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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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  Cast of Characters




Clifford Flush. President of the Asterisk Club, aka the Balliol Butcher.




Mrs. Naomi Barratt. An elderly self-made widow, also an Asterisk.




Colonel Quincey. Treasurer of the Asterisk Club, a spruce, red-faced old man with a white mustache.




Lilli Cluj. An Hungarian temptress, also a self-created widow. Before she became an Asterisk she enjoyed playing bumper cars.




The Creaker. An enormous misshapen man of sixty, so called because of his squeaky wooden leg. He frightens even his fellow Asterisks.




Benjamin “Benji” Cann. Newly acquitted of murdering his mistress, he’s been invited to join the Asterisks.




Beecher. Jailed 14 times for housebreaking, he’s what passes as a butler to the Asterisks, who never hire murderers as domestic help.




Squires. Beecher’s assistant, too law-abiding to fit in with the Asterisks.




Fan Hilford. An artist who lives at 15 Flood Walk.




Peter Hilford. Fan’s husband, a photographer and detective novelist.




Bertha Berko. A weaver.




Hugo Berko. Her husband. They share the house with the Hilfords.




Marleen. Their servant, of a perpetually amorous bent.




Rex. Fan’s friend, a muscular and ebullient ballet dancer.




Bunny. Strong drink and cross-dressing are his undoing.




Alfred L. Beesum. A retired Rodent Officer who takes his work very seriously.




Sidney Crick. A man in a bowler hat.




Tom. The Creaker’s enormous, molting, asthmatic ginger cat.




Croydon. Bertha’s temperamental miniature poodle.










  Chapter One




  BENJAMIN CANN sat in the warm afternoon sunlight and basked. There had been no time, during the past months, for that sort of

  thing and no opportunity even to think about it. A pain in the neck had driven all other thoughts from his mind. It was a nervous pain which had started on the day of his arrest for wilful murder.

  It got worse as the trial approached and became acute when the judge made his first entrance.




  The vision still made Benji shudder. The wizened little figure in scarlet carrying the regulation bouquet of flowers, the old, nightmare eyes peering at him from beneath the scrolled horsehair .

  . . The jury was almost as bad – twelve closeups of ordinary men and women with a subtle, ghastly difference from all other human beings, enough to give anybody the hump. Benji gave each his

  most ingratiating schlapper smile, but with each his custom was rejected.




  A woman passed. She glanced at him. She had a little paper bag in her purse with stale cake in it. She had come to feed the birds as usual, but her face instantly reminded Benji of the woman in

  the second row of the jury. He bristled and stuck out his lower lip. “Have a real good look!” he invited her aggressively and showed her both sides of his profile.




  The woman did not recognize him. She hurried away, scattering the pigeons. They flew up in a great, wheeling circle. Some of them settled on Nelson’s hat, high above Trafalgar Square.




  Benji felt his hands shaking and buried them in his pockets. He wondered whether he had been thinking aloud again. That and his prison pallor were dead giveaways. Not that it mattered, really.

  He had been acquitted, hadn’t he? I got away with it! he thought. Cor! What a bit o’ fat! I got away with it!




  He was amazed. His legs still had a tendency to tremble.




  The jury had been out for three hours. He had sat in the dock with a slight sneer on his face. But when the foreman had said Not Guilty, Milord, Benji breathed a great sigh which was

  audible all over the court.




  “It’s the cut that counts,” he muttered. These words were an incantation, the boast and philosophy of his grandfather whose horsemeat kiosk had once flourished in the Mile End

  Road. The words had turned the tide of the family fortune. They were now limned in neon on the window of Benji’s small but flourishing men’s wear shop just off Shaftesbury Avenue.




  He probed his left ear with a broken match. Counsel for the Prosecution had given him one very nasty moment. Benji had clenched his hand in his pocket and felt the match snap. Afterwards,

  waiting feverishly for the jury to return, he had found it again and promised himself that, if he got out of this mess, he would light his first cigarette with that match.




  Odd, he remembered, the things he had thought of then. He had been nervous, he had to admit it. His palms were sticky and he was unable to keep his hands still. There had been a man in the well

  of the court who was busy with a pencil. He was not writing but kept looking up at Benji, screwing up his eyes and making minute additions to the paper. Finally Benji had scrawled a note to his

  counsel. “Tell that steamer to stop sketching me.” The barrister looked at him with disapproval, scratched the back of his wig, and took no notice.




  During a half-hour of incomprehensible argument about the relevance of some item of evidence, Benji had thought a good deal about the black cap. Where did they keep it? he had wondered, and

  concluded uneasily that the judge had it tucked away somewhere handy. Somebody had put it there that morning, ironed out freshly, just in case. Who laundered it? Did they wear a different one every

  time? Who made them and how much were they and who paid? Cut on the cross like that, they would take quite a bit of stuff. Imagine Himself going along to have it fitted! That would be a treat for a

  wet Monday! What did they look like anyway? He still imagined a compromise between a jockey’s cap and a deerstalker, perhaps with a sort of wimple attached to add dignity. What were they made

  of? Satin? Watered silk? Or ponjee like the remnant with which he had strangled Rachel Bolger?




  He took a photograph of Rachel from his pocket and smoothed the dog-eared corners. He had had to make quite a fuss to get it back from the custody of the court. Rachel gave him a trusting,

  melancholy smile. It was the only picture of her he would ever have now. He had taken it himself with his box Kodak. It was not a good picture. She was standing beneath the sign outside a One-Day

  Cleaners and it cast a heavy shadow across one of her eyes. They laughed about it afterwards – it looked like a black eye, a real shiner. Poor old Rachel! If she had not persisted in using

  the petty cash box as an auxiliary housekeeping account, he would not have lost his temper and, at this moment, she would be at home brewing up the afternoon tea for the girls in the workroom. He

  had spoken to her about it again and again, but she just laughed. “What d’you want it for?” he asked a dozen times. “I never keep you short.” And she had smiled slyly

  and said, “Sundries, Ben. Sundries.” He had intended to teach her a lesson, frighten her, so that she would not do it again, but, so help him God, he had not meant to kill her.




  He lit a cigarette with the broken match. He felt that he ought to celebrate, but he did not know where to go and he did not want to be alone. Trafalgar Square seemed much larger than it used to

  be.




  He knew that the man in the black homburg was going to speak to him some time before he actually did so. He turned away his head and studied the man from the corner of his eye. He had obviously

  been recognized, but it was too late to make a getaway. He thought fast. The man might be a reporter, and there was no reason why Benji should not make quite a tidy packet out of his life story in

  three installments. He had never, during the long weeks of his trial, actually made the front pages, but that was only because the Russians had been playing up again. He decided to be careful.




  “Mr. Cann,” said the man. It was not a question. “Good afternoon. I followed your taxi from the Old Bailey, but I lost you in that jam in the Strand. May I congratulate

  you?”




  Benji nodded, not giving anything away. The man sat down beside him and smiled disarmingly.




  “Had any offers from the dailies?” he asked, apparently reading Benji’s thoughts. “Of course, you weren’t exactly a cause célèbre, were you,

  although there seemed to be considerable feeling when you left the court?”




  “They was shouting right out,” said Benji quickly. He felt that it enhanced his news value. “Booing and I don’t know what else! And somebody chucked a stone!”




  The man raised one eyebrow and looked at him sideways. “Indeed?” he said.




  Benji glanced at him furtively to see whether he was laughing. “Yes,” he said uncertainly. “I ducked all right, though.”




  The man smiled. “Good for you! Personally, I should hold out. The Sundays are a far better proposition and you’ll get a full-page spread. I imagine that you are reasonably

  photogenic. The only photographs to date were small and quite shockingly reproduced. Have you any immediate plans, or may I offer you a cup of tea at my club?”




  “Daresay I could manage it,” said Benji. He was pleased, but he was not going to admit that he was a man with no prospects.




  The man hailed a taxi and it drew in beside them. He opened the door and smiled again with almost hypnotic charm. Benji warmed towards him. It was the first time he had been treated with

  civility for eleven weeks. Some people might think he was a bit – well, off now. He got into the taxi and looked surreptitiously at his companion. The man had a pleasant face.

  Although Benji was certain that he had never met him before, it was vaguely familiar. He looked about forty-five but was probably older. His skin had the healthy sheen of good living. Takes his

  exercise in a car, Benji thought, but he’s got a first-rate masseur on the side. His suit had not come off the peg, either. A lovely roll on the lapel – beautiful job,

  that!




  The man told the driver to go to No. 13 Flood Walk, Chelsea. Benji was slightly disappointed. He had expected it to be Mayfair, perhaps Park Lane, or somewhere off Piccadilly – but then

  you never knew with the press. Anyway, he did not want to go home. He wondered whether the police had taken Rachel’s clothes.




  “Of course, you can play it either way,” said the man, offering a thin gold cigarette-case. “Suppose you carry on with the shop . . .”




  “Establishment,” corrected Benji. It was a mistake people made too often.




  “Forgive me. Suppose you cash in on the – er – notoriety. What happens? A brisk but temporary increase in business, since people are incurably morbid. You will sell ties,

  handkerchiefs, braces, tric-trac of that kind, but suits, the backbone of your income – will you sell suits?”




  Benji looked at him sharply. “Don’t see why not.”




  The man raised his shoulders and spread his hands. “Imagine the fittings, my friend. We will not use harsh words, but consider yourself with a large, sharp pair of scissors in your hand!

  Would not the trimming of the collars assume a dubious aspect? Might not your clients, under the circumstances, find even a tape-measure stretched between your hands at least embarrassing? No, Mr.

  Cann! I think that you will sell no more suits.”




  “Oh yes, I will!” said Benji belligerently. “You’re here, aren’t you, alone in a cab with me and my hands? You’re not scared.”




  The man fastidiously removed a shred of tobacco from the tip of his tongue. Again, Benji was not sure whether he was smiling. “My dear fellow!” he said. “I could give you at

  least six inches and roughly fifty pounds. I have an excellent physique and a useful smattering of medical knowledge. I know, for instance – excuse me – that a slight pressure applied

  simultaneously here and here makes it extremely difficult to breathe or even think.”




  Benji felt himself blacking out, but he could not move. Then the man released him, giving him an affable pat on the shoulder.




  “Even if I were a little clumsy,” he went on pleasantly, “and the post-mortem showed slight abrasions just here, the overwhelming symptoms would point to perfectly

  straightforward heart failure.”




  Benji adjusted his collar, stretched his neck, and coughed. “Look, Mister,” he said, “who are you and what do you want?”




  The man looked surprised. “My dear fellow, I do sincerely beg your pardon. I thought that you had recognized me. I am Clifford Flush and, as one who knows the ropes, I want to help you to

  avoid some of the pitfalls which lie before you.”




  Benji’s eyes bulged. “Clifford Flush!” he repeated in a loud unnatural voice. “In 1936 . . .”




  “1937, actually. Bournemouth.”




  “And Folkestone . . .”




  “And just outside Bath. You may remember that the public ire was especially roused by the fact that I used the Southern Railway as my abattoir. And, of course, the old school tie

  aggravated things considerably. As you know, it led the gutter press to dub me the Balliol Butcher. Vulgar, I thought, and as it happened, premature. I sued the three worst offenders and invested

  in real estate in Bournemouth, Folkestone, and Bath.”




  Benji tried a laugh. “I’d never of known you!” he said with a show of bravado. “You looked quite different with a beard. Pushed ’em off trains, didn’t you?

  Four of ’em.”




  “Three,” said Flush without rancor. “The fourth survived. They brought her into court in plaster of Paris. Strangely enough, if it hadn’t been for her evidence . .

  .” He shrugged his shoulders and threw his cigarette out of the window. “Of course, when I was acquitted, I was obliged to marry the woman. Mercifully, it lasted a bare three months.

  She committed suicide. Don’t look like that, old chap! I assure you that I was in Aix-les-Bains at the time – which was perhaps fortuitous, because, as a final disagreeable gesture, she

  jumped off the Flying Scotsman.”




  Suicide! thought Benji. If he pushed me out of this cab, would it do me in? He might do that thing with the hands first. . . He did not comment. He stuffed his hands into his

  pockets and looked out of the window. The taxi was nosing out of King’s Road into Flood Street. The driver turned right on the Embankment, and Benji had a glimpse of the gray river swirling

  around the foundations of Battersea Bridge. Then they turned right again, up Flood Walk.




  It was a narrow street with elm and plane trees planted at intervals down its length. On one side was a row of semidetached cottages, newly renovated; on the other side, the one which never

  caught the sun, the houses remained untouched. They were three-storied, grimy, matted with debilitating creepers, set away from the road and each other by their walled courtyards and quasi gardens.

  Yet they had a certain hangdog charm, and most of them clung to their pre-Raphaelite memories, some being adorned with epitaphs to the famous who had frequented them.




  The taxi drew up in front of one of the latter, behind a furious old Bugatti with chromium exhaust pipes on each side of the bonnet. In the garden wall there was an iron gate enwrought with an

  elaborate 13, and a blue faience plaque beside it saying that Tennyson had once stayed there.




  Benji got out of the taxi. He did not want to go into that dark house with Flush. He was wondering whether to make a bolt for it or to brazen it out, when Flush made up his mind for him by

  taking his arm and leading him through the gate into the flagged courtyard. The house faced them, tall, slim, and covered in dusty ivy. Two Doric pillars, between which was the black-painted front

  door, supported a fragile balcony. Gravel paths and a hedge of undipped privet ran down each side of the house, separating it from its neighbors.




  Flush led the way through a dim hall with an ornate ceiling and into a room on the left. Benji registered a chandelier and four people sitting around the fire. It was a homely little group and

  he was immediately reassured.




  An elderly woman rose from behind a silver teapot.




  “Welcome!” she said warmly. “Welcome.”




  “Mrs. Barratt,” Flush introduced her. “Mrs. Barratt – Mr. Cann.”




  Mrs. Barratt held out her hand at shoulder level, and Benji was obliged to kiss it. He looked over her shoulder at the girl by the hearth. She had long, red-blonde hair and she was smoking a

  black cigarette. She slanted her green eyes over him and breathed smoke in small puffs through her nostrils.




  “Lilli Cluj,” said Flush, patting her lightly on the head. “And this is our Treasurer, Colonel Quincey.”




  “Delighted, sir,” said the Colonel. A spruce, red-faced old man with a white mustache, he used his prepositions with economy and spoke as if there were good food concealed in his

  mouth. “Always delighted welcome new blood.”




  The fourth member of the party was an enormous, misshapen man of some sixty years. He had coarse, collapsed features and a curiously flat head.




  “And this gentleman,” said Flush, “is affectionately known as the Creaker.” He sounded a trifle apologetic.




  The Creaker surged up from the sofa. There was a prolonged squeak on two descending notes. “Me leg,” he explained, extending a vast hand. “Genuine article was broke in

  ’29 on the Great North Road. Snapped like a ruddy twig. Began to creak ’31 at West Wittering – sea air got at the joints. Always explain to people so’s they don’t take

  on. Pleased to meetcher.”




  “West Wittering?” said Benji. His eyelids dropped in sudden suspicion. Photographically, he remembered front-page pictures of a splintered and blood-spattered deck-chair, an

  irregular stain on a sand dune. His knees felt suddenly weak. He sat down hastily on a small gilt chair.




  “Lilli,” said Flush. “Pass me the Accommodation ledger.”




  Mrs. Barratt gave Benji a motherly smile. “You poor dear!” she said. “I’m sure you’re tired out. I know I was! You take Naomi’s advice and have some

  nice, strong tea. It’ll make a new man of you.” She passed a cup.




  Benji took it. A little tea slopped into the saucer. He felt a light sweat break out on his forehead. Naomi! He thought frantically. When he was a nipper, there had been an old Brahma

  who had done her old man in with powdered glass because of a chauffeur called Barratt. Naomi Barratt! Come off it, Ben! You’re thinking silly! Common enough name. Barratt died under what

  they called Questionable Circumstances. Flush is One, he said so. Clubfoot’s One, too, I’d bet me last score! The teaspoon was rattling in the saucer. He put his thumb on it.

  Are they all THEM? Don’t let on, Ben! Act natural – they think you’re another. So you are, aren’t you? He rallied

  fiercely. I am not. I didn’t mean it. It doesn’t count. He saw Lilli Cluj watching him through her hair. She dropped her eyelids slightly and it was as if she had touched him.

  He gave her a glazed smile.




  “I’m sorry, old chap,” said Flush, looking up from the ledger, “but at the moment we’ve got a full house. We shall have to find you some quiet cloister in the

  neighborhood. Your expenses will, of course, be taken care of until you decide whether you want to become a member of our little club.”




  “Very kind, I’m sure,” said Benji uncertainly. “Ought to get back, though.” He had a sudden picture of the empty flat. When they had come to arrest him, he had been

  packing. The place was untidy and desolate enough then. Now that the bogies had finished with it, it would be even worse.




  Flush lit a cigarette. “Well, my friend, you must please yourself. Personally, I advise against it. We have found from experience that a return to one’s former environment always

  proves – disappointing.”




  Benji’s heart lurched. There it was – the admission! They were all THEM! Aghast, his eyes flickered around the circle of faces. What had the Colonel done

  – who, how many? And the girl, what about her? It was difficult to associate her flowerlike features with violence. May have been a mistake, like mine. That would make us companions in

  bad luck. Pleased with this idea, he looked at Lilli more closely. Either way, she’s just my type! I could go for her!




  “S’pose I do join up,” he asked warily, “how much’ll it set me back?”




  Flush smiled. “Not a penny. We stipulate that our members, in return for the amenities they receive here free of charge, make their wills unconditionally in favor of our

  organization.” He stirred his tea, frowning. “I’m afraid that we find among our number a high percentage of – bunglers. Intoxicated with freedom, they are apt to repeat

  their previous mistakes. Naturally, a jury is prejudiced by knowledge of former indiscretions – and the Club – er – benefits.”




  “I expect some of ’em have died here, eh?” asked Benji before he could stop himself. “The older ones, I mean,” he amended hastily.




  “Naturally,” said Flush.




  “Naturally?”




  “That is what I said. We are all friends here.” Flush’s tone was cool. “It’s entirely up to you, Mr. Cann. You are under no obligation to join us.”




  Benji bridled. So they did not want him, eh? Well, he wanted no part of them, either, but he would have liked them to be disappointed and chagrined by his refusal to join. He felt Flush’s

  eyes on him and wondered whether the man had read his thoughts.




  “I leave you all me worldlies and live here free, right?”




  Flush nodded. “There is no need for you to decide immediately. Suppose you sleep on it? There is a room to let next door. I will telephone and make the necessary arrangements and we will

  expect you back here – the Asterisk Club, we call ourselves – for dinner at seven-thirty. How’s that?”




  Benji floundered. He did not know what to think. He could walk out of their house and never come back. That was what he had a good mind to do . . . But what about the girl? He did not want to

  lose track of her. He would like to know her better, a lot better. Everything free, too. On the house! He had always wanted to live in a classy joint like this . . . But, he’d never know

  where he was. They might break out again any time! Sign over all your worldlies? Sign your own death warrant! . . . That Clubfoot’s case – oh, a dirty thing that was! It did not bear

  thinking about . . . I’m O.K. as long as I don’t sign anything. I’d be sorry for the bleeder who tries to make a monkey out of me! . . . Oh, I don’t know, I don’t

  know, I’m sure!




  Flush, watching him, laughed. It was a friendly, boyish chuckle. “If I didn’t know your record, old chap, I should have said that you were scared!”




  That clinched it. “Scared?” said Benji loudly. “Who, me?” He tried a laugh. It went better than he had expected and he held it, slapping his thigh. “One thing

  Ben’s never been known to pass up – free grub!”




  The laugh was getting out of control. He could not stop. They were all joining him. They were shaking with laughter, and the Creaker was wiping his eyes. Benji wondered why. Nobody had said

  anything comical. There was nothing to laugh at.




  But they went on laughing, Benji the loudest of them all.










  Chapter Two




  THE house next door was an exact replica of the Asterisk Club except that, in the middle of the courtyard, there grew a large monkey-puzzle tree. There

  was a hump of dark granite at its base with a carved inscription which read – DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI PLANTED THIS TREE.

  There were also small firs in pots painted the same red as the front door.




  Benjamin Cann rang the bell and stood wondering whether his future landlady would recognize him. Did she know about the gang next door? Was she One, too? If she did recognize him, would she turn

  him away? The picture of him in the News had been the best – but it was very small, it might have been anybody. Go on, Ben! You going to turn milky now? It did not occur to

  him that the woman might know him and believe him to be innocent.




  The door was opened by a small blonde in a sweater and corduroy slacks. She had wide, clear eyes and a provocative figure.




  “Damn!” she said with an engaging smile. “I thought it was Peter. But I expect you’re the rat man.”




  “I beg your pardon?” said Benji. Whatever he had done, she had no right to call him that.




  The girl pushed her hair over her shoulder. “Sorry,” she said amiably. “I mean the Rodent Officer. Honestly, we’ve got rats the way some people have lice. We tracked down

  GHQ last night. It’s in the coal cellar. Where’s your box of tricks?” She broke off and looked at him doubtfully. “No, I don’t believe you’re him at all. He came

  this morning, but I was out. We couldn’t understand how he knew, but he said he could smell a rat miles away. It’s rather shaming, isn’t it? Did you smell

  them?”




  “I am Mr. Cann,” Benji announced stiffly. He watched her closely, but the name made no impression on her. He breathed a tiny sigh of relief.




  “Oh, you’re him!” said the girl. She shook hands. “A Mr. Flush rang up about you. I’m Mrs. Hilford, one half of your landlady. The other half is Mrs.

  Berko. You see, Peter and I share the house with Bertha and Hugo, so we have half of you each. Come on in.”




  She disappeared into a room on the left, leaving Benji standing in the hall. It had a low ceiling and the floor was covered with rough cobalt tiles. It was unfurnished except for a large studio

  easel, a pile of canvases stacked with their faces to the wall, and a jam-jar full of paintbrushes. At the far end, the stairs rose against the wall to a large window, then doubled back. To

  Benji’s right was an open door through which he saw a refectory table with a half-eaten apple on it. The apple had been forgotten. It was turning brown around the bitten part. On the wall was

  a picture of an angular musical instrument, probably a guitar, and a bowl of red fruit, probably tomatoes. At the foot of the stairs was a green baize door which obviously led to the kitchen.




  A handsome girl with red hair and colorless eyebrows put her head round the door on the left, studied him, and, not realizing that Benji was well versed in taking stock of customers while

  looking in an entirely different direction, withdrew. She did not close the door, and Benji, who had abnormally acute hearing, heard her whispering to the blonde.




  “My dear, what a gaudy little chap! Do you think he’ll pay?”




  “Make him cross your palm before you give him a key. We can always lock him out and hock his clothes . . .”




  That was the blonde. Benji remembered her candid eyes and shook his head. It just went to show that you never could tell.




  There was a moment’s silence, a smothered laugh, then the girl with the red hair reappeared. She was tall and built on generous lines. The placket of her skirt was undone and a pink ribbon

  hung out of it.




  “How do you do,” she said sociably. “I’m Mrs. Berko. I’m so sorry to keep you waiting. I had to have a business discussion with my colleague.” Something in

  his expression made her look at him again, wondering whether he had heard the discussion. “You’re our first lodger,” she said brightly. “Haven’t you got any luggage? A

  pity. But as you’re by yourself, I’m sure it’s all right. My father told me never to take two people with no luggage because they only stay for an hour and they usually

  steal the sheets.”




  Benji frowned. He did not comment. He and Rachel had once stolen a pillowcase from a hotel in Paddington.




  The girl led him upstairs. Benji lagged behind her, watching her legs appreciatively. They were large but shapely. He liked that – something to get your claws into. Rachel’s legs had

  never been the same since she had her appendix out. He remembered them oddly twisted, sprawled on the floor in the flat’s dark little hall . . .




  The girl stopped on a half-landing and opened a door painted an odd shade of green. Benji glanced inside. It was a nice room in green and yellow. There was a large window overlooking a mottled

  lawn. He produced the wallet recently filled by Clifford Flush.




  “I’d like a key,” he said sourly. “I’ll cross your palm.”




  Mrs. Berko blushed. It made her eyebrows look white.




  “Please,” she said. “Really, there’s no need for that. My colleague was only joking. Mr. Flush recommended you strongly, and after all he lives right next door.

  Here’s the key. I’m sure we can trust you.”




  “Got rats, eh?” Either they had not recognized him or they did not mind. He could afford to get a little tough. He stared at her left leg. There was a ladder in her stocking with a

  blob of nail varnish at the end to prevent it running any farther. The girl edged her left leg behind her right.




  “Just a few,” she said. “They’re quite small, almost babies.”




  Benji took the key. He put his hand on the door handle and stood looking at her, waiting for her to go. She backed on to the landing.




  “Well,” she said, with an uncertain smile.




  Benji threw the key into the air and caught it. He suddenly bared his teeth in a dog’s grin. The girl started. She felt for the banisters behind her.




  “It’s a postwar mattress,” she said defensively.




  Benji began to close the door. The girl nodded and made her escape downstairs. Benji shut the door and went to see whether she had told the truth about the mattress. It annoyed him slightly to

  find that she had. He took off his hat and opened the window. He had not opened a window for some time and he quite enjoyed it.




   




  Bertha Berko went downstairs, planning to take away the potted chrysanthemum she had given him at the first possible opportunity. He had not even noticed it and anyway he did

  not deserve it. An unattractive little man. She hurried into the room by the front door. There was a rat sitting under the window. It was eating something. It looked at her indifferently and went

  behind a stack of plywood. Fan Hilford was standing at her easel with a paintbrush in her mouth. She was touching up a still life of square blue pears.




  The room was used as a communal studio and was cluttered with the tools of each of their trades. Officially, the west half of it belonged to the Berkos, the east to the Hilfords, and a painted

  line on the floor marked the boundary. But the large loom on which Bertha Berko wove lengths of spongy tweed had a habit of sliding on to Hilford preserves. The coffin-shaped chest in which Hugo

  Berko kept his clay and the boulders of basalt which he carved into images of his few patrons had been edged off his own territory during a party and were too heavy to be repatriated. Fan

  Hilford’s easel and model throne led a nomadic life following the north light. Her husband’s photographic apparati had infiltrated from the cupboard which was his darkroom on to every

  available flat surface.




  Bertha moved a bust of Vansittart and sat down on the model throne.




  “My dear,” she said, “he heard!”




  “Who?”




  “Little Runty. He heard every word we said. He must have ears like a Seeing Eye. I could have died.” She squinted at the blue fruit. “Don’t you think that

  background’s a mistake?”




  “No, I think it’s jolly tasty.”




  “Oh, well. Personally, I don’t care if he did hear. He means less to me than a hole in the road. I hoped we’d get a madly attractive medical student or something. A real

  dish, if you know what I mean.” She absently measured a skull with a pair of calipers.




  The front doorbell rang.




  “Peter!” said Fan. She dropped her paintbrush with an indigo splash and scuttled across the room.




  It was not Peter. It was a small man with spectacles, wearing a Burberry and with his trousers neatly furled around his legs by steel bicycle clips. He had a bedraggled mustache and carried a

  cardboard attaché case. He took off his hat and disclosed a bony forehead and a lick of hair which drooped almost into his eyes. He handed her a card and watched with a watery stare while

  she turned it over. Alfred L. Beesum, it read. Rodent Officer, retired.




  “Good afternoon,” said Fan. “Retired?”




  “Thet’s right,” said Mr. Beesum. He spoke with hardly any movement of the lips. It flattened his vowels and, as if to make up for this, he enunciated his consonants with great

  care. “I em now freelancing,” he explained. “Hev you rets or mice?”




  “Rats. Dozens of them.”




  “Good. I don’t do mice.”




  “We killed eight this morning in no time at all.”




  “Oh? Mey I inquire by what method?”




  “I’m afraid it was a tennis racquet.”




  The little man sucked his teeth. He looked pained.




  “My campaign will be on a broader scele.”




  “What are you going to do?” asked Fan.




  Mr. Beesum hesitated. He took off his spectacles, polished them, and replaced them.




  “Em I essured thet it will go no farther?”




  “I won’t tell a soul.”




  “Well,” said Mr. Beesum. He looked suspiciously at the house next door and lowered his voice. “I shell open the offensive with sticky boards. The secret glue thereon hardens

  almost instantaneously when in contact with anything cold. Rets’ feet are cold.”




  This surprising information made Fan glance at him quickly. He was quite serious. She swallowed a giggle and adjusted her expression. She wanted to ask him why he had chosen his esoteric

  profession, but she was sure that he would take umbrage.




  “I see,” she said carefully. “What do you use for bait?”




  “Rets like cake.”




  He seemed indisposed for further discussion, so she led him along the gravel path to the right of the house. As they passed the dining-room window she saw Bertha inside, scratching her leg

  reflectively and eating a biscuit. Outside the back door, on the small brown lawn, lay eight dead rats, carefully graded in size. Some of them were quite young.




  “That’s this morning’s bag,” said Fan.




  Mr. Beesum considered them with professional interest. He took eight paper bags from his attaché case and put one rat into each, writing something on every bag in pencil. He sealed the

  bags and put them into a paper carrier.




  “Well, thet’s ret!” he said. For a second his shoulders heaved but he made no sound. Fan looked at him blandly, then his face sagged into its former gloom and she

  realized that he had been laughing.




  “What’s thet?” he said sharply, looking over his shoulder.




  Fan turned round. Croydon, Bertha’s miniature poodle, stood in the back door glaring at Mr. Beesum.




  “You will hev to lock thet enimal up when I commence to ley arsenic,” he said coldly.




  “Arsenic?” said Fan, startled. She associated arsenic with older-generation murder.




  “I em probably the most experienced Rodent Officer in the United Kingdom. I hev always used arsenic es my first string end I do not propose to alter my methods for thet

  enimal.”




  Fan wondered whether she ought to apologize. She tried to push Croydon inside the back door, but the small, silvery bitch eluded her and dodged around Mr. Beesum’s legs, sniffing at him.

  Mr. Beesum took no notice, but Fan knew that he was acutely conscious of the animal.




  “This evening,” he said, trying to concentrate, “I shell note the runs end launch en etteck upon a small front. I shell edvance two sticky boards to locate the enemy’s

  main forces. Time spent on reconnaissance is seldom wasted.” He gave Croydon a surreptitious kick with his heel. Croydon rolled over on to her back and screamed. Fan and Mr. Beesum

  looked down at her. Both were embarrassed.




  “She always does that,” said Fan.




  “I did not touch the enimal,” said Mr. Beesum.




  “It’s perfectly all right. She always does it.”




  Mr. Beesum said nothing. He dug up a dandelion with the toe of his boot without looking down. Fan cleared her throat.




  “How long do you think the rats will take?” she asked.




  “Thet depends,” said Mr. Beesum. He was still annoyed about Croydon.




  “A week? It’s quite awful, you know. We can’t sleep and they keep taking the soap.”




  Mr. Beesum was interested against his will. “They like soap,” he admitted. “I shell launch a further offensive tomorrow morning,” he said more amiably. “Its nature

  will depend upon the night’s casualties. With your permission, I shell leave my heavy artillery on the premises.” He glanced at Croydon. “I edvise, if you value thet enimal, thet

  this is placed somewhere inaccessible. It contains certain dainties which would finish her off pronto. Kindly inform the other members of the household thet I prefer my beg to remain

  untouched.”




  Fan assured him that she would do so and, feeling that the interview was at an end, led him into the kitchen and introduced him to Marleen, the general help.




  Marleen was of uncertain age, with a love life stranger than any fiction. Her head was bound up in a piece of orange cloth which bulged with unseen curlers. Like many of her type, she lived in a

  private world of chronic erotic reverie. She raked Mr. Beesum with her yellow eyes and smiled. She promised to show the Officer all over the house, scratched her armpit, and suggested archly that

  he might like a cup of tea first.




  “Thenks,” said Mr. Beesum noncommittally. He sat down at the kitchen table and clasped his hands on his attaché case.




  Fan left them. She saw, as she passed the larder window, that Mr. Flush was in the next-door garden, spraying a rose bush. The poor old cripple was there too, sitting in a deck chair and

  absorbing the last of the doubtful sunlight. She stood watching Flush for a moment. Somewhere, back in her schooldays, she was sure she had seen him before. She studied the classic profile and the

  sweep of graying hair, but she could not remember. She forgot about him and went through the green baize door, across the hall, and into the studio. Bertha was halfheartedly setting up her loom

  with mustard-colored wool and Peter was sitting on Hugo’s coffin of clay drinking Guinness.




  “Hullo, love,” said Fan.




  Peter threw a ball of clay at his camera. It fell off a soapbox on to the floor. “The shutter on that bloody thing has stuck again,” he said. He looked hot and tired.




  Bertha caught Fan’s eye. She raised her eyebrows and jerked her head backwards, implying that she was willing to leave the room in case of impending discord. Fan ignored her. She picked up

  the camera and kissed Peter.




  “Break it up,” said Bertha.




  “What a day!” said Peter. “I want to take a routine picture of a murderer. It’s not much to ask, is it? People do it every day. Everybody except old Jonah Hilford! With

  me, it’s different. I get up at crack of dawn; I stumble around in the dark; I have no breakfast; I tote that bloody iron lung all the way to the Old Bailey; I fight and bribe my way to a

  good angle; my feet hurt; my stomach rumbles; I am out of cigarettes; I stay there until I am numb all over. Just as I am thinking I would rather be dead, my killer comes out of court. The man on

  my left with the box job gets his picture – and my shutter sticks!” He closed his eyes and breathed hard through his nose.




  Fan poured him some more Guinness. “I’m here,” she said. “You just bite my nails.”




  There was a knock at the door and Benjamin Cann inserted his head. “I want a reading-lamp,” he said flatly. “I got . . .”




  Peter leapt to his feet, upsetting his Guinness and knocking the bottle out of Fan’s hand.




  “What the hell are you doing here?” he roared.




  “I got as much right as you,” said Benji, immediately aggressive.




  “He’s the lodger, my dear,” said Bertha. She frowned at Peter.




  Benji was badly shaken. He had been recognized. He turned at bay. “I didn’t come here to be insulted either,” he snarled. “Nor to stay in a house creeping with rats.

  Eaten half the soap already! I’ll leave first thing tomorrow, I will.”




  “You’re damn right you will!” shouted Peter.




  Benjamin Cann had gone. The front door slammed. Fan stared at her husband.




  “Now I wonder why you did that,” she said with interest.




  “Are you crazy?” asked Bertha. “Four guineas straight down the drain! Who do you think you are?”




  Peter twisted a piece of clay into the shape of a head. He laid it on the chest and squashed it with his hand. He did not answer.




  “What’s the matter with Little Runty?” asked Bertha.




  “There are eight million people in London,” said Peter. “Why do you have to pick on him?”




  “We could ask the same thing of you.”




  “You’d be wasting your time. I’m not going to tell you. You wouldn’t sleep a wink.” He got up and tramped out of the room.
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