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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our

  series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  I looked out of the window and exclaimed, ‘Par exemple!’




  It is not that I am in the habit of bursting into French. My knowledge of the language got stuck at school level. But years ago I saw that outstanding film, Carnet de Bal, and in it a

  mayor, who is just about to marry his cook, looks out of the window and sees a very glamorous love of his youth crossing the street towards his house and cries out, ‘Par

  exemple!’ It had seemed to me an adequate thing to say in the circumstances. So it was what I said when I saw my erstwhile husband, Felix Freer, wandering up the garden path towards the

  front door of the house where I was staying.




  I was staying with my friends, Helen and Andrew Boscott. They lived in the village of Stillbeam, near Wandlebury, in a rambling old house overlooking the river Wandle. I had known them for most

  of my life and had stayed with them more than once when I took a holiday from my part-time job as a physiotherapist. They were what I considered perfect hosts. They always left their guests to fend

  for themselves, get their own breakfast when they happened to want it, look in the refrigerator for something to eat for lunch, and only be sociable over a meal somewhat casually thrown together in

  the evening, followed by two or three hours of pleasant conversation. In the meantime they went on undistracted with their own work, so that one did not feel one was being a burden to them.




  Andrew was a furniture restorer, an immensely skilled craftsman, and worked in an old stable on the bank of the river, which he had converted into a workshop. Helen, in another part of the

  stable block, did tapestry work, some weaving and a small amount of dressmaking for very special customers. So far as I knew, their income had never been more than enough to live on in modest

  comfort, but they were both completely absorbed in their work, without any unsettling ambitions, and seemed to be two uncommonly happy people. I always found that staying with them, relaxing in the

  peace of their own contentment, was a perfect rest.




  But there was no reason that I knew of why Felix should come to see them. They had never been specially friends of his.




  It was in the late afternoon and they were still in their workshops when he arrived. I had been sitting in the living-room, reading, having come in from the garden because it had been almost too

  hot to sit out of doors, and it had been the squeak of the garden gate that had made me go to the window. I saw Felix looking about him uncertainly as he came up the path, as if he were not sure

  that he had come to the right place. He was carrying a small suitcase. I went to the front door and opened it.




  As if he were utterly astonished at seeing me there, he said, ‘Virginia!’ and putting down his suitcase, kissed me on the cheek.




  I did not invite him in at once. A deep instinct always warned me to keep Felix out of my life when, as sometimes happened, he showed signs of wanting to move back into it. I had gone through

  too much, making up my mind to break with him after three years of marriage, and the relative calm of the six years that had followed had been achieved by such a hard struggle that I did not dare

  take any risks with what I had gained just because, in a slightly perverse fashion, I was always quite glad to see him when we happened to meet.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked.




  ‘Well, I chanced to be in the neighbourhood,’ he said, ‘so I thought I’d just drop in on the Boscotts.’




  ‘You didn’t know I was here?’




  ‘How could I?’




  I could think of several ways in which he could have found out. From my daily, for instance, if he had telephoned my home. She had been forwarding letters to me and would not have hesitated to

  give him my address if he had asked for it.




  ‘I didn’t know you knew the Boscotts well enough to drop in on them,’ I said.




  ‘Perhaps I don’t. Perhaps I shouldn’t have come. But I remembered them as such nice, friendly people, and as I said, I happened to be in the neighbourhood. Aren’t you

  going to ask me in? Do you want me to go away?’ He was looking at me with a good deal of dismay.




  I moved to one side to let him in.




  ‘What have you been doing in the neighbourhood?’ I asked. ‘Delivering a second-hand car?’




  When I had last seen him he had been working for a very shady firm of second-hand car dealers, whose managing director happened to be in gaol for fraud.




  ‘No, I’ve given that up,’ he said. ‘They were going too near the edge for my liking. The older I get, the less ready I am to take risks. It’s time I made something

  of my life.’




  His age, which was the same as mine, was forty-one and normally I did not feel that this was so very old. But I had just been thinking that he had aged a certain amount since our last meeting.

  There were threads of grey in his fair hair and an air of quiet distinction had taken the place of the boyish charm that had lasted him well into his thirties. He was a very good-looking man, of

  medium height and slender, with a triangular face, wide at the temples, pointed at the chin, with curiously drooping eyelids that made his vivid blue eyes look almost triangular too. He had thick,

  golden eyebrows and a wide, most friendly mouth. His mouth was among the few things about him that were not deceptive. He was a very friendly man. It was that that could make him so dangerous. He

  always dressed conservatively and well, though it struck me that the check jacket and tan slacks that he was wearing were a little shabbier than he would have cared to be seen in once. Carrying his

  small suitcase as if it contained his samples, he looked rather like the better sort of salesman, ever so slightly down on his luck.




  ‘What are you doing now, then?’ I asked.




  ‘Nothing much at the moment,’ he said. ‘I’m giving myself a holiday before I start seriously looking for anything. I’ve got a little money put by, so I

  haven’t got to worry, and I feel I need a good rest. I find I get tired much faster than I did when I was younger. That’s inevitable, I suppose. We’ve all got to get used to

  it.’




  As I remembered it, Felix had been busy getting used to it for as long as I had known him. He was a man who really ought to have been born with a large income, he was so good at doing nothing. I

  know that most of us feel that we should be much the better for a large income which had come to us without the trouble of our having had to work for it, but I am fairly sure that that is true of

  far fewer people than believe it. Felix, however, would have been one of the few. He would never have been bored, would never have yearned for power, for responsibility, or to make his mark in the

  world. And he would have been generous and kindly and perhaps might even have become honest. It was a great pity that he was not rich.




  ‘What made you choose Stillbeam, of all places, for your holiday?’ I asked. I could not believe that there was not some object in the trip.




  ‘Actually I’ve been staying in Wandlebury,’ he said. ‘Someone told me about a nice pub there, and I’ve been doing some walking and taking stock of things, doing

  some quiet thinking, you know, about the future. And I’ve been wandering around the antique shops, picking up a few odds and ends for the flat. I’m still in the old place in Little

  Carbery Street.’ He sat down. ‘You know, this is a very nice room. It’s just right for your friends.’




  I was glad that he did not want to go on talking about the flat in Little Carbery Street. My early memories of it had been so joyous, my later ones, as I gradually began to find Felix out and to

  face the fact that I had married a crook, even if a very minor one, so full of sadness that I could hardly bear to think about the place. It was the only home that I had ever had into which, for a

  time, I had really put my heart. Since I had left it I had never paid much attention to my surroundings.




  ‘Yes, it’s nice,’ I agreed.




  The room was long and narrow and had once been two rooms, but Helen and Andrew had had the dividing wall removed. Where the wall had once been there was a step across the room, which somehow

  increased the feeling of length. The whole house was full of steps in unexpected places, treacherous until you got to know your way about. The ceilings were low, criss-crossed with dark beams. The

  windows were small, set deep in thick stone walls. I think the house dated back to the sixteenth century.




  One wall of the room was covered in bookshelves. There was a big open fireplace with a crooked beam across the top of it and a log fire laid on the hearth, waiting for a change in the weather to

  be lit. The furniture was of a variety of periods, all of it owing a certain amount of its apparent perfection to Andrew’s skill and none of it as old as the house, yet looking comfortably at

  home there. Even a low coffee table of some pale wood and entirely Andrew’s work did not seem out of place. The chairs were deep, with cushions in them in fine tapestry stitch, worked by

  Helen. There were a few pleasing water-colours on the walls. A glass door at one end of the room stood open, showing a slope of lawn and a glimpse of the Wandle, gliding among willows, at the

  bottom of it.




  ‘Must be a bit damp in winter,’ Felix observed, ‘but very nice now, with the river and all. Very quiet. Very peaceful.’




  ‘You’ve brought in your suitcase,’ I said. ‘Were you counting on Helen and Andrew to put you up?’




  He looked at his suitcase rather blankly, as if he were surprised to discover that he had it with him.




  ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘I just didn’t think what I was doing.’




  ‘Is the holiday over, then? Are you on your way home?’




  ‘Not really. I’m just cruising about, looking for another pub. I don’t much care for staying too long in one place. I thought there might be something attractive in the village

  here, but the only pub doesn’t let rooms. Then I remembered your friends lived here, so I thought I’d look in on them. Perhaps they can tell me about somewhere nice in the

  neighbourhood. Nothing grand, just unpretentious and comfortable.’




  ‘Where have you left your car?’ I asked.




  ‘In the lane.’ He lit a cigarette. He had always been a heavy smoker and never seemed at ease without a cigarette dangling from between his stained fingertips. ‘Virginia, tell

  me honestly—I wasn’t expecting to find you here—d’you want me to go away? I won’t stay around if it’s going to embarrass you.’




  I am not sure what I might have answered if there had not been the sound of a door opening and closing at that moment and Helen and Andrew had not come in.




  They both seemed very pleased to see Felix, though whether this was because they really remembered him after all the years that had passed since they had met him with me, or because they thought

  it was what I would want of them, I did not know. Helen was a small, dark-haired woman, with a rather pale, pointed face and clear, deep brown eyes. She was wiry and vigorous and never seemed to

  get tired. She was wearing an embroidered blue smock, jeans and sandals. Andrew, who was about her age, was not much taller than she was, with hair as dark as hers, but curly and untidy, whereas

  hers was neat and straight. He also had a sharply pointed face, but his skin was much darker than hers and the summer sun had given it a deep tan. He was wearing a sweat-stained white shirt and

  grey trousers, loosely belted, so that they wrinkled over his canvas shoes and looked as if they might be about to slide down over his narrow hips.




  They had come in from their workshops earlier than usual, I supposed, because the three of us were presently going out for drinks to a neighbour of theirs and they felt that they ought to clean

  themselves up a certain amount for the occasion.




  Helen told Felix what a good idea of his it had been to drop in on them and Andrew said he was sure that Felix was thirsty and that it was not too early for a drink. Felix asked for a lager. In

  the heat of the afternoon it seemed as good a choice as any, so I asked for one too, but Felix would probably not have asked for anything stronger even if it had been snowing outside. He was a very

  cautious drinker. He was afraid, I had always thought, that whisky or gin would loosen his tongue and lead him to all kinds of regrettable self-betrayals.




  He had so much to hide, poor man. He had all kinds of unimportant little secrets, most of them the result of the lies that he liked to tell about himself, in which it would have been

  undignified, if nothing worse, to be caught out. It would have been a pity for him, for instance, if he had told someone that he was an agent for MI5 and then presently had told the same person

  that he was, say, a professor of some very esoteric subject in a safely remote university. But really I am not sure how many people he succeeded in deceiving, as he had me in the early days of our

  marriage. I had believed then that he was a civil engineer, employed by a great firm which had sent him on important work all over the world, but which, as it turned out later, had never even heard

  of him. I had sometimes thought since that time that I had been far more naïve and ready to accept him as he had said he was than most of the people he met and that that had been partly why he

  had wanted to marry me.




  Soon, sitting over our drinks in the cool, shady room, Helen asked him where he was staying, and of course, as soon as she heard that he was hoping that she and Andrew could tell him of some

  pleasant pub, said that he should stay with them. So at least part of his holiday would be free of cost.




  But she went on quickly, looking sideways at me, ‘That’s to say, if Virginia doesn’t feel . . .’




  She paused there. Although we knew one another so well, like most people she was not really sure of the relationship that existed between Felix and me.




  ‘Oh, I’ve nothing against it,’ I said.




  ‘But I really can’t take advantage of you like that,’ Felix said, demurring insincerely, though the suitcase that he had brought in showed how confident he had been of the

  invitation. ‘It’s awfully good of you, but I couldn’t think of imposing on you in that way.’




  ‘It wouldn’t be imposing in the least,’ Helen said. ‘We’ve lots of room and we love having people here. The house is much too big for just Andrew and me. Sometimes,

  you know, we hardly know who’s staying here. You’d have to look after yourself, of course. Andrew and I are both frightfully busy at the moment. But you can come and go as you like and

  be perfectly free. So of course you’ll stay. Are you here because you’ve some special interest in the neighbourhood, or is it just by chance? If you’re really interested in it,

  we’ve some books on local history, archæology and so on, that you might like to look at.’




  ‘It’s really just by chance,’ Felix answered, ‘though as a matter of fact . . .’




  He hesitated. He had spoken so casually that I knew at once that what was coming was something important. But I was quite unprepared for what he said.




  ‘I’ve got very interested recently in Basil Deering, the poet. Doesn’t he live hereabouts?’




  It astounded me. I had never known Felix take the slightest interest in poets or poetry. His reading had been almost entirely limited to newspapers, morning and evening, in which the financial

  pages and the sports news could keep him engrossed for most of his spare time.




  Andrew replied, ‘Yes, he lives quite near. He happens to be a cousin of mine. A second cousin. Why? Would you like to meet him? It ought to be quite easy to arrange.’




  ‘Oh, I couldn’t think of asking you to do that,’ Felix said. ‘He’d hardly want to meet a complete stranger and someone, at that, who doesn’t know the first

  thing about poetry. It’s just that his stuff somehow appeals to me. I can actually understand it, or I think I can. So I thought I’d rather like to see the sort of house he lives in and

  so on. Just impertinent curiosity, really.’




  ‘He’d probably be very flattered,’ Andrew said laconically.




  I knew that his opinion of his cousin’s verse was not a high one. It was light, jingly stuff with plenty of rhythm and rhyme, full of the simplest, most unexceptionable sentiments,

  refreshing in a way after the obscure and tortured prose that so often passes for verse nowadays, but difficult to take seriously. A great many people did, however, for his yearly volume of little

  poems, always published just before Christmas, sold remarkably well. But Andrew’s taste was far too austere for him ever to be an enthusiastic member of Basil Deering’s public. I had

  often thought that there was something very austere, almost withdrawn, about Andrew, though Helen’s spontaneous warmth usually kept it concealed.




  ‘Of course he’d be flattered,’ she said. ‘Who wouldn’t be? I know he’s successful, but his public hasn’t exactly beaten a path to his door. He has to

  autograph a lot of books and that sort of thing, but I can’t remember anyone ever coming here just to take a look at the house he lives in. And as it happens, we can probably fix it for you

  to meet him this evening. We’re going over for drinks to a neighbour of ours, Barbara Gabriel, and Basil will almost certainly be there. In fact, I think Barbara told me he was coming. So all

  I have to do is telephone and ask her if she minds if we bring a friend. She won’t, of course. New faces are always welcome in a little community like this. And you’ll meet our other

  two celebrities there, the Fyffe sisters. Perhaps you like their books as well.’




  Felix looked vague and said, ‘I seem to know the name, but I’m not sure if I’ve actually . . .’




  It was clear that he had never heard of the Fyffes, though their paperbacks had been in all the bookshops for the last few years. They wrote together as Carola Fyffe, the name Carola being a

  fusion of their first names, Carleen and Olivia. Actually Carleen’s name was not Fyffe at all. She was a widow whose married name was Mansell, but everyone spoke of her and Olivia as the

  Fyffe sisters. They wrote historical romances, full of cloak and dagger stuff and lots of luscious adjectives, but with good plots and with what I had been assured by Helen, who knew much more

  about such things than I did, were extremely accurate historical backgrounds. It was Olivia who was mainly responsible for this. She had been a lecturer in history at London University and had

  given this up only when the books that she and Carleen had started to write had become so popular that the two of them had suddenly found themselves prosperous.




  I had not met them yet, but I had seen the opulent-looking bungalow in which they lived together on the far bank of the Wandle. Helen had told me that it was Carleen who did most of the actual

  writing of the books, but that she always insisted that the really important work was done by Olivia.




  ‘I’ll go and telephone Barbara now,’ Helen went on. ‘You’d like to come with us, wouldn’t you?’




  Felix again demurred, but not to the point of stopping her doing what she had suggested.




  After she had telephoned she took him to the room that she had assigned to him and they made up his bed together. I could hear them talking as they went about it, sounding already like old

  friends, although even in the old days they had never known one another well. By the time that they came downstairs again Felix seemed completely at home. But he had always had the knack of

  appearing at home wherever he found himself and Helen was a very easy person to come to terms with. When the rest of us went upstairs to change for Barbara Gabriel’s little party, he

  apologized for having brought nothing suitable to change into and settled down to wait for us by himself in the living-room, comfortably extended on the sofa, chain-smoking and gazing dreamily up

  at the ceiling.




  I changed into a pale grey pleated dress that I had brought, in case of needing something more presentable than my usual shirt and slacks. I never tan well and in the blazing sunshine of the

  last few days my skin had turned an unbecoming shade of red. I did what I could to rectify the damage with make-up, feeling unreasonably that with Felix there I did not want to look my worst. Helen

  appeared, looking neat and pretty in a white silk dress that looked far too expensive and individual to have been made by anyone but herself. Andrew had changed into a clean shirt and a moderately

  well pressed pair of trousers and showed signs of having tugged a comb through his curly dark hair.




  We set out soon after six. Felix offered to take us in his car, since it was still in the lane, but Helen said that it was only a few minutes’ walk to Barbara’s house and that we

  might as well go on foot. Andrew and Felix strolled ahead together, with Helen and me following them.




  It was the most delightful of evenings. The sultry heat of the day had faded and the air, in spite of the heat that had lingered on, felt sweet and fresh, full of the soft scents of summer. It

  was very still. The leaves of the tall beech trees that lined the lane were motionless. The clear sky was gently tinged with the pallor of evening.




  We turned to the right down the lane which led to the main road that passed through the village of Stillbeam, then we once more turned to the right, away from the village, then almost at once to

  the right again into another lane that took us over a hump-backed bridge across the Wandle and on to the house where Mrs Gabriel lived.




  Looking at the two men ahead of us, Helen said, ‘I hope it was really all right, Virginia, asking Felix to stay. You really don’t mind?’




  ‘Not in the least,’ I said. ‘I quite like meeting him occasionally to hear how things are going with him.’




  ‘I can’t quite imagine what it feels like, meeting one’s divorced husband. I mean, if you don’t quite simply hate one another, in which case I suppose there are no

  problems.’




  In fact, Felix and I had never been divorced. I had suggested to him more than once that it would tidy things up if we went ahead with it, but he had an intense dislike of committing himself in

  any way and an almost pathological dislike to signing documents. So we had simply drifted apart, which had not seemed to matter, as neither of us so far had shown any signs of wanting to marry

  again.




  ‘I know it’s the kind of thing one oughtn’t to say,’ Helen continued, ‘but I can’t help feeling it’s awfully sad you broke up. He’s so charming,

  really.’




  ‘Oh, he’s never been short on charm,’ I said, ‘but by itself that’s an unsatisfactory diet.’




  ‘But he’s very good-natured too, isn’t he?’




  ‘After his fashion, I suppose he is. But don’t lend him money and don’t believe more than half of what he tells you.’




  ‘It’s intriguing, isn’t it, that he’s so interested in Basil?’




  ‘Very intriguing.’




  And indeed it was. It puzzled me very much, because there had to be something in it for Felix. I wondered if he could have concocted some curious scheme that he wanted to put to the poet which

  he thought might be profitable, though I could not imagine what it could possibly be. Did he think that with sufficient flattery Basil Deering might be led to give him a recommendation of some

  sort, say, to a publisher. Publishing would be rather a change after the second-hand car trade, but I did not put it beyond Felix to think that such a switch might be made. At all events, the one

  thing of which I was quite sure was that Felix did not want to seek out Basil Deering for the sake of his poetry.




  We turned in at Barbara Gabriel’s gate and went up the wide drive to her house. It was a square, Georgian house, built of red brick, not distinguished, yet dignified and charming. The

  garden was nearly all lawn, dotted here and there with apple-trees and with a blaze of roses on either side of the fine doorway. The door stood open. Either because she had heard our footsteps

  outside or perhaps had seen us from a window, Barbara Gabriel came quickly to meet us before we had made up our minds whether to ring the doorbell or simply to enter.




  I had met her once briefly. She was a frequent customer of Andrew’s and while I had been staying with the Boscotts had come over to their house to discuss an eighteenth-century sofa-table

  that she wanted him to restore. She was one of the fortunate people who could afford to pay his prices. Her husband, who had died about two years ago, had been chairman of a variety of companies

  and had left her a rich widow. She was fifty, as Helen, who knew her well, had told me, but in spite of her white hair she looked far younger. It was the kind of white hair, worn short, curly and

  cut with skillful casualness, which can actually give a misleading air of youthfulness to an ageing face. It seemed almost as if it were merely a whim of hers to wear it white. The skin of her

  rather large face was unlined and only very lightly made up. She was plump, but she moved with surprising buoyancy. She was wearing a gaily flowered cotton dress which might have looked better on

  someone slimmer, yet which gave her a cheerful kind of charm.




  She took one look at Felix and decided that she liked him.




  ‘I’m so glad Helen and Andrew brought you, Mr Freer,’ she said. ‘I’ve only asked three or four people, just neighbours, but it happens I’ve something rather

  exciting to announce. Perhaps I ought to have made it a larger party, but I thought it would really be nicest to keep it intimate. A big party can come later on. We’re in the garden. Come out

  and join the others.’




  She turned and led the way through a white-panelled hall and a lofty drawing-room on to a shady terrace.




  From the terrace wide steps led down to a formal rose-garden, enclosed by a brick wall. A gate in the wall opened on to a meadow across which I could see, half-hidden in trees, the Fyffe

  sisters’ bungalow. The sisters had arrived before us. Barbara Gabriel introduced them by their Christian names, and also the two men who were there, Basil Deering and a very erect,

  soldierly-looking man of about fifty whose name was Ralph Leggate.




  Basil Deering was not at all as I had imagined him. For some reason I had thought that he would be short, stout, spectacled and bald. In fact he was a big man with a square, strong face, a short

  nose with flaring nostrils, sardonic grey eyes spaced far apart under heavy eyebrows, thick, dark red hair and a quality of strongly sensual vitality that gave him remarkable attraction. I felt it

  at once and, as I did so, decided that he was a fraud. If this man really wrote the rather sickly verse for which Basil Deering was well known, it was done with his tongue in his cheek, because he

  had discovered that he had the knack of it and that it paid. I knew that this was Andrew’s view of him, but I had been prepared to find him a shy, sincere little man who believed ardently in

  the depth and uniqueness of his own commonplace emotions, and not the man before me.




  The Fyffe sisters were the youngest people there. They were both in their mid-thirties, with Carleen Mansell perhaps the older by a year or two. She was a small, timid-looking woman with hair of

  a faded brown, big, luminous blue eyes and a round, childlike face. She was wearing a frilly blue muslin dress, patterned with little white flowers, which somehow gave her a Victorian air.

  Remembering her books, I was sure this was deliberate.




  The strange thing about her sister Olivia was that although there was a noticeable resemblance between her and Carleen, she should be so different. She was taller than Carleen and golden-haired

  and strikingly beautiful. It was a reserved yet arrogant beauty with something sombre about it. She also had blue eyes, but hers looked observant and analytical. Although she looked younger than

  her sister, in some ways she seemed the more mature. She wore a very simple black sleeveless dress. I noticed that Ralph Leggate could not keep his eyes off her.




  There was an air of happy anticipation about Barbara Gabriel, but she wanted us all to have drinks in our hands before she made her announcement. The drinks turned out to be champagne.




  ‘Of course this isn’t a surprise to everyone here,’ she said when this had been attended to, ‘but this makes it official. Almost as official as if it was in a newspaper.

  Carleen and Basil are going to be married. There, isn’t that marvellous? Let’s all drink to their happiness. We all love them both, and of course they’ll be staying on here among

  us, which is splendid for the rest of us. We’d hate to lose either of you. So here’s to the best of everything for you both, my dears.’




  She drank and so did the rest of us. There was an appropriate congratulatory murmur. But I, at least, was very surprised. The heavily built, almost brutal-looking man and the small, shy woman

  seemed to me a curious match. But of course I knew neither of them and I realized that there might be aspects of each which did not appear on an occasion like this.




  Carleen blushed, smiled in a diffident way and in a gentle, precise voice thanked us all for our good wishes. Basil Deering cleared his throat, seemed to feel that he ought to make a speech,

  then laughed instead, put a proprietary arm round Carleen’s shoulders, emptied his glass at a draught and held it out for more.




  Ralph Leggate looked extremely pleased. He gave Basil Deering a slap on the shoulder, mumbled something about how lucky he was, then looked startled at himself, presumably for having displayed

  so much feeling. He looked that kind of man.




  Olivia Fyffe looked faintly displeased. She must have known of her sister’s engagement, yet for some reason seemed to dislike the way in which it had been announced. She wandered a little

  away from the rest of us and stood looking out across the rose-garden to the bungalow among the trees. I thought perhaps she was wondering what would happen now to that joint creation, Carola

  Fyffe.




  Helen and Andrew said some conventionally proper things. Only Felix looked oddly blank, as if he had been badly taken aback by events. I would have expected him to look as delighted as if he had

  known Basil and Carleen for years and had had a hand in bringing them together. Yet he looked with a kind of animosity at Basil, which was very unusual in him, as he nearly always worked hard at

  making a good impression on a stranger.
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