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  Chapter One




  THE bar of the Masque Club was crowded. Smoke from a dozen cigarettes spiralled slowly upwards, forming a blue cloud which

  hung and drifted idly below the ceiling. Photographs of minor stage celebrities decorated the walls, together with two impressionist paintings which, through the smoke haze, seemed faded, without

  colour. Behind the counter the barman was trying half-heartedly to salvage fragments of cork from a bottle of vermouth. From a shelf above him the end of an Old Carthusian tie hung limply; a

  memento of some forgotten party, cut off and pinned there by someone in a moment of alcoholic nostalgia, perhaps, for Paris.




  There were perhaps a score of people in the bar, which was eight more than it could comfortably hold. A girl beside me accidentally jogged my drinking arm, so that some whisky slopped on to the

  carpet. She wore her hair straight, tied back in an untidy knot, and her eyes were set in dark circles which lent her expression a look of intensity. It was a look she was assiduously cultivating,

  for she was an aspiring actress and hoped it might one day be her livelihood.




  The Masque Club was always full of out-of-work actresses and young, neglected actors. While resting they could eat cheaply there and pick up any amount of theatrical gossip which cost them

  nothing; someone might even buy them a drink.




  My other neighbour, a young man with golden hair, a boxer’s nose and great, vacant eyes, was talking to the barman.




  ‘Of course, I’m getting just a tiny bit tired of playing juvenile parts, Toni. But then what can a man do? No producer will ever believe that I’m almost thirty.’




  Toni nodded seriously. He only understood the bare essentials of English.




  Putting down my empty glass on the enamelled counter, I fought my way out of the bar and into the dining-room. For a converted basement kitchen in a large Georgian house, the dining-room was not

  unimpressive. Walls distempered a pastel pink, red and white check tablecloths, and a plaster bust of Henry Irving as Othello on the mantelpiece. The tables were crowded together so closely that

  every meal was enlivened by an unusual intimacy. And all the time a lone waitress of Balkan extraction made feverish dashes to and from the serving hatch.




  In one corner stood an empty table. I wedged myself between it and the pink distemper and studied the menu. The food was occasionally good, but the choice limited.




  As I was mentally spinning a coin to decide between lamb cutlets and a mushroom omelet, my name was shouted from the doorway of the room.




  I looked up. A short, fat man with a face like a parrot was crossing the room, threading his way among the tables. He was dressed in vividly contrasting colours; charcoal-grey suit, yellow

  waistcoat, magenta tie. I recognized him as Pinky Gray of Thatcher and Gray, the theatrical agents. Behind him, at a cautious distance, trailed a tall but ungraceful woman.




  ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere, Bryant’, Pinky said breathlessly. ‘Tried your flat and most of the usual haunts.’




  He looked at the woman who was following him and then at me, earnestly.




  ‘I have a client for you’, he whispered. ‘An American. Goes by the name of Crocker. Julie Crocker.’




  We waited till the tall woman strode up to us and then Pinky mumbled the introductions. At my suggestion, and after a great deal of shuffling manœuvre, they sat down, squeezing in at my

  table.




  ‘What would you like?’ I passed the menu to Miss Crocker.




  ‘We’ve eaten already’, she replied; regretfully, as though the memory still troubled her.




  ‘Have a drink’, Pinky suggested.




  ‘Just a soda, thank you.’ Her voice held none of those attractive inflections which some American women exploit to their advantage. It grated.




  Pinky went out to fetch drinks from the bar. It was useless to expect that sort of service from the overworked waitress.




  While he was away, Miss Crocker looked round the room and I looked at Miss Crocker. She was a woman in her early forties with a face like a prune; wrinkled and squeezed dry of any urges she

  might ever have possessed. Lipstick and mascara could not conceal the discontent in her expression and the bright colours of her clothes did nothing for her sallow skin. Suddenly she turned her

  head and stared at me.




  ‘You don’t look much like my idea of a private investigator, Mr. Bryant.’




  ‘By my standards that’s a compliment’, I replied flippantly. ‘Who wants to look like a detective?’




  She considered that for a moment. ‘Why do you do it?’




  ‘It’s a living—of a sort.’




  She paused, but not for long. The Americans are an articulate race.




  ‘I guess all you English are fond of masquerading’, she complained. ‘Half of you spend your time making out that you’re something you have no claim to be.’ She

  stared at me moodily, then went on: ‘The rest, why they just shrug their shoulders and pretend that they’re not worth bothering about.’




  ‘That must be a symptom of our decadence’, I said politely.




  ‘You’re all inhibited.’ She waved a hand at the room in general. ‘Look at this place! What’s it meant to be? Half-baked art, grubby tablecloths, no ventilation.

  Why, it’s unhygienic!’




  At that moment Pinky, returning with three drinks on a tray, saved me the trouble of putting up any defence for the Masque Club. Seeing him, Miss Crocker was reminded of business and grew less

  aggressive.




  ‘Let’s get down to facts’, she said to him.




  Pinky hesitated, sipped his gin and tonic and rubbed his palms on his plump thighs.




  ‘Miss Crocker is looking for her brother’, he began.




  ‘Wouldn’t you?’ Miss Crocker demanded. ‘A fellow just can’t disappear.’




  ‘He came over to this country on holiday from America seven years ago and never went back.’




  ‘It was the money his old uncle left him’, Miss Crocker asserted gloomily. ‘But for that he would never have made the trip.’




  Between them they eventually gave me most of the story. Miss Crocker’s brother had served as a pilot in the United States Army Air Force and had spent some time in Europe. After the war,

  on inheriting a couple of hundred thousand dollars from an uncle, he had decided to spend a year in London and Paris studying art.




  ‘Not that he was an artist’, Miss Crocker said. ‘Before the war he had worked for six years in the Wilmington and Delaware bank and was doing very nicely. He could have gone

  places in the banking world with a couple of grand. But no! He had to be an artist. Wouldn’t listen to mother and me. We bawled him out for a whole week, I guess, but he booked his passage

  for Southampton all the same. He was as stubborn as a mule. Just like his dad.’




  I began to think of several plausible reasons why Miss Crocker’s brother should stay away from home for seven years. Miss Crocker and her mother must have been a powerful combination.




  ‘The way I see it Robert must be somewhere’, she added.




  ‘Robert is the name of Miss Crocker’s brother’, Pinky explained.




  ‘When did you last hear from him?’




  ‘Four years ago, I guess.’




  The Balkan waitress was passing somewhere near our table so I reached out and grabbed her arm. Short of using physical force it was difficult to attract her attention. The service at the Masque

  Club didn’t have to be good. Most of the struggling clientèle had no pressing business to hurry them away and the dining-room was warmer than their cheerless bed-sitting rooms.




  While the waitress took my order for an omelet with peas, grated cheese and melba toast, Miss Crocker waited impatiently.




  ‘Have you been to the police?’ I asked her.




  ‘You think we’ve been idle for the past four years? Sure we’ve tried the police. The F.B.I., the American Embassy in London, and through them your Scotland Yard. No, sir!

  We’ve left no stone unturned.’




  ‘Miss Crocker and her mother have made every effort to trace him’, Pinky added helpfully.




  Encouraged by my silence, Miss Crocker told me more about her brother. How at the end of a year in London he had written to them postponing his return to America for a further year; at the end

  of that year for another, may be longer. Then the letters had stopped arriving.




  ‘We learnt that he had gotten all his money out of the States in some way. We lost touch of his movements. I guess he never meant to return.’




  By this time my mushroom omelet had arrived. Giving Pinky a pound note, I sent him off to the bar to refill our glasses. Miss Crocker went on with her story and a young man at the next table

  listened intently. He was sitting not more than eighteen inches behind her and stared over her shoulder with keen interest.




  ‘No letter for six months,’ she was saying, ‘and we began to get worried. After all, Robert was always a sickly boy with his weak chest and nervous headaches. But our letters

  to him were returned unopened so we got in touch with the American Embassy in this country. A fellow just doesn’t behave like that; there must be a reason.’




  The young man at the next table leant right over her shoulder and giggled.




  ‘Let me guess’, he implored. ‘He was kidnapped, I’ll bet.’




  Miss Crocker looked at him in astonishment. He was wearing a high-necked sweater and tight blue denim trousers. He was a delicate creature.




  ‘Are you getting fresh or something?’ she asked him truculently.




  ‘An American!’ Our new friend squeaked in delight. ‘Tell me, do you come from Boston?’




  A girl who was sharing a table with him shook her head wearily and said: ‘My God, Bobby! You’re nothing but an exhibitionist.’




  Bobby giggled again. ‘She’s probably one of the original Boston Four Hundred. She looks old enough, you’ll agree.’




  I decided it was time to interfere. Miss Crocker was, in a sense at least, a client, and her feelings should be protected as well as her interests. So I reached out and pushed the young man

  gently away.




  ‘Take this broken-down pansy away’, I advised the girl who was sitting with him. ‘He’ll only get damaged.’




  ‘Do him good’, the girl remarked evenly, without malice. I noticed she had very large eyes and dark hair.




  Bobby looked at me admiringly. He said: ‘Are you threatening me? How splendid! How virile you are!’




  ‘Ignore him’, I advised Miss Crocker. ‘He’s been out of work so long, his reason is affected. There aren’t enough fairy parts in pantomime to go round.’




  The young man pouted: ‘You beast!’




  Turning his back on us he started to sulk. Pinky returned with his tray of drinks and I swallowed the last fragments of my omelet.




  ‘This hardly seems a suitable place to talk business’, Miss Crocker said haughtily. She was recovering her composure.




  ‘Come round and discuss the matter tomorrow’, I suggested.




  She took one of my cards, gave me the name of her hotel and agreed to call round at my office at two-thirty the next afternoon. Then she rose to go.




  Pinky set down his drink and looked at it regretfully.




  ‘I’ll see you to your hotel’, he offered without enthusiasm.




  ‘That won’t be necessary, thank you.’




  Instead he escorted her outside to hail a taxi. While he was away I persuaded the waitress to bring me biscuits and Stilton and a pot of coffee. The dining-room was slowly emptying now and only

  a dozen or so of the most hopeful remained. At a table in the far corner sat two slim, round-eyed girls, obviously from the suburbs, with two self-conscious boys. The four of them had been sitting

  there all evening, lingering over their meal, hoping to see one celebrity at least. The Masque Club had a dashing reputation in Purley and Southgate, which it in no way deserved.




  Pinky returned and attacked his gin once more. Then, as I had finished my coffee, I paid the waitress and we nudged our way towards the bar. As we passed the mantelpiece, Pinky patted the bust

  of Irving on the head.




  ‘Alas! Poor Yorick!’ he exclaimed. Petty distinctions meant nothing to him. A play was a play.




  Between the dining-room and the bar there was a foyer, not more than four feet square, where club notices were displayed and trusting people left their umbrellas. In the members’

  letter-rack a soiled envelope reposed, bearing the name ‘P. Forsythe, Esq.’. Plucking it quickly out, Pinky slipped it into his breast pocket.




  ‘Always useful to have an accommodation address’, he told me confidentially. ‘Really, that’s all I use this place for.’




  We went into the bar and I set up drinks for the road, followed by another round, followed by another. Pinky’s parrot face mellowed with a faint alcoholic flush and the little red veins in

  his beaky nose seemed less prominent. He was feeling more comfortable.




  After a time he started talking about old books and first editions. Pinky always tried desperately to disprove the legend that theatrical agents are uncultured oafs, interested only in a

  girl’s legs. But I was in no mood for culture and cut him short.




  ‘Why did this Crocker woman come to you, Pinky?’ I asked him.




  He looked blank. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘She’s looking for her brother. Why should she start with a theatrical agent?’




  ‘It’s a complicated story’, he blew his nose loudly. ‘Something to do with a hint she picked up from one of her brother’s friends. She seemed to have the idea that

  he had been running around with a dancer.’




  ‘A dancer?’




  Pinky looked at me quickly. ‘Why not? There are plenty of women who think they can find fame and fortune by kicking their legs around.’




  ‘Were you able to trace this girl?’ I asked him.




  ‘I haven’t really tried. After all, it was years ago. That’s why I put Miss Crocker on to you. Besides, tracing a lost brother is no job for a theatrical agent. Missing persons

  don’t kick over with the old ten-per-cent.’




  We drained our glasses, picked up our coats and made for the area outside where steps led to the street above. As we passed through the foyer a voluptuous girl wearing enormous round brass

  ear-rings placed a hand on Pinky’s arm.




  ‘Oh, Mr. Gray,’ she said agitatedly, ‘I was coming to see you tomorrow—’




  Pinky interrupted her firmly. ‘Nothing for you yet, dearie. We’ll ring you as soon as anything turns up.’




  We left her to worry about where next week’s rent would come from and went out into the night. Up in the street we shook hands.




  I said to Pinky: ‘Let me know if you find out anything about that dancer. The one who helped Miss Crocker’s brother to spend his inheritance.’




  ‘You’re as bad as Miss Crocker’, he grumbled. ‘My job is to look to the future of dancers, not their past.’




  Leaving me, he scuttled off towards the Haymarket. I turned and walked slowly in the direction of Westminster, which was a long way round to my flat in Chelsea, but time lay heavily and I needed

  exercise.




  The night was cold. A shower of sleet had fallen and the moist pavements gleamed dimly, reflecting the street lamps. Driven by the north wind, a little of the sleet lay in sheltered corners

  against the walls of buildings, powdered white turning to grey.




  In Westminster the side streets were deserted and tall office buildings stood gaunt and bare in the darkness. Silence seemed to intensify the cold.




  From a doorway an anonymous figure coughed painfully and a sheet of frozen newspaper crackled as the wind carried it along the gutter.










  Chapter Two




  NEXT morning I awoke in a winter’s half-light, grey and cold as the ashes of a forgotten fire, with sleet driving

  against the windows. Shivering, I drew the bedclothes more tightly around me. Faintly in the distance a factory hooter sounded, insistently, till it was drowned in a gust of wind. At intervals the

  wind dropped completely and the sleet would turn to snowflakes which drifted idly downwards. Familiar noises from the street below proved that the world was stirring.




  I thought without enthusiasm of Miss Crocker and her missing brother, and had no difficulty in falling asleep once more. And as I slept, I dreamt uneasily of comical men in masks and young girls

  with their hair streaming behind them, who danced soundlessly across a monstrous stage.




  Then the shrill clamour of the telephone bell pierced my consciousness. Daylight, noise and discomfort cascaded over me. Dragging myself out of bed, I cursed my laziness in not having arranged

  for a phone extension to the bedroom. Then I grabbed a dressing-gown and shuffled out on bare feet into the other room.




  When I picked up the phone a man’s voice spoke.




  ‘Is that Mr. Bryant? Mr. John Bryant?’




  Admitting my identity, I stretched out at the same time to reach a packet of cigarettes that lay on a corner table.




  ‘This is Gerald Norris’, said the voice at the other end of the line.




  Fumbling to take a cigarette out of the packet, I made a polite noise and waited. My caller waited too, for a moment and then went on: ‘You have received my letter, I suppose?’




  ‘No, I don’t believe I have.’




  ‘It was posted yesterday, in the forenoon. It should have arrived by the morning post.’ His voice was very deliberate, with a curiously feminine quality.




  By this time a cigarette was between my lips and alight. The harsh tang of smoke in my lungs made me cough, but I began to feel better.




  ‘To tell you the truth, I haven’t got round to opening my mail today.’ I tried to make my voice sound apologetic. The clock on the mantelpiece read nine-forty.




  A faint click of annoyance came over the line. Mr. Norris seemed to be having difficulty in controlling his impatience.




  He said: ‘I tried to telephone you four times yesterday, but without success. On each occasion there was no reply from your number. Perhaps you would be kind enough to examine your post

  and see whether my letter has arrived.’




  Because it was early morning and my resistance was low, I obeyed him without resenting the tone of his voice. Padding barefooted across the room, I went into the tiny lobby of my flat. An untidy

  heap of letters lay on the floor against the front door. A couple of bills, several circulars, something uncivil from the Gas Board and two bona fide, twopenny-halfpenny letters. On my way back to

  the phone I opened the letters and glanced quickly at the signatures. One was from a person of undisclosed sex named Mauser or Manser, from Wapping; the other was from Gerald Norris. Picking up the

  phone I told him as much.




  ‘Would you like me to read it while you wait?’ I asked him.




  ‘I can’t afford the time. Anyway the issue is simple enough. I have a small commission for you; an investigation which has to be handled discreetly and which will necessitate your

  coming initially to spend a day or so in Craxton.’




  I had noticed that his letter bore the heading of an address in Craxton. All I knew about the place was that it lay by the sea a hundred and fifty miles or more from London, and that it had some

  industrial connection.




  ‘Craxton’s a long way’, I remarked.




  ‘From London? I suppose one might say so.’ The thought didn’t appear to interest him. ‘However, I imagine you will find it worth your while to make the journey. Attached

  to my letter is a cheque for a hundred pounds, which you may regard as a retainer. Beyond that I will pay you at your usual rates and all expenses.’




  ‘That sounds generous enough.’




  ‘Good. Then I take it you accept the commission.’




  Clearly Mr. Norris had decided long before he phoned me that I would accept his offer. As a matter of routine he had to get my confirmation. His tone, his whole attitude should have annoyed me,

  but for some reason I remained placid.




  ‘Is there any urgency? As a matter of fact I have another case in hand at the moment.’




  Norris said sharply: ‘Every three minutes of this conversation is costing me three-and-ninepence. I would hardly have sent you a cheque for a hundred pounds and telephoned you five times

  if the matter had not some degree of urgency.’




  That meant nothing. Importance and urgency are purely relative. Everyone regards their personal problems as important and pressing; even the most downtrodden and underprivileged of China’s

  teeming millions. Norris had given no good reasons why I should travel all the way to Craxton in the middle of winter; or at least only one. Unfolding his letter with my left hand, I glanced at the

  cheque.




  It was drawn on the Craxton branch of the Westminster Bank and the signature tallied pretty closely with the signature at the bottom of the letter. A bold flourish on the initial letters, the

  name racing to a finish on a downward curve, and two underlining strokes. The signature and the handwriting, like his voice, seemed somehow feminine.




  I remembered my other case. I remembered Miss Crocker and her brother, but only with distaste.




  ‘When do you want me to be in Craxton?’




  ‘Today, if you can possibly manage it. There is a fast train leaving London at two-thirty.’




  ‘I could leave earlier and travel by road. I have a car.’




  He considered the suggestion for a moment. ‘Yes, that would perhaps have certain advantages. We live a few miles out of Craxton itself.’




  ‘I’ll aim to leave soon after eleven.’




  ‘A room will be booked for you at the Dunstable Hotel. Mention my name to the manageress, Mrs. Crump, if you have any difficulty.’ He spoke with the authority of a man who employs

  people to book hotel rooms on his behalf and who has absolutely no difficulty with the hotel management.




  ‘After you have registered at the hotel, go straight up to my house’, he went on, speaking carefully as though he were thinking aloud rather than giving prepared instructions.

  ‘Just ask for Kinever Manor.’




  Shivering a little, I stubbed out my cigarette. In spite of central heating the cold had penetrated the flat. I rubbed one bare foot against the other and pulled my dressing-gown tightly round

  me.




  ‘You should arrive in the early evening,’ my new client went on, ‘and I will be at the house waiting for you.’




  There was a long pause and then he added, almost as an afterthought: ‘It would perhaps be discreet if you were not to disclose your profession to anyone you may meet either in Craxton or

  at my house, nor to mention the business that brings you here.’




  That seemed a reasonable request. People who employ inquiry agents or detectives or investigators almost invariably wish to conceal the fact. Otherwise they would go to the police.




  ‘I don’t even know the business that is taking me to Craxton’, I reminded Norris. ‘You haven’t told me why you are hiring me.’




  ‘My letter will explain all you need to know at this stage.’




  ‘There are some cases which I prefer not to handle.’




  ‘Even the most scrupulous private detective could hardly cavil at this particular commission.’ His tone implied a firm disbelief that there was such a thing as a scrupulous private

  detective.




  ‘I’ll see you this evening’, I assured him, wondering at the same time why I was falling in with his plans so readily.




  At that he rang off promptly, presumably to save himself another three-and-ninepence. I went into the kitchen, filled the coffee percolator, put it on the stove, and returned in search of a

  cigarette.




  Outside, the sleet had stopped falling and the wind was driving low clouds across the sky against the overcast. From my window I could see the river, its surface whipped up into numberless small

  waves through which a single launch nosed its way towards Putney. Trees along the embankment stood stark and leafless. A bedraggled dog limped wearily over the wet pavement. Two red buses came at a

  leisurely pace over the bridge from the south, turned westward and rolled past, almost empty.




  The morning mail lay where I had left it on the table and I picked up Norris’s letter. From it I learnt very little that he had not already told me. His reasons for wishing to employ me

  were carefully wrapped up in language that was intentionally vague. Something about ‘wishing to investigate certain activities of a person close to him’, with a sententious passage

  about the good reputation and fair name of the family business. He underlined the necessity for discretion and secrecy.




  As I read the letter I tried to visualize a picture of Gerald Norris. I remembered the impression that his voice had made over the telephone; a little affected, over-precise, but at the same

  time forceful. I began to suspect that he might be a difficult man to work for.




  My other letters were less absorbing. People were trying to interest me in a tape recorder, a blast-proof safe and a duplicating machine so simple a child could operate it. The Gas Board were

  prepared to argue about a matter of one-and-sevenpence, alleged to be unpaid from my last account. Mauser or Manser turned out to be a tailor who suspected his wife of infidelity with the man who

  came round to mend the television set. For a very small fee, he seemed to think I should be prepared to watch his house from a bus shelter across the road or disguise myself as a milkman. Life was

  complex, life was earnest.




  The percolator was bubbling, so I poured myself a cup of coffee and cooked eggs, bacon and toast. Breakfasting in front of the gas fire I thought again of Miss Crocker, who had waited four years

  before setting out to trace her brother. She could wait a few more days, or I might put her in touch with a firm of inquiry agents. Probably there was nothing in the case except a fruitless search

  in the American colony and a small cheque.




  After breakfast I phoned her hotel but they told me she was out. In the other room of my flat which I use as an office, study, library, I typed her a short note explaining that I had been called

  out of town on urgent business. I offered her the addresses of a couple of reliable agencies I knew who would handle the job. Then I cleaned the flat up a little, shaved and dressed and packed a

  suitcase.




  On my way out of the building I gave the porter my note to Miss Crocker, with some money and he promised to have it delivered to her hotel by messenger.




  Outside the wind was bitingly cold and drove fine particles of sleet in my face as I walked round to the garage for my car. One hundred and fifty miles to Craxton on greasy roads with the

  possibility of snow on the way. It was difficult to imagine why I had accepted Norris’s offer so readily. A hundred pounds was not to be sniffed at, but I had been doing steady business for a

  month or two and Miss Crocker’s brother would have at least paid the rent and laundry. There was no rational reason why I should throw a suitcase into a car and drive off to probe into some

  sordid little family quarrel on the other side of the country. But often one acts without a rational reason; for mixed motives, none of them compelling in themselves but in total sufficient.

  Motives like an urge to leave the drab London winter, or a revulsion against inactivity, or merely a hunch; a feeling that this was the right turning and that somewhere along the road lay something

  worthwhile or interesting or just different.




  Backing my car out of the mews garage, I stowed my suitcase in the boot and drove off on the way to Craxton.










  Chapter Three




  LESS than twenty miles from Craxton the road leaves the plain and climbs into a range of undulating hills. For a distance

  it rises and falls erratically in great sweeping curves. Then suddenly one is crossing bare hilltops before a sharp plunge down towards the sea.




  Afternoon light was fading when I reached the crest of the hills. Then rain slanted across the barren slopes whipping the coarse, downland grass. A few sheep sat bunched together beside a clump

  of gorse. The snow which had fallen earlier had thawed in the rain except for an occasional white smear lying protected in a ditch.




  As the road fell away and swung to the left, the sea lay before me. Craxton was two miles away, reached by a stretch of straight road across sand-dunes. A town sprawling untidily by the sea with

  low cliffs beyond it. A town which seemed never to have made up its mind whether it was a seaport, a holiday resort or an industrial centre. Craxton had some of the features of each.




  Entering by the coastal road one passed rows of gaudy beach huts, an amusement park, a white, flat-roofed, sea-front hotel closed for the winter. Then there were the docks; not yet derelict,

  with a couple of iron ore ships moored along the quay and derricks and wheeling seagulls. Passing through the town the road was flanked by small engineering factories, a forge, a foundry. On the

  cliffs beyond stood the steelworks.




  I found the Dunstable Hotel on one side of a square, alongside the railway station and separated from the tracks only by a wagon-yard. Once the square had been an open, cobbled space, but a

  circle in the middle had been dug up, planted with grass, a few shrubs and neat diamond-shaped flower-beds. Asphalt had replaced the cobbles.




  Street lamps shone dismally in the fading afternoon when I pulled up in front of the hotel. A clock by the station read after four-thirty and office workers were beginning to queue for buses on

  the far side of the square.




  An anæmic girl in a brown skirt and red jumper was sitting behind the reception desk inside the Dunstable. She looked up and gave me a timid smile. I retaliated by giving my name and she

  checked the reservation book and called the porter.




  After signing the register I followed the porter through the lobby. The Dunstable was the best hotel in Craxton. A cut above the ordinary commercial but not aspiring to the luxury class.

  Carpeting a little worn, paint a little faded, furniture old enough to be outdated.




  My room was on the first floor. The windows overlooked the station square and between the gables of a house opposite one could catch a glimpse of the sea. An acrid smell of smoke from the

  railway had drifted in to compete with the more enduring smells of unused wardrobes, floor polish and, more distantly, food.




  I unpacked my bag, washed and went downstairs. The girl at the reception desk sold me a copy of the local evening paper. When I asked her for directions to Kinever Manor, she was even more

  helpful.




  ‘Go round the square,’ she said, tracing a path in the air with one finger, ‘and turn right under the railway bridge. Then it’s a straight road up the hill and out of

  town.’




  ‘How far is it?’




  ‘About four miles, I should say. You pass the steelworks and about two miles farther on there’s a signpost to Kinever village. The Manor is on that road before you get to the

  village.’




  Behind the reception desk there was a hatchway which communicated with some sort of office beyond. Through it I could see the head and shoulders of a blonde woman. She was about thirty-five and

  well built; too well built to be described as pretty. Old men would call her handsome.




  All the time the receptionist was talking, I noticed the blonde staring at me. A level stare that was neither too interested nor yet completely impersonal. When I returned her stare she

  didn’t bother to look away. Thanking the girl at the desk I went outside and climbed into my car once more.




  I found Kinever Manor without difficulty. It was a large house standing in substantial grounds on the other side of Craxton. To reach it one drove up the hill leading out of the town and along

  the cliffs beyond, passing the steelworks on the left.




  There was a winding drive leading to the house which ended in a gravelled circle before the front entrance. A single lamp held in a wrought-iron bracket lit up the front door and the two steps

  which led up to it. I couldn’t make out the shape of the house itself, a shadowy mass sprawling in the darkness. In the silence I could hear, distantly, the wind murmuring in the top branches

  of the elm trees.




  The front door was opened in answer to my ring by a short, broad man in a white jacket.




  ‘I have an appointment with Mr. Norris’, I told him.




  He looked me up and down without excitement. Then he asked: ‘Are you Mr. Bryant?’




  When I admitted the fact he stepped aside and let me pass through the door. Inside, there was a rectangular vestibule panelled with oak and dimly lit by a single bulb. Facing me there were large

  double doors and, on the right, a smaller door. On the left an open passage led to what I assumed was the domestic quarter of the house.




  ‘Mr. Norris is in the annex’, the manservant said. He had a Black Country accent and spoke reluctantly as if he could see no reason for wasting his words on me.




  I followed him along the passage. After a few yards it turned to the right, but instead of following it he led me through a side door which opened out on to what was evidently a small courtyard.

  I found it difficult to see the size and shape of the courtyard for the only light came from the curtained windows of the house beyond.




  There was some sort of covered walk, however, and I followed the manservant along it till we came to another building. By this time my eyes had grown accustomed to the half-light and I could see

  enough to recognize that it was white and built of stone and had evidently been converted from what had once been stables.




  The manservant opened another door and we went into the annex. Inside there was a hall with two doors leading off it to the left and a narrow staircase on the right. I guessed that the stairs

  were a recent addition, leading up to what had been the hay loft before the stables had been converted.




  The flunkey in the white coat knocked on the first of the two doors and ushered me in. A man sitting at a desk on the far side of the room looked up at me as I entered. Then he looked at his

  watch.




  ‘I didn’t expect you for another twenty minutes, Bryant’, he said.




  Gerald Norris was a man of about sixty. What surprised me about him was the impression which he gave of immense physical strength. I remembered the precise, feminine voice I had heard over the

  phone and found difficulty in associating it with the man before me. Although short he was immensely broad; a large head with square, regular features; black hair carefully brushed and smoothed

  down; strong hands. His eyes were a startling, almost transparent blue.




  He waved me to a chair in front of his desk and I sat down.




  ‘You must have driven very fast’, he said. My early arrival seemed to irritate him as though he were a man who did not care to have his calculations proved wrong.




  I shrugged my shoulders. ‘There was no point in loitering. The scenery along the road could hardly be described as entrancing.’




  ‘You don’t like Craxton?’




  ‘I never said that.’




  He looked at me carefully for a moment or two without speaking. Then he said: ‘You look rather different from what I had expected.’




  There seemed to me no reply I could make to that one.




  Norris went on: ‘Perhaps I should say that your whole appearance is rather unexpected. I had imagined private detectives were of a rather less—er, refined type.’




  ‘Take no notice of my well-cut clothes’, I advised him, trying to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. ‘Multiple tailors are working miracles in London today. Even the working

  classes look affluent.’




  He looked at me quickly and I decided then that he was not a man who would appreciate smart answers. For a moment he looked as though he might tell me so, sharply. Then he seemed to change his

  mind.




  ‘We may as well get straight down to business’, he said evenly.




  ‘That suits me.’




  ‘As I explained to you, this is a personal matter. So perhaps I had better start by telling you something about my family.’ He gave the impression that he was about to do me an

  enormous favour and I did my best to look grateful.




  ‘Kinever Manor,’ he went on, ‘has been the home of the Norris family ever since it was built in the reign of Edward the Seventh. At present it is owned jointly by my nephew

  Phillip and myself. It is perhaps not a very satisfactory arrangement.’




  He took a cigarette out of a black, gunmetal case, without offering me one, and lit it. Instinctively I felt that the gesture was intentional. He was, I suspected, a man who made quick,

  irrevocable judgments about people. No doubt he had placed me in his scale.




  ‘I was one of twin brothers,’ he explained, ‘and my father left the house to my brother and myself. When my brother died his share of the estate passed to his son.’




  ‘Does your nephew live here as well?’




  He did not answer my question directly. Instead he said: ‘I was the elder twin. By ten minutes.’




  The implication was, I assumed, that the estate should have been left solely to him. For several moments he said nothing, but stared in front of him as though he were brooding on the injustice

  of his father’s will.




  ‘My nephew has seen fit to get married’, he said at last, making it sound as if marriage was the supreme imbecility.




  He went on to explain that his nephew, Phillip, and his wife were living at Kinever Manor. They occupied the house itself while he, to secure a measure of privacy, had arranged for the stables

  to be converted into a suite of rooms for his use.




  ‘As a matter of convenience I take most of my meals in the Manor and use it for any social purposes. My personal assistant also has a couple of rooms there. Apart from that I live and

  conduct all my personal affairs from this annex.’




  ‘How old is your nephew?’




  ‘Thirty-three’, he replied after a moment’s calculation.




  ‘What does he do for a living?’ I was asking questions, not because I believed they were significant, but because I felt they would speed up the conversation.




  Norris looked at me in surprise. ‘Phillip is the general manager of the steelworks.’




  ‘The steelworks?’




  ‘Craxton Iron and Steel Company.’




  ‘Should I have known that?’




  ‘You seem remarkably uninformed’, he replied, shrugging his shoulders. ‘The company has always been, in effect, a family business. Of course the share capital is vast now and

  we no longer hold the controlling interest. I am chairman and managing director.’




  Picking up a silver pencil which lay on the desk in front of him he started to trace a series of parallel lines across the blotter. The desk itself was an imposing piece of furniture, unusually

  large and made of oak with elaborate carved panels. By virtue of its proportions it dominated the room, perfectly set in the colour scheme of oyster carpet and deep red curtains. The paper in the

  blotter was also red and a red quill pen lay beside a horn ink-well mounted on a silver plinth. Along the full length of one side of the room there was a built-in bookcase.
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