!"




          The collector had not moved from his desk. "He wasn't killed in the slums and the money wasn't touched. The police found it all, folded neatly as his clothes—"




          Jeffery's hand was on the door-knob. "Clothes?"




          "You're so impetuous, Blackburn. You don't give me time to explain. The Greek was found dead in a house on the Mena road, his body completely naked and lying on a large white ermine rug...and nearby the police found a male scarab beetle, impaled through the back but still alive."




          He stood frozen and facing the smooth panels of the door, not seeing them, not feeling the planes of the knob under his hand, yet feeling too much, with his whole body trembling and his skin prickling and tight with a forbidden memory.




          "Blackburn."




          Fingers, moist, hot, dropped away from the door.




          Blackburn came forward. Peterson moved to the cabinet, standing before it, bandy legs apart and his hands clasped behind his back.




          "The following day we left for Port Said where we were to join a twelve passenger freighter for London. We had three days to wait. On the second evening, I came face to face with Menena in the hotel foyer; he nodded and thrust an envelope into my hand before he passed by. When I opened it, I found a piece of paper on which was written a date: August 25th.




          "I suspected monkey business and dismissed the whole incident from my mind. On the morning we were due to sail, however, Susan Ann called me from her bedroom. When I went in, she was standing with Lessing, staring at the row of strapped and packed suitcases against the wall. On the largest of the grips, a piece of paper had been pasted—bearing a date. August 25th. Sue declared it hadn't been there when she left the room ten minutes earlier.




          "We sailed that same afternoon. On the following evening, Lessing came to me, saying that Menena was on the ship. When I said that this was unlikely, Henry vowed he had seen him walking down one of the corridors. I don't mind saying I was mighty sceptical—until dusk next day. I came out of the dining saloon and there on the deck ahead of me was a figure in fez and burnoose. When I got to the spot where he'd stood there was nothing there except an envelope.




          "I picked it up. It was addressed to me and inside, the same paper with the same date." The little man paused and gave a short barking cough.




          "I wasn't putting up with this kind of hanky-panky for very long! Henry and I went to the skipper. He told us what I'd half begun to suspect—that there was no one of that name or description on the passenger-list. In the end, we demanded a search, but we might just as well have saved our time. No person even faintly resembling Menena was on board.




          "On the evening before we berthed at Tilbury, I was talking to Sue on deck when Henry came up. He was white-faced and panting. He'd come out of his cabin just in time to see Menena go into mine—and had locked the door on him. The three of us went below. When Lessing threw open the door, the cabin was empty. Unless our persistent friend had crawled through a tiny porthole there was no way he could have escaped. But on the wall over my bunk a date had been written in black chalk. Yes—the same date!"




          Little hard eyes blinked in the glare of the light from the unshaded window.




          "We saw Menena twice after that. As Sue, Henry and I were stepping off the boat train at Charing Cross my niece gave a little cry and pointed along the platform. A white-robed, turbanned figure was disappearing among the crowd..." The speaker breathed on rimless lenses and polished vigorously. "Yesterday morning, I happened to pass Lessing's office. The door was open. He was standing by the window staring down into Park Lane. He called me across. Standing near those gates into the park was Menena, apparently quite unconcerned by the glances of the passing folk, Menena in burnoose and slippers, smack here in the heart of London!"




          Otis Peterson hooked his spectacles back into place, reached across and picked up a desk calendar, holding it in clawed fingers.




          "See today's date? August twenty-third. That gives you three days to get to the bottom of all this hocus-pocus!" He shot back a cuff. "Eleven-fifteen! From now on you're part of my pay-roll!"




          Jeffery spoke very quietly.




          "Keep talking."




          In the act of replacing the calendar, the collector's head twisted.




          "That's all."




          A steady voice said, "What about the house in Mena Road?"




          The small mouth sneered. "A high-class brothel!"




          "What else?"




          "How should I know?"




          "You're still lying!"




          Something ugly and dangerous had crept into the room. Blackburn had risen, shoulders hunched and straining at the material which bound them, head thrust forward, eyes narrow and glittering. Very softly he repeated, "You're still lying, Peterson."




          For three tight seconds their glances locked. Then the squat man made a fluttering, placatory little gesture.




          "Why the devil don't you listen!" But the bark was curiously hollow. "I told you, Blackburn! We left on the following morning. There was no time..."




          "How did you know it was a brothel?"




          "The police..." Rimless glasses were askew and a hand flew to straighten them. "But I can't see what this has to do with the present assignment."




          A hard mouth said, "Can't you?"




          "I've given you all necessary details..."




          "A bed-time story about a gyppo bogey-man and a family curse! They've stopped dishing that up even for the Sunday supplements! If this bird's getting in your hair, why not dial Whitehall 1212?" He kicked back his chair. "As an assignment I wouldn't touch it with a forty-foot pole! Thanks for the three drinks, Peterson, but don't expect me to return the hospitality. Check 'em up to a wasted hour when—"




          The scream from the corridor beyond had the harsh shrillness of a pencil drawn across slate. Peterson jerked and his round face went blank and foolish with sudden panic. "Susan Ann!"




          "Uncle Otis! Henry! He's here!"




          Peterson was making little mewling noises and groping blindly for the door. Jeffery shouldered him aside and grasped the knob, flinging wide an entrance. Almost opposite a young girl in her mid teens stood rigid in the doorway, one hand at her throat, the other jabbing the air in the direction of the corridor. Blackburn's head swivelled. At the far end and just disappearing around the corner was an outlandish figure, robed and slippered. Then the collector pushed past and was running to the girl.




          Jeffery was already half-way down the passage, his footsteps thudding into the carpet. At the bend, he ran almost full tilt into a wild-eyed Lessing, coming from the direction of his study.




          He panted, "Not that way! Can't get out—I've locked the door!"




          Jeffery pulled to a halt.




          "I saw the guy turn—"




          Lessing indicated a right-angle opening just ahead. "This way!"




          But when they reached the corner, the passage stretched before them blank and bare. Two doors broke the uniform panelling.




          "My bedroom," the secretary explained as they loped along. "The other's just a junk-room—cabin trunks and grips." As they halted he swung open the nearest door and his companion glimpsed a small neat room so spartanly furnished as to provide no cover for the quarry they sought. Then Jeffery had crossed and was stalking among the labelled trunks in the box-room. When he re-appeared, his face was grim.




          "Neat little vanishing trick!"




          Lessing was mopping a flushed and sweating face. He said hopelessly, "It's happened before. Once on the ship coming across. Just disappeared into smoke. Incredible—like, like witchcraft, almost!"




          When they reached the main corridor, the doorway was empty. They moved into the room. Susan Ann was standing by the long mirror, being very grown up and applying a geranium lipstick to her soft, immature mouth. Her uncle, perched on the satin-covered bed, rose quickly as the two men entered.




          "No trace, sir," Lessing said briefly.




          Before his employer could comment, Jeffery said brusquely, "What happened in here?"




          Sue Peterson dipped her golden head, ostensibly to examine her handiwork but he knew she was summing him up.




          "You're Jeffery Blackburn, aren't you? Uncle's told me all about you."




          He said shortly, "Okay, okay, chicken! But what happened?"




          She turned, fitting the lip-stick into its golden container and by the awkwardness of the movement, he sensed that this was a fairly new routine.




          "I was resting up before lunch..." she indicated the glossy-faced movie magazines on the bed. "I guess I must have fallen asleep. When I came to, there was a sort of crazy sound out there in the corridor. I couldn't figure out what it was—not at first."




          She paused and looked at him. Jeffery nodded.




          "Go on."




          "So I got up and crossed and opened the door..."




          Her voice rose half a tone.




          "And I just about dropped dead from shock! I was so close I could have touched him—his old beard and face weren't more than a foot away from me."




          "What's this?"




          It was Henry Lessing and he was stabbing a finger at the swinging door.




          A square of paper was fixed to the centre panel with cellulose tape. On it was drawn the date, August 25th, enclosed by a crude design of a looped cord. Otis Peterson gave a gasp.




          "Now do you believe me, Blackburn! Now will you act?"




          Three faces stared at him, one globus and sweating, one young and pink and tight and the third a pair of wide beseeching eyes. Jeffery was looking at Sue Peterson as he answered.




          "Don't rush me. I've got to figure this thing out."




          * * *




          Big Ben was striking midday when the taxi dropped Jeffery in Whitehall. He strolled through the gates of Scotland Yard, traversed a shadowed lane and climbed a flight of stairs. Pausing outside a door marked "Chief Inspector," he heard the rattle of a typewriter within.




          "Don't get your finger caught!"




          Chief Inspector William Read looked up as his door opened.




          "Jeff!"




          "Howdo, Chief?"




          "Take a pew, son."




          "Thanks. I'd rather prowl..."




          "Haven't seen you around, son." Read tossed a charred match into the ash-tray. "Been busy?"




          "No. Just lazy. How's things with you, Chief?"




          "Quiet enough. Anything on your mind, son?"




          "Care to give me some advice?"




          The other nodded.




          Jeffery pulled his chair closer.




          "Got anything on a murder in Cairo about a week ago?"




          The Chief Inspector's teeth wedged his cigar. "Big place Cairo...big crowd of people..."




          Jeffery said, "Habeas corpus was a bird named Cassamatis—a Greek. Found dead in a house on the Mena Road." He crushed out his cigarette. "Stark mother naked!"




          Grey brows rose a fraction. Read said grimly, "What kind of house?"




          "A joint, but high-class." Jeffery sat back, clasping his hands behind the chair.




          "Shot?"




          "Strangled."




          "Marks?"




          Blackburn shook his head. "Choked with a cord. Some kind of silk according to rumor."




          Read was watching him. "Any particular details?"




          Jeffery's reply was a shade too casual. "I'd like a line on the owner of the joint, or the tenant or what have you."




          The cigar ash glowed brightly. "Run across something interesting, Jeff?"




          "Chief..."




          "Yes, son?"




          "Ever heard of a bird named Stewart-Riggs?"




          "Not on our books." Read was studying his companion's face, noting the tiny beads of perspiration forming on the short upper lip.




          "Friend of yours?"




          "No. Beth's met him."




          Read nodded. "How is she these days?"




          The other said simply, "Right now she's come out in a rash of garden parties. Opened another at Staines yesterday."




          Read said dryly, "Enjoy yourself?"




          "No, Chief. I let Beth tackle it alone. Not my dish at all. Crawling with titles just the way Lady Halversham likes it!"




          "Who's she?"




          "Offspring of two first cousins, I'd say! Zany is the world for Ella." Jeffery gave a tight grin and ran a hand through his crisp black curls. "But the peeve's quite mutual. She thinks I'm a maverick..."




          The comment was expressionless. "That so, son?"




          "A maverick." Jeffery's faintly olive face, a heritage of so many mixed blood, was as dark as his voice was moody. "Something apart from the herd, irresponsible, footloose, never satisfied. Seeking something in one place, running like hell to find it, when discovering it was away back behind..." the words slowed. He was staring at the brand of his burning cigarette. "Quite the wrong type to marry—especially with a swell kid like Beth..."




          Chief Inspector Read said quietly, "How long is it now?"




          "Six months."




          "Then give it a chance, son."




          The answer was mocking. "Sure, doctor!"




          Read stabbed his cigar across the desk. "That's your trouble! You've knocked around the world, got yourself caught up in all kinds of excitement. Then you come back here and fall for a pretty little blue-blood with a pedigree as long as piccadilly."




          "Attraction of complete opposites!"




          "...and straight away you get the delusion that it's all a mistake, that you're a misfit living on your wife's money! And so you start hitting the bottle!"




          Blackburn's mouth tightened. He said softly, "Okay! I'm a rat, a heel and a drunken bum!"




          "Self-pity!"




          "By Jesus no!" The hand fell away as Blackburn leapt to his feet "Anything but that!" He was gripping the back of the chair, his whole body rigid. "Chief, you know me better than any man living. Believe me when I say I've faced up to most things. But never that..." His voice went suddenly husky, choked in his throat.




          Chief Inspector Read was placing his half-smoked cigar on the lip of the ash-tray. Below him the young man was passing a hand across his face.




          The elder man was standing, gnawing a lip. Abruptly, he picked up a glass and strode to a cupboard in the corner. He returned, carrying the liquid carefully.




          "Son..."




          Jeffery's eyes swivelled to the glass. "No..." he muttered. "Not here! I'm trying to...to..." The cigarette dropped from his lips and as Read stooped to pick it up, their faces came level.




          Jeffery said, "Why did you do this?"




          Squat fingers were mashing the cigarette into the ash-tray. "Because," said William Read quietly, "I think you need it."




          "By God I do!" Jeffery reached out hungrily but his hands were so slippery he had difficulty in bringing the glass to his lips. It rattled against his teeth. As he set it back empty, he gave a long sighing breath.




          "Thanks, Chief."




          The Chief Inspector took up the glass and moved back to the cupboard. From inside he took a tea-towel and began drying and polishing.




          "Tell me," he said, "about this assignment you're working on."




          Jeffery said slowly, "I'm not working on any assignment."




          Read had found a smear on the glass and was back at his polishing. "Then why this interest in a stripped Greek on the Mena Road?"




          "Idle curiosity."




          "Didn't Otis Peterson's proposition interest you?"




          Blackburn's head jerked sharply. "How did you know—?" He stood up, steadier now and more controlled. "Who's kidding who, Chief?"




          Read came back and picked up his cigar.




          "When I told you I hadn't seen Beth, it was the truth. But I've heard from the lass." He gestured to the telephone. "She rang me here about half an hour ago."




          "What did she want?"




          "You!" The older man rolled the cigar in his fingers. "I said I hadn't seen you for weeks and asked what you were doing. Beth told me about this appointment at the Dorchester."




          Jeffery frowned. "But why did she ring here?"




          Read said smoothly. "No doubt she'll explain when she arrives." His eyes went to the clock on the wall. "Any time now. I hope she isn't late because I've booked a table for lunch."




          The muffled tapping of the typewriter next door filled the silence. When the older man continued, his voice had dropped a tone.




          "Pity about the Peterson assignment. Beth hoped it might turn out to be something worthwhile. She mentioned you were going through a difficult time but she wasn't worrying. It was just that you had too much time on your hands. There was nothing wrong with you, she said, that some first-class action and excitement wouldn't cure..."




          Blackburn's restless finger made a diameter inside the wet ring. Read waited, chewing his cigar. A brusque gentleness had crept into his tone when he continued.




          "What was wrong, son? Why turn it down?"




          Jeffery said, quietly and simply, "I was scared, Chief. I'm scared now! Just as I've been scared for the past three months. With this difference. At last I've got the guts to face it...




          "You know the old bromide about the crashed flier who has to get back into another kite before the nerves take him to pieces? That's how it is with me, I guess. Months ago in the States I took on a case and made a complete bloody shambles of it. Moratti wanted to get me back into harness at once. Instead, I got out from under and went on a three-day bat.




          "I wouldn't have gone near the Dorchester if Beth hadn't insisted. She even arranged the appointment. And I was scared to the pit of my stomach even before I got into the lift.




          "But deep down, underneath it all, I knew I was licked before I started. I could no more of handled that assignment than I could refuse a drink! That's why I'm giving the game away. I'm going back to the States..."




          "You can't keep on running away, son. And it won't be any better over there. Might be a darned sight worse!" He paused and shot the younger man a quick glance. "Travelling alone?"




          "Sure."




          The Chief Inspector's fists were on his hips. He shook his head again. "Pity. Great pity! Mighty lot of temptations over there for an able-bodied youngster. And you're just in the right mood for 'em!"




          The other said moodily, "Maybe you've got a better notion?"




          "Maybe I have." Read eyed him for a moment and then crossed back to the desk. He began to sort the scattered papers and spoke without looking up. "How would you like to team up with me?"




          Blackburn had wheeled. "Team up—?" Eagerness put a higher note into his voice. "Chief! You know there's nothing I'd rather do. But I don't latch on..." He leant across the desk. "How d'you mean—team up?"




          Now the papers were a neat pile.




          "When I said things were quiet, I'm not suggesting that this happy state's going to last much longer. Because we know it isn't! Any day now there's a cyclone due. We know that it's coming because we've had the buzz from over the way."




          Jeffery's dark brows came together. "Number Ten?"




          "That being so, I can't say any more. But when the affair blows up, I'm going to need an assistant—someone completely outside this department."




          Steady blue eyes were fixed on Jeffery's olive face.




          "Well, son?"




          Sunlight, filtering through the leaves of a tree beyond, freckled the young set face. Jeffery said, "You're prepared to make this offer after what I've told you?"




          Read said casually, "I'm more interested in what you didn't tell me."




          Blackburn swung around. "What's the pay-off?"




          "I'm asking you." The elder man reached for the cigar-box, caught a glimpse of the watch on his wrist and withdrew his hand. The casual voice went on.




          "It doesn't add up, son. You say you're turning down this Peterson assignment because you think you've lost your grip..."




          "Right!"




          "...yet you make a beeline here from the Dorchester, all steamed up about a naked Greek found dead in a house on the Mena Road!"




          The Chief Inspector stood up. "Either you're interested or you're not! You can't have it both ways. But make up your mind!" Plain in the light of the window he saw a flicker of indecision cross the other's face. Blackburn opened his lips, then closed them. Read crossed and stood by his shoulder. "We're working together now, Jeff."




          The other said stubbornly, "It's got nothing to do with the proposition you're offering..."




          William Read said softly, "Care to make a little bet on that?"




          The words brought a new expression to Jeffery's face, something more positive than incredulity, yet not as strong as surprise.




          "Chief—if I thought—"




          The knock on the door cut the words from his lips. Constable Manners said, "Mrs. Blackburn, sir."




          "Hello, darling," said Elizabeth Blackburn. She placed bag and gloves on the desk and crossing, kissed her husband lightly on the chin.




          "Beth..." he was proffering his case. "The Chief tells me you rang here for me."




          "I've got a letter for you...or a message or something..." She crossed to the desk and delved into her hand-bag, turning with an envelope. It bore his name, hand-written. Nothing else. No address. No stamp.




          Elizabeth blew a smoke ring. "It was left by a funny old man dressed up in a turban and robes and slippers. And he had a white beard, too."




          Read, watching, saw Jeffery's eyes narrow.




          "Tell me more, Beth."




          She shrugged.




          "I'd just turned on the radio. Dr. Birdseye—he's a parson I met with Ella Halversham last week—was giving a talk on his Underprivileged Youth Movement and he made me promise to listen in. I just got as far as the announcement when the door-bell went." Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. "I couldn't pretend I wasn't home because the radio was going full tilt."




          She turned and crushed out her cigarette in the ash-tray.




          "When I opened the door, this old man was standing there. I was so taken aback at his appearance I couldn't do anything but stare. He said, 'You will please give this to Mr. Blackburn at once. It is a matter of great importance.' Then he thrust that envelope into my hand and turned away. Before I could get my breath back, he'd vanished down the stairs.




          "Open the letter, darling. I'm busting to know why it's so very important."




          Jeffery grunted and ripped the side from the cheap envelope. Inside was a piece of paper, folded in half. He opened it as Elizabeth and Read crowded in to see. Two sentences were printed in shaky capitals:




          "DEATH AWAITS THE INFIDEL WHO ANGERS THE HIGH GODS. LEAVE THE PETERSON AFFAIR ALONE JEFFERY BLACKBURN."




          Jeffery was standing very still, fingering the paper. "Beth..."




          She looked up with troubled eyes.




          "...what time was this delivered?"




          "Just after eleven-fifteen."




          The Chief Inspector was standing by the door turning his hat in his hands. He said impatiently, "Forget about it, son. It's a typical crack-pot letter. With every new case, we get dozens of 'em. What we call examples of juvenile exhibitionism."




          The young man was slipping the note into his wallet. A tight smile touched his lips.




          "Figure it out for yourself. But round about the same time this bird was calling on Elizabeth in Knightsbridge, I saw him two miles away at the Dorchester Hotel...walking down a corridor in the Peterson suite!"




          The slick-haired waiter said, "More coffee, madam?"




          "Not for me," said Elizabeth Blackburn. She glanced at the Chief Inspector.




          "Jeffery?"




          "No, thanks, Beth."




          He shook his head, a quick short movement.




          "What's the set-up, Chief. Someone's playing a kid's party game with Uncle Otis, except..." He paused and frowned at the littered ash-tray.




          "Except that no kid's game I ever played put me in two different places, miles apart, at the same time!"




          Elizabeth said tentatively.




          "Jeff...you couldn't have made a mistake...?"




          William Read was fiddling with a coffee cup so small and fragile he could have crushed it between thumb and forefinger.




          He said frowningly, "On the music halls, it's sometimes done with twins..." He was turning the cup in the saucer. "Son, just what did Peterson expect you to do about this chap Menena?"




          Jeffery shrugged. "Keep him out of his hair, I suppose."




          The waiter was hovering with the bill on a plate. Read waggled a finger at him and the plate came to rest at his side. The Chief Inspector was reaching for his wallet as he asked:




          "How did Peterson get to know you, Jeff?"




          "From Moratti—he must have used the agency sometime in the States."




          Blackburn hesitated a moment, then went on. "Peterson had a full dossier on me—also, I think, by courtesy of Moratti."




          Read placed notes over the bill and pushed the plate away. "And you told Peterson you'd think it over?"




          Jeffery's eyes sought the other's for a brief instant.




          "For obvious reasons, yes!"




          Elizabeth's neat head was moving in time to the rhythm of the music. Qunite unconsciously, for she was smoothing her serviette abstractedly and her eyes were thoughtful. Presently she said:




          "You know, chaps, I think we're all missing the essential core of this affair."




          She put down the serviette and clasped her hands in her lap. "Let's reduce the thing to its barest essentials.




          "Uncle Otis buys an antique in Cairo. Twenty-four hours later, a musical-comedy gent calling himself Menena comes to Otis, tells him that not only was the trinket stolen from his home but also that it contains the spirit of his ancestor. Menena wants the trinket back...or else...




          "Now—let's forget this double identity—now-you-see-me-now-you-don't act of Menena's and concentrate on the cause! Don't you realise we must accept one of two things. Either Menena honestly believes that his ancestor's shade is seething about inside the casket, waiting to escape and create all kinds of mayhem for the indignity suffered—or else—and this is the only possible conclusion—it's a lot of eyewash and first class hocus-pocus. Check?"




          "Check," Jeffery grunted.




          "All right, my boy! So it's a parcel of childish sensationalism." Mrs. Blackburn leaned her wrists on the table, bright eyes moving from face to face. "But don't you see that makes it even more puzzling? Why go to all this trouble? Why build up this adolescent masquerade? If the casket hasn't any sentimental value for Menana, why the deuce does he want to get hold of it?"




          Her hands went to her head, adjusting her hat as she talked.




          "So now we come to Uncle Otis. From what you've told us, Jeff, he's nobody's fool. He's no more scared of this comic strip pattern than we are. Then why invite you to a hush-hush conference? Because, my boy, Otis realises that there's a heck of a lot more to this innocent looking casket than meets the eye—and he wants the answer for his private information alone!"




          She rose and picked up hand-bag and gloves.




          "Chew over that, my hearties. I'm going to the powder room."




          They watched her trim figure weave its way through the tables, then Read said, "Intelligence trained 'em pretty well, son."




          "Sure," the other acknowledged. He pinched the ember from his cigarette and dropped it into the tray. "But there's something even Beth doesn't know."




          "The Mena Road business?" A bushy eyebrow went up. "I wondered why that part was censored." The burning ash was scorching a match, smelling vilely. Read poked among the debris in the ashtray, extinguishing the ember.




          "Wouldn't care to elaborate, son...now that we're alone?"




          Jeffery said slowly, "Ever heard of a woman called Bianca Milland?"




          Read shook his head.




          "She was one of the loveliest creatures that ever walked the earth—and one of the wickedest. She lived in the States...




          "Lived?"




          Blackburn's fingers were playing with the pepper-shaker, turning it around. His dark eyes were lowered.




          "She's dead now. Overdose of sleeping pills. In a way, I...I was responsible..." The voice wavered, dropped a tone. "It's quite a story..."




          The elder man said gently, "I'm interested."




          "No," said Jeffery. "Not here. There isn't time..." Fingers upset the shaker, spilling the brown powder on the cloth. He frowned and pulled his hand away. "Tomorrow, perhaps..."




          Read said promptly, "Two-thirty! In my office. Couldn't make it in the morning—got a conference." He glanced at the clouded face. "All right with you?"




          "I'll be there," Jeffery told him. As thought dismissing a subject he regretted broaching, he added, "I wonder why Beth didn't mention Stewart-Riggs was an albino?"




          "It's the kind of thing she wouldn't want to talk about." Having extracted a promise he knew would be kept, the Chief Inspector was prepared to abandon the other topic. "D'you think he's mixed up in this affair, son?"




          Jeffery said evenly, "There's no proof—except that he was visiting Peterson this morning. The secretary mentioned that he was another collector."




          Read gnawed a lip. "Like me to have him taped?"




          But before Jeffery could reply, a shrill high voice spoke behind his shoulder.




          "Mister Blackburn! You naughty, naughty young man! Oh, I'm going to give it to you!"




          Both men wheeled.




          A small plump woman in her late fifties was beaming at Jeffery. She was expensively but sloppily dressed; indeed Read's whole trained impression was one of a genial untidiness. The hat was slightly askew, strands of hair escaped from their moorings, one stocking was wrinkled and a hand-bag hung open. The face was a study in circles—round blue eyes, chubby cheeks and a carelessly painted O of a mouth, yet each feature was stamped with a glowing good-humor.




          Both men were on their feet.




          Jeffery said, "Hello, Lady Halversham." His eyes sought the powder room door frantically, but there was no sign of Elizabeth. He said, "This is Chief Inspector Read of Scotland Yard."




          "Oh, I've seen your picture in the papers," Ella Halversham said archly. "Now, please, both of you, don't stand up any more." A wisp of hair danced across her eyes. She brushed it away, knocking the hat even more out of plumb. "Mister Blackburn, why didn't you come to my garden party yesterday? You missed the most wonderful time!"




          "Busy," Jeffery muttered.




          Lady Halversham waved the excuse aside.




          "Oh, fiddle-de-dee—you always say that! I simply can't believe it. And yesterday I wanted you especially to auction my newest book—a man always does that kind of thing so much better, don't you think?"




          Jeffery muttered, "Lady Halversham writes books."




          "Not real books!" A plump hand went to her hat, anchoring it firmly. "I call them little thoughts for little people—the tiny tots, of course. Things like 'The Enchanted Garden'—that's my latest. Illustrated by Portia Divine. Quite a genius but a little...you know?" She cocked a roguish eye at the two men. "She honestly believes in fairies—sees them, the darling wee things, actually dancing around her studio!"




          Jeffery shot his companion a look.




          "Like Conan Doyle."




          A wisp of hair came loose again and clung to Ella Halversham's faintly perspiring forehead.




          "That's just what Portia says! But with her, I can't help feeling it's just the tiniest, weeniest pose...you know?" Again that quick, robin's-eye brightness. Abruptly she swung off at a tangent. "Mr. Blackburn, where is that dear, sweet little wife of yours?"




          "Mrs. Blackburn will be back in a moment, m'lady. Won't you sit down?"




          Ella Halversham shook her head, dislodging even more of her coiffure. "No, no, I mustn't! I'm supposed to be meeting someone in the foyer—a reverend gentleman."




          A deep sonorous, voice interrupted.




          "My dear Lady Halversham—a thousand apologies..."




          The man approaching the table was a striking figure. He was grey-haired but his movements were still quick and resilient. From the top of the clerical collar which encircled the pink neck, tufts of greying hair were glimpsed.




          "Why, Mr. Birdseye," shrilled Lady Halversham.




          The newcomer fawned.




          The plump little woman made a wide gesture. "Mr. Blackburn, Mr. Read of Scotland Yard. The Reverend Cyril Birdseye."




          Mr. Birdseye thrust out a hand and Blackburn's fingers tingled under the grip. Then he turned his attention to the Chief Inspector. His black velvet and clotted cream voice purred like the deep notes of an organ.




          "Mr. Read, sir, this is a genuine pleasure—a genuine pleasure, indeed! You will realise how genuine when I tell you that, for the past three weeks, I have been trying to frame a suitable letter of invitation to you. Indeed, at this moment, there is yet another half-finished draft on my desk..."




          "Invitation, Mr. Birdseye?"




          The clergyman nodded.




          "I am organising a movement for underprivileged youths from our slum areas." He came forward and leaned a hand on the table. "My church believes that there are no such things as your criminals—only criminal environments. The child, born into the world in Christ's image, arrives pure and unsullied—it is the surroundings, Mr. Read, which stunt the mind and blight the immortal soul!" The rich tones rang with inner conviction. "So I have opened a series of club rooms to bring the youths off the streets and teach them the way of light through healthy recreation."




          He paused and smiled.




          "After Saturday, we hope to be able to extend this work."




          Lady Halversham chirruped vaguely.




          "Kind, kind Mr. Stewart-Riggs!"




          Jeffery was watching Elizabeth come through the powder room entrance, but his head came around at the sound of the name. His eyes caught Read's for a split second before the Inspector spoke.




          "This man gave a donation—?"




          "Such a very generous donation, Mr. Read!" The blue eyes opened wide. "His wonderful place in Kent—throwing it open to us on Saturday afternoon!" Ella Halversham placed a soft hand on the Chief Inspector's arm. "You simply must come along—and you too, Mr. Blackburn! Now remember the date...Saturday, August the twenty-fifth!"




          The Reverend Cyril Birdseye nodded.




          "We are seeking the co-operation of the press in this very worthy cause. In view of your official position, sir, your presence would be of inestimable value to our function."




          The leonine head moved on the pink neck. Lady Halversham caught sight of Mrs. Blackburn. She threw out her arms, sending her gloves flying across the table.




          "Elizabeth—my dear!"




          The girl moved toward the group. "Hello, Ella."




          "Just look at her—so fresh and so sweet! A real English rosebud, don't you think, Mr. Birdseye?"




          The clergyman was murmuring something, his head bowed respectfully. Read was rescuing the gloves from among the cutlery. As he returned them to Lady Halversham, she was crowing to Elizabeth.




          "My dear, we've made a real conquest!" She smiled at the Inspector. "Actually persuaded Mr. Read to attend our function on Saturday—as one of the guests of honor!" The triumphant note died from her voice as she went on. "And you must bring Mr. Blackburn, of course!"




          Elizabeth moved to her husband's side.




          She smiled. "We'll see."




          The big clergyman was looking at his watch and the woman caught the gesture. "Now we mustn't stand gossiping," she said briskly. "We came in for a cup of tea and—" abruptly she stopped and threw up her hands. "Bless me, Elizabeth! I almost forgot the very thing I wanted to see you about! Could you be a darling angel and help me with the programme for the Kensington flower show next month!"




          "All right, Ella."




          The plump face was creased in smiles. "Eleven o'clock—tomorrow morning!" She released Elizabeth's fingers and put out her hand to the Chief Inspector. "And we'll see you on Saturday, Mr. Read! I'll ring my secretary this afternoon and tell her to write to you—officially!"




          "Now, come, come!" she commanded. "We've worried these lovely people quite enough..." and with handbag still gaping open, she shepherded her grey-haired companion between the tables.




          "So that's Lady Halversham!"




          Mrs. Blackburn said wryly, "Jeff—about tomorrow? You don't mind?"




          He was staring across the half empty restaurant to the far corner where a crooked hat and a grey mane were bent together over a menu. "Bright idea," he muttered and then faced around. "Baby, tomorrow morning, do something for me."




          She nodded, waiting.




          "Put the squeeze on that old bag about this Stewart-Riggs guy. You said he was a friend of Fairy Sun-dew over there."




          She said slowly, "Well—an acquaintance." Then she paused, looking from one man to the other. "Jeff, what's the idea?"




          He said briefly, "Simple enough. I'm going to unpack that suitcase. They'll be flying one passenger light this afternoon."




          Delight was in her face. "The Peterson assignment?"




          "Sure—I'm hired! I'll drop you at Brook Street tomorrow morning and then mosey around to break the glad tidings to Uncle Otis."




          "Jeff darling, I'm so very glad."




          Promptly at eleven o'clock on the following morning, the Blackburns' cream Rover was bowling down Brook Street.




          Elizabeth, smart as new paint and relaxed beside her husband, stole a side-glance at his profile. Jeffery had not spoken a word during the drive from Knightsbridge yet the girl's spirits were as bright as the shafts of sunlight dancing and glittering on the exclusive shop windows of Mayfair.




          For this was a new kind of silence, the muteness of concentration and perplexity. What she had so come to dread was that other mood, seemingly ever present until yesterday, a state of black and shuttered taciturnity, when this man she had married would withdraw within himself and, snail-like, carry on a strange and secret existence of his own, shut away from herself, from his friends, almost from the entire world about him.




          Happily now, she heard him speak first.




          "Beth..."




          "Yes, darling?"




          "I've got a date with the Chief at two-thirty. Care to pick me up there?"




          "It's an appointment."




          "Better make it three o'clock." He nosed the car into the kerb and reaching across, pushed open the door.




          Her lips brushed his cheek for a second. "Take care of yourself, Jeff."




          For a few moments he sat looking at her, slim and straight and spunky. Elizabeth smiled and held up a hand on which thumb and forefinger made a circle. She gave it a little confident jerk. He gave her a brief half-grin and released the clutch. Making the turn around Grosvenor Square, he shot smoothly into Clarges Street and wheeled into Park Lane, drawing up before the Dorchester.




          Here he drew a blank.




          The desk-clerk informed him that the Peterson ménage were all absent. Mr. Peterson and his secretary had handed in their keys just after breakfast—the girl a little later. He could not say whether they would be in for lunch, but perhaps the gentleman would care to leave a message?




          The gentleman would not.




          When Jeffery walked through the doors, news-vendors were crying the early edition. He bought a paper, lingered a while watching the groups in the park and then returned to his car. With time to kill, he drove slowly along Piccadilly, angled into St. James Street and turned into Pall Mall.




          Five minutes later he was entering the Royal Automobile Club. He took a chair in the lounge and, ordering a drink, unfolded the newspaper. Inch-high headlines flung a black banner across the front page.




          "TERRORISM FLARES AGAIN IN SUEZ CANAL ZONE."




          Then in smaller print:




          "Three British Soldiers Killed: Nahas Pasha Warns British Government."




          Below the main story were two photographs.




          One was of Miss Jean Inglis, the British film star who had arrived in London to make a personal appearance with her film, "The Rabbit Habit" at the Leicester Square Empire; the other, much smaller picture, was of an unknown suicide whose body had been fished out of the river near Battersea Park.




          He was turning to the sports section when his drink arrived.




          Blackburn held the waiter while he ordered another. The second drink arrived and he placed it on the arm of the chair.




          He smoked, conscious of a growing feeling of restlessness. Perhaps it was the prospect of his approaching interview with the Chief Inspector. Or perhaps it was those ominous headlines? He looked at the clock. Twenty-three minutes past eleven. He crushed out his cigarette, tossed the paper aside and made for the door.




          Half-way down the steps, he remembered his drink.




          Blackburn stopped short, teetering on the lowest step, seeing the untouched glass on the arm of the chair. Then he shrugged and crossed to his car. He had not locked it, a touch and the door opened and he slipped in behind the wheel and felt for the self-starter...




          Something cold and circular was being pressed into the back of his neck!




          Blackburn's whole body went stiff.




          "Howdy, shamus?" said Susan Ann Peterson, lowering a gold lipstick container.




          Jeffery let his breath go. "Blow!" he said curtly.




          "And I always thought Englishmen had such nice manners!" she complained.




          "I'm Irish!"




          "Fine reward for faithfulness," she said. "I saw you go into that gin joint and waited for hours—"




          "I was in there exactly ten minutes."




          "Like me, shamus?"




          "In the right place, sure!"




          Sue Peterson leaned back. "Guess that makes it mutual! I've always had a yen for big men with dark eyes and crisp curly hair."




          Jeffery said pleasantly, "So has my wife."




          She climbed in beside him, sitting to one side. With small fingers linked on her lap, golden head bowed, she was like an obedient child dressed up to go visiting. Jeffery let in the clutch and the car slid out from the pavement.




          "Ever been to Denham?" he asked.




          Without looking up, she shook her head. "I'm only a dumb tourist."




          Dark eyes, glinting with amusement, flicked in her direction.




          "You're a tourist!" His big hands moved around the cellophane covered wheel. "When we get there, I'll stake you to a dish of tea."




          A smile touched the corner of her mouth. "The spend-thrift Irish!"




          "It'll be on the expense account," he told her. "Uncle Otis might even let you run to clotted cream!"




          The smile had gone from her face. Now she looked up. "No!" she said firmly.




          "No what?"




          "No expense account!"




          He said cheerfully, not meaning it. "Okay then! No job!"




          The slim fingers unlatched and a small hand was placed over his. Sue Peterson turned.




          "But that's it, Jeffery!"




          He frowned. "That's what, chicken?"




          "What I was waiting to tell you! Uncle Otis isn't going to want you. He's not going through with this probe. The casket's going back."




          "Not to Menena?"




          The golden head nodded.




          "What's the set-up?"




          She sensed the disappointment in his voice.




          "It's all on my account—that flare-up yesterday. They're scared something's going to happen to me. So Henry's persuaded Uncle Otis to return the casket." She turned again and her tone was firmer. "Jeffery, I don't want to go to Denham or wherever it is. But I'd still like that dish of tea...and a chance to explain."




          He said grimly, "Doing pretty well without it, aren't you?" He glanced around, noticed the curtained windows of Fortnum and Mason's, and drew into the kerb nearby. As Susan stepped, he leaned back and clicked up the rear door handle. Then he produced a bunch of keys.




          "This time," he told her, "I'm making sure I won't find Jean Inglis parked in the back seat."




          The old hopelessness was resting heavily on him and the silence continued as they sought the restaurant. Sue Peterson led the way to a table near the window and soon, from a traymobile, she was selecting cakes so creamed and frosted and candied that Jeffery's stomach twitched at the sight.




          "Cream or lemon, Jeffery?"




          He waved the invitation away. "I'll smoke a cigarette."




          The young brow furrowed. "Aren't you having anything?"




          He shook his head. "What are you trying to do, chicken? Spoil my lunch?"




          "I'll bet you've got ulcers," Miss Peterson said. "Oh perhaps you're a diabetic, like Henry! He has to inject that awful stuff with a syringe—three times a day."




          Presently she said, "I'm mad at Henry—real mad!" She licked her fingers daintily. "It's nothing whatever to do with him. He's not even a real secretary!"




          Jeffery said, "Meaning?"




          "That he's just a stand-in!" She brushed the crumbs together on her plate, moistened the top of her finger and conveyed the fragments to her mouth. "Uncle's permanent secretary is Dean Coleman. Mind you, Dean's not nearly as interesting as Henry. He's going bald and wears thick glasses. And he gets awfully sea-sick! That's why he told Uncle he'd resign before he'd take this trip! So we had to hire someone else."




          Jeffery pushed over the ash-tray. "But Otis knew Lessing?"




          "Not from Gregory Peck?"




          He leant his elbows on the table, interest rekindling in his face.




          "He must have had water-tight references," she explained. "Uncle's mighty strict about that kind of thing. And with one of the finest collections of antiques in New York, he needs to be!"




          "How long was Lessing employed with you before he left on this trip?"




          She considered. "A month—maybe six weeks."




          "Chicken," he said, "I don't get it. Papa doesn't get it at all!" He waved his cigarette. "Your uncle buys a casket and a lot of monkey business along with it. He even talks about hiring me to do a probe! Then he lets his secretary—a strange bird he's known only for a few months—change his mind about the whole set-up!"




          Sue Peterson deposited an inch of ash into the tray. "It's partly your fault, you know."




          "How come?"




          "Uncle says you wouldn't give him a definite answer about taking on the job. In fact, he had a hunch that you wouldn't! And he explained why he couldn't go to the police." She crushed out the cigarette. "And then last night when Henry got that frightful scare—"




          Blackburn sat up. "This is news. What happened?"




          The girl said slowly, "It was about two o'clock this morning. I guess I couldn't have been sleeping very well, because when Henry let out that scream, it rocked me right out of bed. I ran outside. Uncle was there in his pyjamas. And suddenly Henry's door burst open and he came tearing out, white as Kleenex! He said something had tried to throttle him..."




          Blackburn grunted. "I suppose it's unlikely that Henry had bad dreams and got tangled in his own pyjama cord?" The spindly chair creaked as the young man moved his big frame uneasily.




          "Something else won't stack. Why the attack on Lessing? I thought the finger was on you?"




          The check bow danced as she nodded. "That's what we couldn't figure—not at first. Then Henry suggested that this morning might have been some kinda dress rehearsal for...for the real thing later on."




          The voice trailed away. Jeffery said shortly, "Henry seems to be Number One boy at cheerful suggestions!"




          Hands loose on her lap, she considered the remark. "I guess Uncle Otis was scared enough to listen to anybody. Mr. Pilgrim—that's uncle's attorney—said to come around and see him as soon as he got into the office. And that's where they've gone."




          Jeffery said drily, "And what did you do? Apart from burgling the back seat of my car?"




          She gave him a tiny smile so that for a moment her teeth were milk-white and gleaming against the geranium of her lips. "I took myself for a walk. That's how I came to see you going into your club. And I hid in your car because I was feeling mighty chipper and what happened early this morning all seemed crazy and impossible." She paused, looking down at her fingers. "But now," she said slowly, "sitting here and talking about it, I'm just not so sure any more."




          "Then let's not sit any longer!" He rose and signalled to a waiter.




          Together they moved into Piccadilly. The noon of high summer had thickened the crowds on the pavements. For a few minutes they walked in silence, savouring, each in their own way, the gay pageant of the streets.




          "Jeffery!"




          "Uh-huh?"




          The face she turned toward him reflected all the brightness of her surroundings. She said: "Take me into the Ritz and buy me a drink!"




          He said firmly, "I'm strictly temperance..."




          Susan waved the excuse aside. "Gobbledegook!" she announced. "All private eyes get stewed."




          "Only on celluloid, chicken."




          "Like trying to shift Grant's Tomb," she said a little crossly. "Jeffery—come on!"




          A bus moved past them already slowing for the Green Park stop. He watched it, not really seeing it, pretending the struggle was still going on in his mind. But Susan, looking up in exasperation, saw the direction of his eyes and swung a neat blonde head. Next moment, she drew a hard sharp little breath.




          "My stars!" she cried. "It's Henry!"




          A small knot of people had tangled on the platform waiting for the slowing of the wheels. One man broke free, thrusting forward and leaping for the pavement. Jeffery, his gaze suddenly transfixed, recognised the secretary more from his companion's exclamation than from appearance, for Mr. Henry Lessing was no longer the crisp and immaculate figure he had met on the previous morning. His tie was loose and flapped across an unbuttoned coat. He was hatless and his straw colored hair fell across a face pale and drawn and somehow shrunken. In blank amazement they watched him stagger across the pavement and cling to the bus shelter for support.




          Several waiting people were casting uneasy glances at the figure.




          Susan Ann Peterson released Blackburn's arm. "Henry! What is it? What's the matter?"




          Lessing, still clinging to the post, raised his head and saw her approaching. With a visible effort, he stood upright and made a strange gesture with one hand, almost as though warding off the girl. Then he turned and ran in great loping strides, along the pavement away from them and across the road to a waiting taxi. The door slammed and Jeffery watched it shoot off with a jerk.




          "Sweet Christmas!" Blackburn muttered.




          Sue Peterson had backed up short, like a young foal who suddenly finds the pleasant and familiar meadow opening unexpectedly under its tread.




          "You—did you see that?"




          Jeffery nodded. "A young man in a great hurry," he said grimly.




          "Jeffery, what is it? What's it all mean?"




          He shrugged. "About that drink...?"




          But this time there was no response, no warm elbow clamping down and tucking his hand firmly against her slim waist.




          "No, Jeffery. I—I don't want it now. And I think you'd better take me back...to the hotel."




          Jeffery said haltingly, "It's not a pretty story, Chief. That's why I've kept it under wraps. Only a few people know about it. Moratti is one..."




          The early edition of the newspaper, with its two photographs, one famous and the other completely unknown, was lying on the Chief Inspector's desk. It was so quiet in the panelled room that Blackburn could hear the muted clicking of the clock on the wall. The hands pointed to two-thirty.




          William Jameson Read leaned back in his chair. "Let's have it in your own way, Jeff."




          The young man hesitated. Read, watching him through the lengthening silence, prompted gently.




          "How long ago did it happen?"




          He pulled the newspaper toward him, folding it and slipping it under the glass paper-weight. Now Jeffery was talking again.




          "It was about three months before I came over here. I told you I was working for the Moratti outfit in New York. One of the assignments tangled with a woman called Muriel Armarti—she was a Broadway actress and her husband was mixed up with a marijuana ring. He'd been found dead in a Bowery doorway, four slugs in his back. Anyhow, we cleared the woman, who's been living apart from this jerk for months, and she was mighty grateful.




          "A few weeks after we'd wrapped up the case, Mrs. Armarti gave a party and Looey and I were asked along. It was a dull enough turn-out and we were just about to blow when a woman walked into the room. Now there were some fine looking specimens draped around the floor but when this one came forward, they just faded into the wall-paper."




          Blackburn paused and spread his legs.




          "She was built to take the breath and although she wore a floor-sweeping dress of some flame-colored material, you knew her legs would be long and slender and strong. You didn't have to guess about the upper half—the dress being cut that way, it spoke for itself. It came down in front in a very low triangle and at the V she was wearing some kind of iridescent scarab brooch. Her skin was smooth and it had a faint warmish sheen—if you can imagine ivory velvet coming alive under your hand, that's the way it was..."




          The young man shifted in his chair.




          "She was squired by an oversized bohunkus whom someone said was an expatriated Russian director from Hollywood. This gorilla sat in a corner the first part of the night, not talking to anybody, just following her around the room with his little pig eyes. And after she'd circle the floor a couple of times, Looey and I decided we'd go out on to the terrace to cool down. We'd just got nice and relaxed with our minds on normal things like where our next Cadillac was coming from when out glided Muriel Armarti, saying that her friend would like to meet me. Nothing personal about it—not then—but Muriel had mentioned that I'd chivvied her out of a jam and the friend was curious. I was taken inside and introduced...and that's how I first came to hear the name of Bianca Milland.




          "At close quarters," he went on, "she was even more lethal. Yet she wasn't beautiful, not as the other women were. Except for her eyes. They were a sort of deep luminous violet and very large and tilted upwards at the corners. One thing I remember—I looked down at her bosom and suddenly saw that brooch move. Because it wasn't a piece of jewellery. It was an honest-to-God beetle, alive and impaled with a jet pin and still kicking in a slow death."




          Blackburn paused.




          "Now if I'd had two brain cells to rub together, I'd have got out from under there and then! Chance handed me the opportunity on a plate. We were drinking together and then somebody turned on the radiogram. As we put down our glasses, she asked me to dance with her. I know as much about dancing as Fred Astaire knows about the Einstein theory and I had to say just that. Or else accept the invitation and give her chiropodist a break on the following morning. But I did neither. She put out her arms and I slid into them. And then, believe it or not, I was gliding around the floor like a professional fancy-pants! I couldn't understand it and when I commented, she tilted back her head and smiled slowly and said: 'You see, Jeffery, I've put a spell on you.'




          "I didn't realise just how close she was shaving the truth. But I went in deeper and deeper, partly because I was enjoying it, partly because I was flattered at her attention, and partly because I got a kick out of seeing that Hollywood hercules burning up in the corner. He was trying to damp himself down with the Armarti vodka and it wasn't anywhere near doing its job. Round about midnight, the balloon went up. Bohunkus staggered on to the floor and grabbed my partner so roughly he tore her bodice, showing a lot more than the designer intended. So I smacked him, just to teach him to mind his manners. And then it was on—with me using every dirty trick Moratti had taught me. And that's how I came out best...but only just."




          Blackburn's big fist had clenched.




          "Someone laid Ivan the Terrible away on ice and that kinda broke up the party. Going home in the car, I passed out myself and Looey took me up to my apartment and bathed my wounds and tucked me up in bed. In the morning, I was still bruised and sore, but feeling better, and deciding maybe I'd live a little longer. About nine o'clock that same night, my telephone rang. There she was—just wanting to thank me for what I'd done at the party and was I free to come around to her house and have a drink?"




          Jeffery folded his arms, and his dark eyes were steady on the elder man's face.




          "I showered and dressed and half an hour later, I was driving downtown in my car. I pulled up outside a number in East Seventy-Fifth Street. It was a shabby old place with an iron railing guarding five steps leading to the door.




          "When I rang the bell, a colored maid answered. She took me inside, down a wide hall and opened a door. And there it was—the staircase, and the chandelier and some mighty expensive extras along with it. This transition from bleakness to luxury was so abrupt that I caught myself blinking, yet I remember hearing the maid shoot the bolts on the inside of the door. That click sounded another little warning note in my mind, but before I could do anything, a voice called my name. And there she was—on the stairs under the chandelier—smiling with her head tilted back and both arms stretched out.




          "She was wearing a dress so moulded to her body and so closely matched to the color of her skin that straight away you got wrong ideas. Over her black hair was some quaint kind of head-dress and in the front, smack above her forehead, another beetle was pinned. Before I could move, she had her arms around me and she was smiling up and saying, 'I knew you'd come, Jeffery. Remember the spell I put on you?'




          "And so we went upstairs. At the top she let go my hand, opened a door and led the way into a room. It was all black and gold. The only way you could tell where walls and ceiling joined was by a gold frieze around the top—a pattern of beetles like the kind she had a yen for using as jewellery. There were black pillars with gold circles and between them some life-size pieces of statuary, all men and athletic guys they seemed by their development. The floor was of some material like black glass and set smack in the middle of it a white rug about twenty feet square and more than a foot thick. I haven't been around without picking up a few hints, and I recognised that rug for what it was—pure ermine and worth so much I couldn't even start figuring. Then there was another rug seemingly suspended in mid-air and it took me a few seconds to catch on that this was a reflection and what I'd taken for the black ceiling was actually a huge sheet of mirror stretching from wall to wall.




          "Bianca didn't turn a hair at my reaction. She piloted me across the room and through a door at the end. This den was cosier and a sight more normal—there were bookshelves and padded seats and a nifty cocktail bar at one side. This was so much more my dish that straight away I began to relax and sat down while she crossed and mixed me a drink.




          "So we sat there, drinking and talking, and she told me that she had tried to recreate something of the promised land right there in New York. Fortunately she had the chips to do it, she said, but didn't offer any further elaboration and I didn't press the point. For by this time the special brew she'd served up was starting to take effect and I had the urge to loosen my collar. It must have been a few minutes later that she stood up and smiled and excused herself and slipped through the door, leaving me alone.




          "To take my mind off other things, I crossed and took down one of the books from the shelves. I opened it at random and I'll swear I felt my eyes pop in their sockets! Obviously this was something else she'd brought back from Egypt, for she'd never have got it through the U.S. mails! I slipped it back and grabbed another but that was even worse.




          "I tossed the last book aside and was thinking of pouring myself a stiff one just to wash the taste out of my mouth. It was so quiet in that room you could have heard your flesh creep, and that's how it was starting to affect me. But this sound was a sort of rustling and then a soft plop. I stared around. The flat top of the bookcase was level with my chest and spaced along it were a number of small statuettes—exclusively male again—and all of them in their birthday suits except that some were wearing head-dresses similar to that get-up of Bianca's. And where the flat shelves joined at the angle of the wall a box about eighteen inches square had been thrust into the corner. I crossed and took a gander at it. A small metal plate had been fixed to the front engraved with some tongue-twisting Latin name ending in scarabus and next to this, in brackets, the words 'species male.' The sound came from inside the box and lifting the lid, I knew I'd discovered Bianca's jewel casket. Slithering about the bottom, rustling their way up the smooth sides and falling back with a flutter of wings, were about a dozen beetles of the kind she used as living ornaments. As I watched, one husky fella crawled up and over the edge, then spreading copper colored wings, took off and made a perfect three-point landing half-way up the wall. I wondered if I should try to get him back in case he starved or something, then I decided that even so he might be better off. And then I heard Bianca calling me from the next room."




          The deep voice paused and once again the ticking of the clock filled the silence. The Chief Inspector leaned forward and the squeak of his chair sounded monstrously loud in that hushed room. Then he made a gruff throat clearing sound that was part grunt and part cough.




          "Nice company you keep!"




          His companion said quietly, "I warned you it wasn't a pretty story, Chief. And that's only the first part of it. But if you rather I didn't go on..."




          "Now, just a minute, son!" Read leaned his elbows on the desk, facing the other man over linked fingers. "I'm not judging you! You're big enough and old enough to look after yourself. If you want to romp around with a female pathological case, that's entirely your own affair. I'm only interested insofar as all this touches on the death of the Greek Cassamatis!"




          Jeffery looked up. "You've got something on that already?"




          Read shook his head. "The Egyptian police aren't being very cooperative these days. But there are other sources."




          "Such as?"




          The Chief Inspector sat back and folded his arms. "One thing at a time, son. Go on with your story." For almost a minute he waited, watching the dark and troubled face opposite. Then he said, "What's the matter, Jeff?"




          Blackburn slewed his chair around. "It isn't easy," he muttered. "I didn't go home that night, or the next or the next after that. For the simple reason that my lonely apartment no longer interested me. In fact, during those days and nights, very few things interested me outside of Bianca Milland.




          "On our first day together, she showed me the rest of the set-up. It was the screwiest joint. There were three other rooms beside the den and the Egyptian chamber—a large bedroom, with bathroom attached, and a dining room with an elevator which hoisted the meals from the kitchen. This suite was air-conditioned and all the windows fixed in their frames. A small circular staircase led on to a roof garden. From the outside, the only entrance to this love nest was through the door at the head of the staircase leading into the Egyptian room. Bianca told me that by turning the key in that door, she was able to cut herself off from the world completely—quite a homely little idea at the time but one that was due to turn around and bite me!




          "It happened around about the fourth day when I began to struggle to the surface and see things in their right perspective.




          "We were both sitting up there on that roof garden watching the sun wrap up another day and the city begin to deck itself out in spangles. And it came to me that there was a big exciting world outside this air-conditioned cage, with people like Looey Moratti going about their business and wondering where the hell I was hiding and why. And suddenly I had a yen for my own stuffy little apartment that would have fitted into one corner of the roof garden. So making an excuse about a cigarette, I moseyed down the staircase and through the suite to the door of the Egyptian room.




          "And it was locked.




          "Although I'd been half-expecting it, the discovery gave me a nasty jolt. I was still turning the problem over in my mind when I heard her low laugh behind me. When I turned, she was standing doing something to the front of her dress. I watched her hands fall away and there was another of those beetles, freshly impaled and kicking away for dear life. And for the second time in a few minutes, something shivered up and down my spine."




          Jeffery paused, glancing at the clock on the wall.




          "Theoretically," he went on, "there were several ways I might have got out of that room. I could have picked up a chair and shoved it through one of the windows, except that I didn't fancy leaping through a jagged pane to the sidewalk thirty feet below—and possibly landing on a cop and having him ask a lot of awkward questions.




          "I began to realise I'd climbed into something about as easy to get out of as a strait jacket. Short of busting either her or the window, there seemed no reason why I shouldn't become a permanent boarder. And although that prospect might have seemed fine and dandy a few days ago, I was getting a little tired of Bianca's parlour tricks and I still couldn't get used to her cute little ways with those insects.




          "So because the situation seemed to call for subtle tactics and because just then she came up and put her arms around me, I pretended to ignore the fact that I was in danger of becoming another piece of living ornament. I guessed the wisest thing was to play it her way.




          "And on the following morning I found an exit staring me in the face.




          "I'd finished shaving and had opened the bathroom cabinet looking for some talc powder. Right next to it was a small phial of sleeping pills.




          "That night, while she was in the bathroom, I prepared a couple of drinks, powdered a couple of the tablets and stirred them into her glass to dissolve. And they certainly were knock-out drops! She'd scarcely reached out and put that glass down when her head hit the pillow.




          "I got up, dressed myself and spent a completely wasted hour searching for the key. By the time I'd finished the place looked like a bargain basement, but I was no nearer getting what I wanted. So I climbed up on to the roof garden and took a gander at the possibilities there. The only thing that offered any promise was the neighbouring fire escape about twenty feet away. I realised that this was my last chance, since Bianca wouldn't fall for the same gag a second time and this sort of stimulated the phagosites. In the end I managed it with three sheets from the linen cupboard, ripped up and knotted together. All the same, I was sweating like a track-racer when I stumbled down the last of those iron steps and found myself on the sidewalk.




          "Bianca had ordered my car back to the garage days ago, so I flagged a taxi and ten minutes later, I was inside my own apartment. And it never looked better! I mixed and swallowed a stiff drink and was about to repeat the dose when the phone rang. It was Moratti and he sounded as if he had straws in his hair. He was so fat with questions that I told him I'd be along in the morning and explain everything.




          "I didn't sleep well that night. In fact, I didn't sleep at all. Because somehow I just couldn't get that woman out of my mind. Every time I closed my eyes I kept seeing that room with the mirrored ceiling and the ermine floor covering."
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