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The Pleasure Cruise Mystery


AN “ALGERNON VEREKER” MYSTERY



“What’s the matter?” Vereker asked breathlessly, and at the same moment realised that the mass lying at Ricardo’s feet was the body of a woman. “Has she fainted?”


“It’s Mrs. Mesado, Algernon,” replied Ricardo, “and if I’m not mistaken, she’s dead.”


Algernon Vereker’s best friend Manuel Ricardo is looking forward to a cruise on the luxury liner Mars, and persuades an overwrought Vereker to join him. Once on board, Ricky’s mind is on romance while the amiable and eccentric Vereker is keener to relax with a cigar and a good book – until murder at sea means an abrupt detour into spine-chilling mystery. Vereker starts to investigate Mrs Mesado’s demise, which presents many baffling features – beneath borrowed gloves, the lady’s hands were cut and bruised; and where was the diamond necklace she had been wearing earlier that evening? These and other conundrums must be solved before Vereker can bring the culprit (or culprits) to justice, but as Ricky sagely observes: “half the fun of eating a nut is cracking the shell”.


The Pleasure Cruise Mystery (1933), a light-hearted but lethal maritime whodunit, is the third Algernon Vereker detective novel. It is republished here for the first time in over 70 years, and includes a new introduction by crime fiction historian Curtis Evans.


‘Before all is cleared up the reader has raced excitedly through a thoroughly sound and quite unusual yarn.’ Aberdeen Press
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Robin Forsythe (1879-1937)


Crime in Fact and Fiction


Ingenious criminal schemes were the stock in trade of those ever-so-bright men and women who devised the baffling puzzles found in between-the-wars detective fiction. Yet although scores of Golden Age mystery writers strove mightily to commit brilliant crimes on paper, presumably few of them ever attempted to commit them in fact. One author of classic crime fiction who actually carried out a crafty real-life crime was Robin Forsythe. Before commencing in 1929 his successful series of Algernon Vereker detective novels, now reprinted in attractive new editions by the enterprising Dean Street Press, Forsythe served in the 1920s as the mastermind behind England’s Somerset House stamp trafficking scandal.


Robin Forsythe was born Robert Forsythe—he later found it prudent to slightly alter his Christian name—in Sialkot, Punjab (then part of British India, today part of Pakistan) on 10 May 1879, the eldest son of distinguished British cavalryman John “Jock” Forsythe and his wife Caroline. Born in 1838 to modestly circumstanced parents in the Scottish village of Carmunnock, outside Glasgow, John Forsythe in 1858 enlisted as a private in the Ninth Queen’s Royal Lancers and was sent to India, then in the final throes of a bloody rebellion. Like the fictional Dr. John H. Watson of Sherlock Holmes fame, Forsythe saw major martial action in Afghanistan two decades later during the Second Anglo-Afghan War (1878-1880), in his case at the December 1879 siege of the Sherpur Cantonment, just outside Kabul, and the Battle of Kandahar on 1 September 1880, for which service he received the War Medal with two Clasps and the Bronze Star. During the conflict Forsythe was appointed Quartermaster of the Ninth Lancers, in which capacity he served in Afghanistan, India, England and Ireland until his retirement from the British army in 1893, four years after having been made an Honorary Captain. The old solider was later warmly commended, in a 1904 history of the Ninth Lancers, for his “unbroken record of faithful, unfailing and devoted service.” His son Robin’s departure from government service a quarter-century later would be rather less harmonious.


A year after John Forsythe’s return to India from Afghanistan in 1880, his wife Caroline died in Ambala after having given birth to Robin’s younger brother, Gilbert (“Gill”), and the two little boys were raised by an Indian ayah, or nanny. The family returned to England in 1885, when Robin was six years old, crossing over to Ireland five years later, when the Ninth Lancers were stationed at the Curragh Army Camp. On Captain Forsythe’s retirement from the Lancers in 1893, he and his two sons settled in Scotland at his old home village, Carmunnock. Originally intended for the legal profession, Robin instead entered the civil service, although like E.R. Punshon, another clerk turned classic mystery writer recently reprinted by Dean Street Press, he dreamt of earning his bread through his pen by another, more imaginative, means: creative writing. As a young man Robin published poetry and short stories in newspapers and periodicals, yet not until after his release from prison in 1929 at the age of fifty would he finally realize his youthful hope of making his living as a fiction writer.


For the next several years Robin worked in Glasgow as an Inland Revenue Assistant of Excise. In 1909 he married Kate Margaret Havord, daughter of a guide roller in a Glasgow iron and steel mill, and by 1911 the couple resided, along with their one-year-old son John, in Godstone, Surrey, twenty miles from London, where Robin was employed as a Third Class Clerk in the Principal Probate Registry at Somerset House. Young John remained the Robin and Kate’s only child when the couple separated a decade later. What problems led to the irretrievable breakdown of the marriage is not known, but Kate’s daughter-in-law later characterized Kate as “very greedy” and speculated that her exactions upon her husband might have made “life difficult for Robin and given him a reason for his illegal acts.” 


Six years after his separation from Kate, Robin conceived and carried out, with the help of three additional Somerset House clerks, a fraudulent enterprise resembling something out of the imaginative crime fiction of Arthur Conan Doyle, Golden Age thriller writer Edgar Wallace and post Golden Age lawyer-turned-author Michael Gilbert. Over a year-and-a-half period, the Somerset House conspirators removed high value judicature stamps from documents deposited with the Board of Inland Revenue, using acids to obliterate cancellation marks, and sold the stamps at half-cost to three solicitor’s clerks, the latter of whom pocketed the difference in prices. Robin and his co-conspirators at Somerset House divided among themselves the proceeds from the illicit sales of the stamps, which totaled over 50,000 pounds (or roughly $75,000 US dollars) in modern value. Unhappily for the seven schemers, however, a government auditor became suspicious of nefarious activity at Somerset House, resulting in a 1927 undercover Scotland Yard investigation that, coupled with an intensive police laboratory examination of hundreds of suspect documents, fully exposed both the crime and its culprits.


Robin Forsythe and his co-conspirators were promptly arrested and at London’s Old Bailey on 7 February 1928, the Common Serjeant--elderly Sir Henry Dickens, K.C., last surviving child of the great Victorian author Charles Dickens--passed sentence on the seven men, all of whom had plead guilty and thrown themselves on the mercy of the court. Sir Henry sentenced Robin to a term of fifteen months imprisonment, castigating him as a calculating rogue, according to the Glasgow Herald, the newspaper in which Robin had published his poetry as a young man, back when the world had seemed full of promise:








It is an astounding position to find in an office like that of Somerset House that the Canker of dishonesty had bitten deep….You are the prime mover of this, and obviously you started it. For a year and a half you have continued it, and you have undoubtedly raised an atmosphere and influenced other people in that office.









Likely one of the “astounding” aspects of this case in the eyes of eminent pillars of society like Dickens was that Robin Forsythe and his criminal cohort to a man had appeared to be, before the fraud was exposed, quite upright individuals. With one exception Robin’s co-conspirators were a generation younger than their ringleader and had done their duty, as the saying goes, in the Great War. One man had been a decorated lance corporal in the late affray, while another had served as a gunner in the Royal Field Artillery and a third had piloted biplanes as a 2nd lieutenant in the Royal Flying Corps. The affair disturbingly demonstrated to all and sundry that, just like in Golden Age crime fiction, people who seemed above suspicion could fall surprisingly hard for the glittering lure of ill-gotten gain.


Crime fiction offered the imaginative Robin Forsythe not only a means of livelihood after he was released in from prison in 1929, unemployed and seemingly unemployable, but also, one might surmise, a source of emotional solace and escape. Dorothy L. Sayers once explained that from the character of her privileged aristocratic amateur detective, Lord Peter Wimsey, she had devised and derived, at difficult times in her life, considerable vicarious satisfaction:








When I was dissatisfied with my single unfurnished room, I tool a luxurious flat for him in Piccadilly. When my cheap rug got a hole in it, I ordered an Aubusson carpet. When I had no money to pay my bus fare, I presented him with a Daimler double-six, upholstered in a style of sober magnificence, and when I felt dull I let him drive it.









Between 1929 and 1937 Robin published eight successful crime novels, five of which were part of the Algernon Vereker mystery series for which the author was best known: Missing or Murdered (1929), The Polo Ground Mystery (1932), The Pleasure Cruise Mystery (1933), The Ginger Cat Mystery (1935) and The Spirit Murder Mystery (1936). The three remaining novels—The Hounds of Justice (1930), The Poison Duel (1934, under the pseudonym Peter Dingwall) and Murder on Paradise Island (1937)—were non-series works.


Like the other Robin Forsythe detective novels detailing the criminal investigations of Algernon Vereker, gentleman artist and amateur sleuth, Missing or Murdered was issued in England by The Bodley Head, publisher in the Twenties of mysteries by Agatha Christie and Annie Haynes, the latter another able writer revived by Dean Street Press. Christie had left The Bodley Head in 1926 and Annie Haynes had passed away early in 1929, leaving the publisher in need of promising new authors. Additionally, the American company Appleton-Century published two of the Algernon Vereker novels, The Pleasure Cruise Mystery and The Ginger Cat Mystery, in the United States (the latter book under the title Murder at Marston Manor) as part of its short-lived but memorably titled Tired Business Man’s Library of adventure, detective and mystery novels, which were designed “to afford relaxation and entertainment” to industrious American escape fiction addicts during their off hours. Forsythe’s fiction also enjoyed some success in France, where his first three detective novels were published, under the titles La Disparition de Lord Bygrave (The Disappearance of Lord Bygrave), La Passion de Sadie Maberley (The Passion of Sadie Maberley) and Coups de feu a l’aube (Gunshots at Dawn).


The Robin Forsythe mystery fiction drew favorable comment for their vivacity and ingenuity from such luminaries as Dorothy L. Sayers, Charles Williams and J.B. Priestley, the latter acutely observing that “Mr. Forsythe belongs to the new school of detective story writers which might be called the brilliant flippant school.” Sayers pronounced of Forsythe’s The Ginger Cat Mystery that “[t]he story is lively and the plot interesting,” while Charles Williams, author and editor of Oxford University Press, heaped praise upon The Polo Ground Mystery as “a good story of one bullet, two wounds, two shots, and one dead man and three pistols before the end….It is really a maze, and the characters are not merely automata.”


This second act in the career of Robin Forsythe proved sadly short-lived, however, for in 1937 the author passed away from kidney disease, still estranged from his wife and son, at the age of 57. In his later years he resided--along with his Irish Setter Terry, the “dear pal” to whom he dedicated The Ginger Cat Mystery--at a cottage in the village of Hartest, near Bury St. Edmunds, Suffolk. In addition to writing, Robin enjoyed gardening and dabbling in art, having become an able chalk sketch artist and water colorist. He also toured on ocean liners (under the name “Robin Forsythe”), thereby gaining experience that would serve him well in his novel The Pleasure Cruise Mystery. This book Robin dedicated to “Beatrice,” while Missing or Murdered was dedicated to “Elizabeth” and The Spirit Murder Mystery to “Jean.” Did Robin find solace as well in human companionship during his later years? Currently we can only speculate, but classic British crime fans who peruse the mysteries of Robin Forsythe should derive pleasure from spending time in the clever company of Algernon Vereker as he hunts down fictional malefactors—thus proving that, while crime may not pay, it most definitely can entertain.


Curtis Evans




Chapter One


Anthony Vereker, known to his friends as Algernon unabbreviated, sat, the picture of dejection, in an easy chair in the studio of his flat in Fenton Street, W. His long legs were thrust out straight in front of him; his thin nervous hands fiddled uneasily with the keys and money in his trousers pockets; his chin was sunk on his breast and his eyes were fixed gloomily on the toe-cap of one of his brown shoes. At a table in the centre of the room sat his friend Manuel Ricardo, glancing eagerly at a highly coloured and illustrated folder setting forth in the magniloquence of the publicity expert the delights of pleasure cruises on the Green Star Company’s luxury liner “Mars.” Every now and then his features expanded in a grin of amusement as some particular phrase tickled his malicious sense of humour.


“Algernon, my old wimple, listen to this blurb; it’s inimitable; a second-rate publisher couldn’t do better: ‘Each state room on the “Mars,” the dernier mot in sumptuous luxury, is fitted with every modern convenience that can appeal to the man or woman of culture and refinement, from electric fans and radiators’—er, well, you wouldn’t need the last.”


“Need what last?” asked Vereker drearily.


“Electric curling irons,” replied Ricardo, glancing at his friend’s thin fair hair and laughing boisterously.


“Ricky, I really can’t descend to your depths of humour at the moment. You’re becoming more infantile every day.”


“I’m sorry you’re not en rapport. As I’ve warned you before, you’ll have to give up this itch for painting. Painting’s a degrading vice. Once you become an addict you’re no longer fit for human company. You neglect your fellow men to hobnob with landscapes, you make bosom pals with still life and other inanimate objects, you have unblushing intimacy, only visual to be precise, with repulsive nudes! There’s only one thing more debasing than Art, and that’s Art criticism.”


“Even Art criticism couldn’t be worse than your last serial, Ricky. The Cost of Loving I think you called it.”


“It went a long way to meet the cost of living, Algernon. It served its purpose. Painting—I mean your painting—serves no purpose at all. It’s merely an exasperating excrescence on your mental life. Since the critics slated your last atrocity you’ve been unfit to live with. If I could afford it I’d leave your hospitable flat at some distant future date and seek sanctuary in a common lodging-house. You’ll end in acute melancholia.”


“And you suggest a pleasure cruise, Ricky. The very epithet ‘pleasure’ makes me recoil!”


“What better antidote to the poison of paint, Algernon?” asked Ricardo and, opening out the folder, continued: “Listen to this. ‘A holiday cruise in luxurious comfort. You visit lands of sunshine, mystery and romance. Dances, carnivals, fancy-dress balls, bathing pool, gymnasium, deck sports…’ You see, Algernon, there’s everything for geniuses like you and me who seek relaxation from the rigour of the Ideal!”


“Um!” grunted Vereker.


“Wait; the best is still to come. ‘A carefully selected supply of wines, spirits, tobacco and cigars at moderate prices. Bar open from 7 a.m. till 12 p.m.’ Try to realise that. It meets the best of thirsts with a British sense of fair play. A barber’s shop too! ‘Scalp massage one and sixpence. Chiropody from three shillings and sixpence.’ Inexpensive peace for tortured tootsies! ‘Cheques cannot be accepted.’ That’s the only snag so far, and sounds like a pub on shore. ‘Deck chairs free; rugs five bob. Further details from the purser or…’”


“I don’t want any further details, Ricky.”


“I’m glad you’ve decided to come.”


“I don’t know, I don’t know,” said Vereker reflectively and after a pause; “it might be an escape from life, though carnivals, dances, fancy-dress balls, deck sports sound rather painful.”


“Listen once more, Algernon,” said Ricardo, turning to the illustrated folder. “This I think’s the sublime, the irresistible appeal: ‘You meet people of culture and refinement, people with good taste and savoir vivre. You make new friends, you enter at once into a charming social life…’”


“Good Lord deliver us!” exclaimed Vereker.


“Don’t fall back on the Lord in your present state of mind, Algernon; it’s cowardly. For a man like yourself, disgustingly bourgeois, what you need is a few delightful weeks with the right kind of people, people with savoir vivre and all that. No use sticking your nose into a palette of colours and thinking you’re kissing the skirts of the shy goddess of Beauty. It’s high time you learned that she’s always just out of mortal reach. Now on board the ‘Mars’ you’ll be having a high old time in a new low way. Not a moment to think—thinking’s a disease, anyway. As you walk briskly round the promenade deck imagining yourself a sea rover—Vereker the Viking—you’ll regain physical health. You’ll be a healthy animal in a week. Didn’t my old friend Epicurus say that animals were the mirrors of Nature. Algernon, you’ll go about looking like a cheval glass. Then there are beds instead of bunks, enchanting diddler machines, the ship’s Lido or bathing pool, with alluring women unabashedly undressed, bridge parties, violent flirtations with a fortunate time limit to avoid the distress of love, dancing and dining and wining and a two bob deposit on a book to prevent you reading rubbish…”


“Ricky, you almost persuade me to be a Christian.”


“Thanks for the interruption; I was out of breath. Now I’ve got my second wind I’ll be serious. Your concentration and bad luck in the Armadale murder took it out of you. Inspector Heather won in a common canter while you were nibbling grass somewhere near the starting post. Your one-man-show of pictures that followed demoralised you. You must get back to mere living. It’s terribly difficult but not impossible. I’m suggesting to you the easiest and quickest way back—a cruise on the ‘Mars’ with me as your inseparable companion. You’ll be immersed in the joyous inanities of a charming social life, while around you, just to remind you of reality, will be the terrible beauty of the sea, vast, restless, indifferent, but profoundly disturbing at times. Every now and then you’ll experience an inexpressible thrill when her cruel grandeur pokes a mischievous finger into the cosy mental tent of your self-satisfaction. Momentarily she will take you by the collar of your dress shirt and haul you roughly into the presence of the Unintelligible Infinite—nearly as disrupting as being hauled before your C.O. for appearing dirty on parade. I’ve done my rhetorical damnedest—are you coming on this bally cruise or not?”


“You’re going, of course?”


“Indubitably. I’m writing up a little brochure for the Green Star Company to cover the cost of my fare. You can lend me the rest. It’s a bit of a literary descent from the Cost of Loving, but I must stoop to conquer the present adverse state of my financial world. Like my namesake I’m an economist!”


“I’ve half a mind to accompany you, Ricky.”


“You never had more than half a mind in any case, so the matter’s settled, Algernon. Now what about a soupçon of lunch? Your sherry’s a great appetiser. You’ll have to order some more shortly.”


“Your presence in my flat’s a constant reminder, Ricky. Shall we go round to our old friend Jacques?”


“Anywhere for lunch, my dear Apelles, except a modern drapery store. Being persons of refinement and culture about to enter the charming social life of the ‘Mars’ on a footing of equality, we must adhere strictly to our social code. No civilised being could sip a choice wine with brassières at four eleven three in the offing. It simply isn’t done.”


“When does this pleasure cruise start, Ricky?”


“The ‘Mars’ leaves the Thames on Monday, March the 26th, a week hence. Lean on me. I know young Wheble up at the Green Star’s offices. His guv’nor is one of the directors. He’ll wangle us the nicest berths and get us a seat at the captain’s table. I’ve met the latter—I mean the captain, not his table—before. Bluff old mariner who keeps up the proud traditions of the British Mercantile Marine and all that sort of bravura, so we’ll have our knobs well in as they used to say in the Army when I was a corporal in the H.A.C. without ‘a marshal’s baton in my kit-bag!”


“But, Ricky, what’s this going to cost us?”


“Cost us? Cost you, you mean. We can compute that better on our return, Algernon. When you, I mean we, were busy unravelling the Bygrave case, you promised to take me afterwards to Provence. Fond of romaunts, I was eager to join you as a troubadour, but you dashed off in the scented wake of that provoking jade, Ida Wister, and left me in the lurch, alone in London. I always thought you were a man of principle...”


“The man who acts on principle instead of being guided by intelligence is a fool, Ricky.”


“Then I was right, Algernon. On principle you’re going to redeem your debt to me. After lunch I’ll run up to the Green Star’s offices and put the matter on an irrevocable footing. Before lunch what about another spot of your old golden Sherry?”


“Not for me, thanks, Ricky.”


“Being guided by intelligence, I’ll wait till we reach Jacques’; your bottle’s empty. Shake yourself and we’ll beat it, Algernon. I’m famished. There’s no time to lose. Some time this afternoon I must root out Aubrey Winter. He’ll be able to lend me deck shoes, a tropical kit and a decent dinner jacket—in fact he’ll think it almost an honour.”


“Aubrey’s a charming fool,” replied Vereker quietly.




Chapter Two


The luxury liner “Mars” lay with her bow up-river and her stern to the incoming tide. Punctually at twelve o’clock the ship’s siren blew a warning blast for departure; friends of those about to start on the well-advertised cruise hurried down the gangway and waved spasmodic farewells from the quay to the ranks of happy, excited travellers lined along the taffrails of the upper decks of the ship. Two fussy tugs tackled the monster, pulling her stern towards mid-river and swinging her nose round to the wharf. In a few minutes, with almost off-hand efficiency, the “Mars” was under way, breasting a light wind and the lazily rolling river. Gradually she drew into the widening estuary of the Thames, and the receding banks became flat bluish-grey stretches dotted with clumps of elms and touched here and there with the lighter coloured splashes of farms and dwellings. Anthony Vereker and Manuel Ricardo stood leaning over the rails of the upper promenade deck, gazing at a determined tug plugging up-river with oil barges in her wake, her black and scarlet prow nosing into a bouquet of snowy spume.


“It’s the first time I’ve realised the truth and beauty of Walcot’s Thames etchings, Ricky,” said Vereker.


“Hang Walcot’s etchings, Algernon! Have you noticed the high standard of good looks aboard? Hollywood afloat but not on its own conceit. There’s one dark-looking Argentine maid with eyes, large, Latin, lustrous. I’d like her for keeps. I scent romance, Algernon.”


“Ricky, my boy, when will you learn that a woman is seldom romantic. She hasn’t time for imagination; she’s always too busy trying to make a man practical. You’ll be horribly disappointed. By the way, did you see her mother?”


“Oh, yes, the old wisp with onyx eyes and saffron skin. Looks like a compendium of all the vices bound in crepe rubber. I shall have to snooker her. What do you think of our cabins?”


“I’m glad you got them on this top deck. We’re not quite in the thick of the refinement and culture. If we run into rough weather I dare say we’ll get too much motion.”


“They’re O.K. even in rough weather. I never mind being rocked in a Ritz of the deep, but I bar cradles. Have you seen your next-door neighbour?”


“Just a glimpse. She was going to emerge from her cabin as I was entering mine, but on seeing me changed her mind and quickly closed her door. Her action rather puzzled me.”


“Easily explained, Algernon; her complexion was temporarily dismantled. If you’re searching for mysteries you needn’t look further than a woman’s nose. Was she pretty?”


“I saw her for an instant only.”


“Beauty is always instantaneous: character requires a time exposure.”


“You mean a bad character,” corrected Vereker with a slight twitch at the corners of his mouth.


“Bien touchế, Algernon; almost up to my standard of brilliant flippancy.”


“I suppose flippancy’s the name you give to other people’s wit, Ricky?”


“Only when I’m reviewing a smart book. Wholesome deflation so to speak. But to return to the lady, was she dark or fair?”


“Fair and English I should say.”


“But her name’s Mesado.”


“How on earth did you discover that?”


“Natural inquisitiveness; my birthright as a journalist. I read the label on a monstrous cabin trunk that was left for a few moments in the corridor outside her state room.”


“’Pon my soul, Ricky, what will you poke your nose into next?”


“Anything but a bad smell, Algernon. What makes you think she’s English?”


“She wears brogues, a signet ring on her left hand, smokes Players and says ‘damn’ deliciously.”


“Did she damn you when she was about to come out of her cabin?”


“I flattered myself that she was impersonal; she was cursing circumstance.”


“She probably thought you weren’t worth a damn or looked suspiciously like circumstance. You seem to have gathered a lot of information in a ‘palpebral flicker’ as we used to say when we were young enough to think it funny.”


“Observation’s one of my confirmed habits, as you know. I caught a glimpse of a beautiful left hand holding a fifty box of Players fags, a neat left foot, the line of hip and thigh encased in check tweed, but her face disappeared behind the door before I saw more than a flash of nicely waved fair hair. As I said before, her action puzzled me; it was so unnecessary. I wasn’t unduly inquisitive.”


“A grave fault in your attitude to a pretty woman, Algernon. She’s out to rouse your curiosity, of course.”


“Then why did she mutter a faint damn? It was a clear indication of annoyance.”


“Simulated hostility is the oldest gambit in the game of intrigue. Immediately a woman begins to make you think you’re a nuisance she has definitely removed your apathy. You’ve acquired momentum. You will either run away from her or bally well run after her. If she’s beautiful the deduction’s obvious. Even if you run away she prefers that to your being static. You’ve proved to her that she’s significant. There’s nothing the feminine gender hates more than to be thought neuter.”


“You’d be the last person to give her the opportunity, Ricky. The petticoat’s an obsession with you.”


“Most emphatically. I give it its correct status in a world of misplaced values. The only people who think that there’s anything more important than woman are either scientists or lunatics, and it’s damned hard to differentiate between them. Do you think that this lady who has already roused your interest is married?”


“Yes, I saw her left hand.”


“A wedding ring’s not unimpeachable evidence; nowadays it frequently extends rather than circumscribes freedom.”


“She may be a widow. She’s travelling alone. I saw her talking to the married couple in the next cabin. The Colvins are friends or relatives. Mrs. Colvin’s her sister, I should say; they’re very much alike.”


“So Colvin’s their name. More natural curiosity on your part, Ricky?”


“Yes. I looked at the label on an exactly similar trunk to Mrs. Mesado’s that was finally dumped in their cabin.”


“You’re devilishly interested in your fellow passengers.”


“I see no other way of entering into the charming social life of the ‘Mars.’ We must all get matey. Lands of sunshine, mystery and romance are only verbal flummery in connection with a pleasure cruise.”


“You’ve seen Mrs. Mesado at close quarters?”


“I saw her back view when she was chatting with the Colvins in their cabin. She and Mrs. Colvin have the same proud carriage of the head and there’s a marked similarity in their fuselage. Of course they’re not to be compared with my Argentine maid.”


“You always preferred the Latin type.”


“Always; the Nordic’s a calculating barbarian.”


“What’s the male Colvin like?”


“Short stature, ginger hair, rufous eyed, rubicund. Looks as if he had been suckled on beer but will now drink anything from Schnapps to Tarragona. I passed the time of day with him, and he has a forced heartiness that’s almost ecclesiastical. He’s a lanigerous gent—the kind that wears Harris tweeds, a woolly jumper and superabundant stockings, May be a good fellow, but his chin’s in the wrong quarter and his mouth’s a bit medusal. I like his wife better.”


“She’s fair like her sister?”


“I don’t know about her sister, but Mrs. Colvin’s almost platinum. Soft-eyed and sweet-mouthed, self-sacrifice will be a pleasure rather than a virtue with her. I should say Colvin trades on her complacency. Ah, there’s the bugle for lunch! Come on, Algernon, I yearn for a little nutriment.”


Algernon Vereker took a last glance at the beautiful wide sweep of the grey estuary, every detail softened by an exquisite silvery haze, and accompanied Ricardo down the companion to the dining saloon.


After lunch, which Ricardo asserted was the best he had eaten since he was paid for his last serial six months previously, the two men wandered up to the lounge where coffee was served. After coffee Vereker became absorbed in Miss Sackville-West’s Edwardians, which he had borrowed from the library.


“This was worth the two bob deposit, Ricky,” he remarked at length to his companion, who had sunk into the depths of an armchair beside him. A faint snore was Ricardo’s only reply, and noticing that he was fast asleep Vereker rose and wandered out on to the main promenade deck. On the north side of the river the “Mars” was passing a gigantic oil station with its gleaming silver tanks, and some time afterwards a bluish-grey mist swallowed up the coastline and all around seemed limitless ocean. Accustomed to a considerable amount of exercise, Vereker joined in the usual steady pacing round the promenade deck. He noticed the dark, beautiful Argentine of Ricardo’s fancy and her mother, a shrivelled, desiccated edition of the daughter. They were lounging in deck chairs, wrapped in rugs and in earnest conversation with a swarthy fellow countryman who gave Vereker an impression of being all eyes, a mobile moustache and a large diamond ring. Later he passed on his round a man and woman whom he at once recognised from Ricardo’s description as Mr. and Mrs. Colvin. They were walking arm in arm, and Colvin’s red face seemed unduly serious and preoccupied. They were conversing in undertones, and from the expression on Mrs. Colvin’s soft features the subject was evidently distasteful to her. From the passengers Vereker’s thoughts reverted to his own personal affairs. He was engrossed in them when his attention was attracted by a spasmodic hooting on the starboard. It was the warning siren of the Girdler Light. He ceased walking and leaned over the rails, gazing at the ship with idle curiosity, when he was joined by Ricardo.


“Damned thing woke me up,” said Manuel. “Sounds like a cow with milk fever. I was dreaming I was back at Chalk Farm, where my landlady used to keen periodically for her sons lost in the Irish rebellion. What’s the book?”


“The Edwardians. Have you read it?”


“Yes. Jolly good, but I’m now wandering wearily through the Crystal Palace of fiction built by John Galsworthy. To change the subject, it’s time for tea in the garden lounge and I’m going to get busy with my future playmates.”


“I’m going to dump this book in my cabin, Ricky, and will join you in the lounge for tea,” said Vereker and, leaving his friend, lightly ascended the companion to the upper promenade deck. As he passed along the alleyway to his cabin, No. 88, a woman swiftly emerged from No. 90 and hurried into No. 89. She was still dressed in her shepherd’s tartan tweed suit, and one glance at her figure informed Vereker that she was Mrs. Mesado. She seemed eager to avoid meeting a fellow passenger and disappeared without giving him an opportunity for close observation. On returning to the garden lounge he found Ricardo sitting at the same table as the Argentine lady and her mother, talking volubly over tea to the daughter, who, evidently amused by his light chatter, took every opportunity of displaying a dazzlingly beautiful mouthful of teeth. Vereker chose a seat in a secluded corner of the lounge and was joined at his table by a Scotsman called Ferguson, whose conversation was a questionnaire as to his views on the modern conception of God. Tiring at length of this examination, Vereker lit a cigarette, excused himself and sauntered out on to the deck once more. He felt idle and a trifle bored and began to wonder why he had allowed Ricardo to persuade him into entering on this adventure. Of course the lands of “mystery, sunshine and romance” were ahead, but at the moment they appeared insufferably remote. He glanced at his watch. It was half-past five. Suddenly a commotion among the travellers attracted his attention. He joined the eagerly chattering throng to discover that Gris Nez had suddenly thrust its impressive mass through the haze. Later in the evening a blast from the “Mars’s” siren called attention to the approach of a pilot boat from Boulogne. The white, red and green stars of her lights were reflected in twisted beauty on the sombre ripple of the sea. The simplicity of the dark outline of the boat and the brilliance of the colours awakened his artistic appreciation.


“Nice little subject for a decorative poster,” he thought.


The pilot boat sheered off and the lights of Boulogne swam into view, a diadem of ruby, gold and emerald on the swiftly darkening sky. Away on the port side the lighthouse on Gris Nez exploded intermittently with dazzling radiance. At length Vereker went below to dress, and as he passed Mrs. Mesado’s cabin door, which was partly open, he caught a glimpse of her putting the final touches to her toilet assisted by her maid. She was wearing a pale blue georgette evening gown, and beneath her neatly trimmed hair there glittered on the white nape of her neck the emerald butterfly clasp of a fine necklace of diamonds. She had evidently dressed for dinner. While he was tying a black evening tie Ricardo, who had already changed, sauntered into his cabin smoking a cigarette with lazy self-satisfaction.


“How do I look in borrowed plumes, Algernon? Aubrey’s guzzle garments fit me to a nicety. He was out when I called at his flat in Clarges Street. I persuaded his valet that I had Aubrey’s authority to take them. Wrote him a letter of condolence immediately I got on board. They’re really too good to return, and in any case Aubrey can afford another suit. Also tried on his deck shoes, but they were miles too big. Aubrey would be a tall man if he hadn’t so much turned up to make feet. He’s a bit lacking upstairs; balance of Nature I suppose. I had to hump round to Buhl’s in the Arcade and make a costly investment which depleted me considerably.”


“I see you’ve already made the acquaintance of the dark lady?”


“Bit of luck, wasn’t it? Got off the mark as if I were being chased by a man with a writ. She’s a Miss Penteado. Saw her and her mother having tea together and pounced on the psychological moment, whatever that may mean. Some fool with a preposterous diamond ring tried to intermeddle, but I outflanked him and put him in a conversational barbed wire enclosure with the mother. He finally wriggled free looking a beaten man, and afterwards I met him at the bar standing our neighbour Colvin innumerable cocktails. Managed to bullock in discreetly and get treated. Thinking it was safe I generously offered a return. It was an error of judgment. I hadn’t reckoned on Colvin. Dias, the chappie crouching behind the diamond, refused. Colvin said he never drank more than one cocktail but graciously expressed a desire for a large whisky and soda. He remarked that he was feeling cold. I succumbed gallantly but wished him in a very warm place. From their conversation when I came over the horizon I should say they weren’t strangers to one another. I don’t like the look of Dias; he’s an untidy bit of sculpture.”


“I saw the Colvins on deck this afternoon. His wife’s a good-looker, but I wasn’t too favourably impressed by him,” remarked Vereker.


“In my opinion, he’s not a bad sort on the whole, Algernon. Suffers from a common form of throat trouble; the only remedy is alcohol. I’d be a martyr to it myself, but my pocket keeps it fairly well in check. See anything of Mrs. Mesado?”


“She had just finished dressing for dinner when I passed her cabin. She has her maid with her.”


“I know. I met the maid in the fairway just now. She’s a pirate’s prize. Has wet lips and swings her hips imperially. Her eyes are a misfit; they’re distrustful and tell you that man alone is vile. I stepped aside like a courtier to let her pass and smiled appreciatively. I was declined without thanks and crept into your shelter feeling thoroughly unbuttoned. Still, I’m not defeated. I must live romantically, and it’s either Mrs. Mesado’s maid or the dark lady from Buenos Aires. I shall have to toss up and decide some time tonight. The dark lady is an heiress to untold wealth, and I’m afraid it gives her a cynical bias against disinterested flirtation. She thinks every admirer is making a knight’s move on her fortune, while the maid fears you are making a frontal attack on her virtue.”


“Come along, Ricky, I’m ready.”


“About time too. I’m feeling in the mood for a Trimalchian feast.”


The orchestra were playing the first few bars of Lincke’s waltz, “Venus on Earth”; the dining saloon was swiftly filling up with a vivacious and well-dressed throng of passengers; the air was humming with the noise of their movement and talk, the clatter of crockery, the clink of silver; every now and then the joyous pop of a wine cork came to the surface of this murmurous tide of sound; waiters hurried to and fro or bent attentively to take their orders; the wine steward, wearing his chain and key of office, moved with the dignity of a mayor; the maitre d’hôtel sauntered about, keeping deftly clear of his staff, a prandial commander-in-chief, his dark eye taking in every detail of his well planned campaign. Ricardo was critically studying the menu. Vereker was gazing interestedly at the little groups of people that moved together to their tables and then suddenly sank out of his sight into their seats.


“Yes, consommé printanier royale sounds a good foundation, and then suprême de barbue à l’anglaise to follow,” said Manuel with gusto to himself. Turning to Vereker he exclaimed, “By Jove, Algernon, eating’s a great game played in moderation. I wish you’d attend to business instead of gazing yearningly at the beautiful feminine back at the next table. Your chit for a bottle of wine wouldn’t be out of order.”


“Being lazy and ignorant, I’ll leave you to conduct the meal, Ricky. I’ll follow your lead. What on earth are paupiettes of Dover Sole?”


“God alone knows, but don’t ask Him. They’ll be Dover sole anyhow, and that’s good enough to take a running jump at. Ah, there’s Miss Penteado just come in. That claret-coloured gown shows off her dark beauty to perfection. What art—only one large ruby ring!”


Vereker glanced towards the entrance to the dining saloon and saw Miss Penteado, accompanied by her mother and the gentleman with the conspicuous diamond ring, moving leisurely to her table. A moment later a figure in pale blue georgette followed.


“There’s Mrs. Mesado, Algernon!” exclaimed Ricardo in an eager whisper. “Beautiful but marmoreal. Still, with a breath of romance she might come to life. I prescribe Heidsieck when you’ve got past the prologue and first chapters with her. She’s positively lit up with diamonds; her necklace would keep me in luxury for the rest of my life. She has joined the Colvins. Damn this table; we’re a million light years away from them. If she’s not a widow she ought to be for the duration of the cruise. It’s not fair for such a lovely creature to entrench herself behind her marriage lines.”


“What are you choosing to follow the fish?” asked Vereker, not deeply interested in the doings of Mrs. Mesado and her companions.


“Chapon de France rôti, my lad, and then crêpes au citron, devilled sardines on toast, coffee and an orange curaçao with a nip of old brandy. I reckon that’s fairly sound architecture.”


“Order the same for me, Ricky. And what on earth are you going to do with yourself after dinner? I’m bored with this cruise already; there’s absolutely nothing to do!”


“Nothing to do? Why, there’s conversation in the lounge; there’s a card room; you can pirouette on the light fantastic in the ballroom; you can lose money at the diddler machines, if you enjoy losing money. If you’re merely out for a restful time, I can give you a packet of chewing gum and you can sit in your cabin and read Professor Dorsey’s Why We Behave Like Human Beings. It’s science with a pizzicato touch and goes down well with chewing gum. I’ll lend it to you if you’ll promise to be good and not cry any more.”


“I suppose you’ll be found in the ballroom if wanted?”


“Certainly, if Miss Penteado dances. I’d like to hold the floor with her and dance a Tango Ranchera. It’s the nearest thing in human life to a dance of the butterflies. Most significant, Algernon, most significant! You’d enjoy the symbolism. You needn’t want me unless you’re prepared to stand iced fizz. Friendships are tested by time, and as you know time’s money!”


“Very good. After dinner you can lend me your Dorsey, and I’ll try and digest him over a cigar.”


“Algernon, you’re ossifying. You’re losing your capacity for enjoyment. You’re beginning to live in a straight line instead of rhythmically. A book and a cigar! You prefer them to the enchantment of music, the swing of a waltz and the perfume of a woman. I must dig you out of this spiritual tomb, strip you of the cerements of asceticism and lead you back naked and unashamed into the noisy market place of life. It was one of the reasons why I persuaded you to come on this bally cruise.”


“I’m beginning to regret…”


“Don’t interrupt me. You can go and incubate in your cabin tonight, but after tonight I’m going to pull you by the nose into the charming social life of the ‘Mars.’ Tomorrow you’ll emerge an imago—Algernon the mayfly! I should take a couple of liver pills on retiring; they’re an excellent beginning for a spiritual catharsis!”


After dinner both Vereker and Ricardo chatted for some time over their coffee and liqueurs in the lounge, and then the latter wandered off to the ballroom, having first lent his friend the book he had promised. Vereker lit a cigar and withdrew to his cabin, where he could read with complete absorption. He was immersed in the opening chapters of Dorsey’s book when he heard voices in Mrs. Mesado’s cabin. There were two voices; a man’s and a woman’s. First there would be a passage spoken in a deep undertone, and then would follow the higher and more penetrating feminine notes. For some time he continued to read, keeping his mind free from their interrupting influence, but all the while they beat an insistent tattoo on the outer doors of his consciousness. Gradually his concentration on his book weakened and transferred its awareness to the conversation proceeding beyond the dividing wooden wall of his cabin. He dropped the extinct butt of his cigar into an ash tray, lit another, closed his book and threw it on to his bed. As he lounged in his easy chair, his hands clasped behind his head, his eye lazily following the wreaths of smoke from his cigar, his extremely acute hearing began to pick up the more loudly spoken words of the speakers beyond.
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