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The Military Philosophers


‘Gentlemen—the Queen.’ Major-General Hailsham held up his glass.


‘The Queen!’ They all raised their glasses.


‘His Royal Highness, the Duke of Edinburgh.’


‘The Duke of Edinburgh!’ They drank again. They had already toasted the regiment, twice.


‘Shame HRH couldn’t be with us today.’


‘Terrible shame. No question of him not wanting to be with us.’


‘Of course not. Circumstances beyond his control.’


‘HRH sent a message, saying he’ll be with us in spirit.’


‘How frightfully thoughtful. Couldn’t have wished for a better patron, what?’


‘Absolutely. Sound on every topic. The Army, the Navy, women, the Chinese, what’s to be done about blacks, the Cutty Sark, the French, the global whatsit—am I missing something?’


‘Rain forests, the General Dental Council, the Mussulman menace, horses?’


‘Thank you, Savil. Yes. List as long as my arm. Practically endless. Horses? Horses are important, dammit. Can be a bit radical on occasion, true, but they listen to him, that’s the bloody marvellous thing. They’re not supposed to, they wouldn’t admit to it, but they listen to him. HRH has ideas. Knows exactly what’s to be done about things.’


‘They listened to him about Diana—’


‘Of course they did. And a good thing too, Ormsby. They said they didn’t, but of course they did. MI5, MI6, the Ministry of Defence, the old HO, the old FO—they all listened to him.’


‘Confounded incompetents, but he’s got them all eating out of his hand.’


‘Thank God for that.’


‘Thank God for that. There’d have been no end of trouble if they’d let things take their course. “Lady Diana Al Fayed”, that’s what she would have insisted on styling herself, some such nonsense.’


‘Doesn’t bear thinking about. The mother of the future King of England!’


‘Couldn’t allow that sort of thing.’


‘Of course not. Pretty girl, good colour, but quite mad. Completely bonkers. Mixing with the wrong crowd and so on. Well, HRH saw to it. Knew where to draw the line.’


‘He is often misunderstood, mind, the liberal press tries poking fun at him, calls him gaffe-prone, a Nazi and I don’t know what else, but he doesn’t let that bother him one little bit. Well, there’s nothing wrong with being radical, dammit. Au contraire. Somebody’s got to be radical these days, wouldn’t you say? Somebody’s got to save us from tipping over the edge.’


‘Quite.’


‘Absolutely.’


‘There’s one subject HRH never broaches.’ Colonel Speke cleared his throat. ‘Sometimes a fellow asks an oblique kind of question, drops a heavy hint, but d’you know what? He never gets an answer.’


‘You mean …?’


‘Yes.’


‘Of course not. Out of bounds. Not the done thing.’


There was a pause as they all once more regarded the portrait on the wall.


‘Did—what was the chappie’s name now?—do that one?’ Brigadier Fielding asked. ‘Namby-pamby sort of chap. Never cared for him much, to tell you the truth, but they thought the world of him. Kept asking him over to Buck House. The sort of chap the Queen Mum favoured. You know. Beaton, that’s it. He did them all, didn’t he?’


‘It’s an Annigoni, actually.’


‘Is it? Is there anything you don’t know, Payne?’ Colonel Weldon glowered boozily at him.


‘Payne knows all the answers.’


‘No, not really.’ Major Payne made a self-deprecating grimace. ‘Wish I did.’ He was sitting at the distinguished ‘top table’.


‘How he manages at his age I have no idea.’ Colonel Speke shook his head. ‘No, not Payne. Payne’s a young man. I mean HRH. How he manages to do so much. Where does he find the energy? He’s two years older than me, you know.’


‘They give him something. Regular course, I am told.’ General Savil lowered his voice. ‘German medico practically lives at Buck House now. No one’s supposed to know. Top secret. Reliable source—lady-in-waiting—friend of m’wife’s—play bridge together—sensible woman—got a head on her shoulders—talks in her cups—only way to get her going. They put him on a drip for two days, she says. He doesn’t like it, grumbles a bit, but he submits, then he gets up and marches out, head held high, as good as new. As bright as a button. Roses in his cheeks and so on. Would create a stir, if it got round, so mum’s the word. Regular as clockwork, I am told. On the highest authority.’


‘The last time he was here you could hear a pin drop the moment he opened his mouth. He hates it, absolutely hates it, terribly unassuming, wants things to carry on as per normal. Expects no credit. Wants everybody to have a good time What was it he said last time, d’you remember, Somerville? Ha-ha. It made us laugh. Remember? What was it?’


‘What d’you take me for? Some bloody oracle?’


‘That’s it, Denham. Ha-ha. How we roared. We weren’t here then, actually, were we? Completely different place. The Savoy, I think. How we roared. It was the Savoy, wasn’t it?’


‘The good old Savoy. Building like a 1930s radio set, you almost expect Lord Reith to toddle along in his dinner jacket and give you a lecture. Some bloody oracle. That was damned funny. Can’t quite say why but it’s damned funny. For some reason. What’s this place called? I mean this place. Sorry—my memory’s completely gone. Total blackout. Memory’s gone AWOL. Place has a name, hasn’t it? All decent places have names.’


‘Claridge’s.’


‘Claridge’s, to be sure. Thank you, Payne. Good to have a young man around. Young Payne knows all the answers. You are such a clever fellow, Payne. The right man to have in a crisis.’


‘Not at all.’ Major Payne stole a look at his watch. He did not feel particularly flattered to be referred to as ‘young Payne’, given the average age of everybody was about eighty-five. The amount of drinking that went on around him was quite astonishing, if not alarming.


‘Jesty’s also a young man, but he’s always busy, aren’t you, Jesty? Always on the run. Oh, he’s gone,’ Colonel Speke glanced round in a puzzled manner. ‘Where’s Jesty gone?’


‘Gone AWOL, ha-ha.’


‘What’s become of Jesty, since he gave us all the slip,’ murmured Payne.


‘Jesty always disappears without warning, have you noticed? Quite a trick he has. Quite a habit.’ Savil cleared his throat. ‘The usual, would you say?’


‘Most likely. That’s the kind of thing he likes to do. Styles himself “Beau”, apparently.’


‘Beau Jesty, eh?’


‘Chacun à son gout. I am inordinately fond of clay pigeon shooting myself. Well, Claridge’s is as good a place as any other for that sort of thing.’


‘One of these days Jesty’ll come a cropper, mark my word,’ said Livingston-Gore.


‘Interesting place, Claridge’s. The King of Yugoslavia was born on the premises. Back in 1940-something. After Tito did his thing. The Communist takeover. Damned good wine, this. Why d’you keep looking at your watch, Payne? Haven’t got a train to catch, have you? Don’t tell us your lady wife keeps you on a short leash. Writes murders, doesn’t she? Dangerous sort of woman to have round the house.’


‘I was here, you know, when the King of Yugoslavia was born. I was chief of security. Had the whole floor cordoned off and declared Yugoslav territory. One of those emergency measures. Real crisis. Checked every bloody waiter—in case one or more of the champagne buckets contained a bomb. Every damned bell-boy too. Ha-ha.’


‘Why couldn’t HRH be with us today?’


‘Bad back, poor fellow—pain more than a human being could bear, I was told—on the highest authority—practically doubled up.’


‘Poor fellow. Worried about Harry, that’s what’s got him down. First they drag the boy back from the Khyber—then they ban him from Knightsbridge!’


‘Don’t be dramatic, Ormsby. They banned him from some club or other, that’s all. Couldn’t matter less. Bijou or Beaujolais, some such name. It’s a night club, or so I understand. In Knightsbridge, that’s correct. Good address.’


‘Boujis, actually.’


‘Is that so? The kind of thing you know, Payne!’


‘I glance at the rags sometimes,’ Payne said apologetically.


‘My niece met Harry once. In Knightsbridge, that’s correct. Charming young fellow, she tells me. A little on the boisterous side, pinched her apparently. Full of beans, as we used to say. Enjoys a drink better than anything else, perhaps, but oodles of charm.’


‘Oodles of charm. Ahem. That thing they suggested about Hewitt …?’


‘Tittle-tattle, Livingston-Gore. Rank nonsense. Complete rot. Nothing in it whatsoever. What d’you say, Knatchbull?’


‘Fearful piffle. Hewitt deserves to be shot.’


‘Charming young rascal, eh? Eye for the girls, like HRH. I mean Harry.’


‘That’s why HRH has taken it so badly. Damned fond of the boy.’


‘Damned fond.’


‘Nothing namby-pamby about Harry.’


‘Nothing namby-pamby about Harry.’


‘That’s what we want to hear.’ Major-General Hailsham nodded. ‘Let’s drink to it, shall we? I’d like to propose a very special kind of toast.’ He picked up his glass.


‘Gentlemen—Prince Harry.’


‘Prince Harry. Hurrah.’


‘Hurrah!’


‘Cry God for Harry, England and St George.’


‘Jolly well put, Payne. Has a familiar ring to it … Your own?’


The regimental reunion luncheon was exactly what Major Payne had expected it to be—glorious grub, the best of wines, incredibly inconsequential talk—everybody sounded as though they had sat at the feet of Ionesco or Beckett. Virtually interchangeable, if one shut one’s eyes and just listened. It didn’t matter who said what. Age and the demon drink had something to do with it. Payne didn’t exactly revel in the company of his brother officers, though regimental dinners were something he was apt to attend, out of habit rather than loyalty or any particular affection. His accounts of past regimental dinners had made Antonia laugh, so now he tried to keep mental notes of what was being said. Was the superannuated army officer an intrinsically British phenomenon? He rather thought it was. They didn’t have quite the same thing in France or in Germany. Why did they have to shout so? Enough to burst one’s eardrums. Well, some of them were quite deaf …


Major Payne cleared his throat. ‘Would you allow me an observation? At our last reunion most of the fellows had moustaches. Now there are only two chaps with moustaches. Jesty and the Brigadier.’


‘By Jove, you are right. You are always right, I can’t help noticing.’ Colonel Speke squinted around. ‘Yes. How perfectly extraordinary. Damned curious, in fact. No moustaches!’


‘The mystery of the … diminishing moustaches, eh, Payne?’ Brigadier Fielding cocked a knowing eyebrow. ‘Perhaps you should investigate what’s behind it? That’s what you like doing best, someone said. Investigating. Finding out about things. You and your lady wife. That’s what a little bird told me.’


‘Not true. Nothing but silly rumours. People like to make up all kinds of stories.’


‘I say, Payne, would you like one of my cigars? You strike me as the kind of fellow who would appreciate an authentic Montecristo.’


‘Thank you, Fielding, I think I would. If you’ll excuse me …’ Major Payne rose.


‘No moustaches,’ Denham said thoughtfully. ‘Payne’s absolutely right. Payne’s hit the nail on the head, as usual. That’s what I’ve been thinking. Standards are slipping. Where are you off to, Payne? No problems with the waterworks, I trust? A young man like you—’


‘No, nothing of the sort. Got to clear my head,’ Major Payne explained.
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Conduct Unbecoming


He strolled out of the private dining room and found himself in the foyer. The tall silver-framed mirror told him what Antonia had already pointed out: he looked good in uniform. He twirled an imaginary moustache and looked at his cigar. An authentic Montecristo, eh? Made the Brigadier feel young and dashing, he supposed. Payne didn’t smoke cigars often, but sometimes he did feel like it—after a good meal—when he was ever so slightly tipsy—with a good brandy—always made him think of Kipling—went with the uniform somehow. Shame he couldn’t smoke it here, though. For some reason his thoughts strayed back to the Annigoni portrait of the Queen. It had been painted two years after the Coronation and blended formality with informality, in a manner that was characteristic of the Queen’s style. She wears her Garter robes like a dressing gown, Payne thought. An ordinary woman in an extraordinary role …


Not many people around. Lunch hour drawing to a close, too early for tea. Someone standing beside a potted palm, looking furtive. Same uniform as me, Payne thought languidly. The next moment he blinked. Good lord. One of their chaps. Jesty? Yes. The elusive Captain Jesty. Payne had seen Jesty slip out of the dining room earlier on—he’d had a determined air about him, or so Payne imagined. Payne didn’t know Jesty terribly well, but they were on friendly enough terms, whenever they bumped into each other. Jesty seemed to be spying on someone. He was standing stock still, head thrust forward, face flushed, eyes bulging—


Not exactly the conduct of an officer and a gentleman. The regiment would most certainly take a dim view of it. What was he up to? With his snub nose and round blue eyes that held a malicious glint, Jesty brought to mind an overgrown boy. Short mousy hair and a little moustache that was not in the least becoming. Physiognomy, no doubt, was an inexact science, but Jesty’s face did not invite trust. Jesty had the face of an ageing debauched Puck.


Payne tried to remember what he knew about Jesty. Late forties. Hadn’t risen above the rank of captain. Twice divorced. Or was it three times? Something of a ladies’ man, nay a professional amorist, if gossip was to be believed. An indefatigable pursuer of the fair sex, in fact. That reference earlier on to the ‘usual’. Jesty was reputed to have had affairs with the wives of several of his brother officers. Personally, Payne found it hard to envisage Jesty in the role of an irresistible Don Juan, but then women were funny when it came to that sort of thing. Some women. No accounting for tastes.


What was he doing? He hadn’t moved. He looked riveted by somebody or something. Payne wondered if he could be witnessing one of Jesty’s amorous pursuits …


Feeling a little light-headed, Major Payne tiptoed up to him. He was not sure what he intended to say. Something on the lines of ‘gotcha’ or ‘boo’. Jesty, however, turned round before Payne could make a sound. Jesty didn’t appear particularly startled. He put his forefinger across his lips.


‘Voyeuristic practices are frowned upon at Claridge’s,’ Payne said sternly. ‘Does the honour of the regiment mean so little to you?’


‘Something funny’s going on, Payne. See that couple over there?’ Jesty pointed. ‘The old boy and the girlie?’


‘What about them? You couldn’t possibly be after him, so you must be after her.’


‘Perhaps I am. Any objections?’


‘Are you stalking her?’


‘She did something rather peculiar. I’m trying to work out what she’s up to exactly …’


The young woman had a delicate pale face. Hair pulled back in a severe bun. Late twenties or early thirties, Payne decided. Attractive. Practically no make-up. Simple black dress. Intense. Beautiful, yes, in a rather exclusive kind of way. Her bone structure! A model? Something of the head girl about her—the way she did her hair. Made her appear a trifle forbidding. Shouldn’t do her hair like that. The old boy was probably in his seventies. Face like a lugubrious bloodhound. Querulous expression. Balding. Smart double-breasted blazer and black tie … Her grandfather?


There was a coffee pot on the table in front of them with two cups. Also a glass. No food of any kind. Had they been to a funeral? Or were they going to one? A somewhat desolate air hung about them.


‘Who are they?’ Payne whispered.


‘Her name is Penelope, that’s how the pantaloon addressed her. No idea how they are related. My guess is he is her aged uncle.’


‘May be her aged husband …’


‘Perish the thought! Don’t think she likes him very much.’ Jesty’s eyes narrowed. ‘She’s a looker, isn’t she?’


‘She is, rather. Now, steady on—’


‘You think I am after her virtue?’


‘Aren’t you?’


‘I want to stroke her hair … Look at those lips … She’s the kind that puts up a fight … I’d like that … Incidentally, the pantaloon is going to a place called Maybrick Manor.’


‘Maybrick Manor?’


‘Some such name. May have been Maypole Manor. Or Mayflower. Not sure. The acoustics here are awful. Intend to complain to the manager about it.’


‘Hasn’t it occurred to you that perhaps Claridge’s was never meant to accommodate eavesdroppers?’


‘The old boy said something about it not being his fault the ghastly woman wanted to end it all.’


‘What ghastly woman?’


‘No idea … I managed to walk close by their table twice—after I saw what she did. I was curious. Don’t think she noticed me. Didn’t so much as lift her pretty head. Distraite.’


‘What did she do?’


Jesty pointed. ‘See that little box beside the old boy’s cup?’


‘What about it?’


The next moment the young woman signalled to one of the waiters and said in a peremptory voice that was loud enough for them to hear, ‘Could we have the bill, please?’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Looks like a snuff-box.’ Payne squinted. ‘A silver snuffbox. Seventeenth-century, at a guess.’


The old man spoke peevishly. ‘Penelope, my dear, isn’t it a bit early?’


She glanced at her watch. ‘I don’t think you should make the Master wait. It would be bad manners.’


‘I wouldn’t have minded some more coffee, actually. There’s no need to hurry. The Master said, come whenever you want.’


‘The Master was only being polite.’


‘The Master is always polite.’


Payne frowned. ‘Who is the Master?’


‘A damned fine-looking filly,’ Jesty murmured. ‘I love her voice. I love her throat—’


‘She looks jolly tense. Like a cat on hot bricks.’ Payne stroked his jaw with his forefinger.


‘She’s got a reason to be tense. She did something damned odd.’


‘What did she do?’


Jesty did not answer. They watched the old man pick up the snuff-box and put it into his pocket.


‘What’s inside the box?’ Payne persisted. ‘Not snuff?’


‘Not snuff. It contains a pill, Payne. A capsule, rather. A single capsule. All right. She—’


‘Would you be kind enough to order a cab, please?’ The tall young woman called Penelope was addressing the waiter again. ‘We are rather in a hurry.’


‘We are not, really,’ the old man said.


‘Name of Tradescant—’ She broke off.


‘Take cover,’ Payne whispered. ‘She’s looking our way.’


Drawing back sharply, Jesty said, ‘She saw us. Hell and damnation. Let’s get out of here.’ He pulled Payne by the cuff and the two men beat a rapid retreat in the direction of the private dining room. Awfully undignified, Payne thought. Like schoolboys caught in the act.


‘She blushed … Deep crimson … She looked a picture of guilt,’ Payne said thoughtfully. ‘Penelope Tradescant. It’s the kind of name one remembers.’


‘Tradescant may be only the old boy’s name,’ Jesty pointed out.


‘Is there any reason for her to look guilty? Come on, what did you see? That capsule you mentioned, tell me about it.’


Jesty gave him a sidelong glance. ‘Always hunting after a mystery, aren’t you, Payne? So it’s true what they say about you being a regular Sherlock?’


‘Hate it when people use clichés. One should always strive to be original. Why don’t you say something like—’


‘Ah, there you are, boys, you’ve decided to rejoin our so—so foolish and trifling banquet.’ Major-General Hailsham greeted them with this unlikely quotation from Romeo and Juliet. ‘We’ve been wondering what happened to you. Where did you disappear? What have you been up to?


You look as though you’ve surprised a nymph while bathin’! What? What?’


‘… and then old Wavell asked me if his eye was straight,’ Colonel Speke was saying. ‘It was only then I realized he had a glass eye. Gave me a frightful turn.’


‘Some Napoleon brandy, boys?’ Brigadier Fielding, his face the hue of a tropical sunset, held up a bottle.


‘What did she do?’ Payne asked again.


Jesty looked at him. ‘She swapped the capsules.’
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Poison in Jest


‘Well, I deduced he had poison on his mind some time before he told me the whole story,’ Major Payne said in a pleased manner. ‘He thought the house was called Maybrick Manor. Would be damned unusual if a poisoning did take place at a Maybrick Manor, if you know what I mean.’


‘You believe that was a Freudian slip—an association of ideas? How interesting,’ Antonia said. ‘Was he really thinking of Mrs Maybrick? Did you ask him?’


It was three hours later and they were in their sitting room in Hampstead. Payne had perched on his wife’s desk. He was still wearing his uniform and was twirling an unsmoked cigar between his fingers.


‘I did ask him. He said I was probably right. He’d been reading about the case in Famous Trials only a couple of days ago, at your old haunt, the Military Club library, of all places. He picked up the book at random. Said he’d actually wondered what it would be like to make love to a poisoner. And now he’s fallen for a girl he believes is a poisoner! As though the devil made it happen, he said. Incidentally, what was the name of the new librarian lady? I keep forgetting.’


‘Mrs Mole—a very nice woman. Something Mrs Maybrick was most definitely not,’ Antonia said. ‘Mrs Maybrick was accused of poisoning her husband with arsenic.’


‘Quite a cause célèbre in its day, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes. So. Captain Jesty was after the girl. He saw her earlier on in the foyer, fancied her wildly and soon after went in hot pursuit?’


‘That’s the precise sequence of events. Jesty prides himself on being extremely adept in the art of seduction. Got quite a reputation in that department, actually. Life is dull and painful, so why not take one’s pleasure where one can?


That seems to sum up his philosophy. He is quite incapable of resisting the urge to lunge. He asked if I thought it was one of those self-destructive compulsions and I said yes. It made him laugh. Well, he saw the girl’s aged consort produce a little silver box, take out a capsule and swallow it with a glass of water.’


‘Any idea what the capsule might have contained?’


‘Some anti-dyspeptic remedy, Jesty imagines, but it could have been anything. The elixir of life—a painkiller—royal jelly—an anti-depressant—Viagra. People take all sorts of pills nowadays. Look at poor misguided Michael Jackson. The old boy then rose and started hobbling towards the loo. A second later Penelope did the substitution. She “pounced” on the box. As though her life depended on it, Jesty said. The old boy had left the box on the table. She opened it and took out the remaining capsule—’


‘How could Captain Jesty be so sure there was only one capsule inside the box? It wasn’t as though he was peeping over her shoulder, was it? He was some distance away, behind a potted palm.’


‘He knew because, as luck would have it, Penelope dropped the little box in her nervousness and it fell on the floor. Nothing fell out of it. It was empty. Jesty is certain it was empty. Penelope picked up the box, then opened her bag, pushed the capsule inside, produced another capsule out of her purse and put it inside the box. She then replaced the box on the table where the old boy had left it and leant back in her chair. It all happened very fast. At first Jesty imagined it was some kind of a practical joke. He is fond of practical jokes himself, apparently. At one time, he said, he enjoyed nothing better than spiking fellows’ drinks and substituting laxatives for painkillers.’


‘Not exactly what one would expect from an officer and a gentleman.’


‘No. Well, Jesty is the cad type. Actually I wonder if he is a bounder? He does wear the right kind of signet ring on the right finger, but such details can be easily aped.’


‘What exactly was the difference? Cads betray their class—they break the gentlemanly code of behaviour—while bounders are the outsiders?’


‘Perfectly correct. Bounders manage to assume the veneer of the real thing—’


‘But they keep misbehaving and giving themselves away?’


‘Perfectly correct. Now then, if the old boy—the “pantaloon”, as Jesty kept calling him—was not to notice anything untoward and become suspicious, the replacement capsule must have looked the same as the rest of the capsules he’d been taking. You agree? Which of course would suggest careful premeditation on the girl’s part.’


There was a pause, then Antonia wondered aloud why Captain Jesty was so convinced that the capsule contained poison.


‘He didn’t think the girl looked the practical joker type. Too serious, too intense. Something in that. Well, she seemed terrified when she realized we had been watching her. She flushed a deep crimson.’


‘You thought she looked guilty?’


‘I did. Yes.’ Payne loosened his collar with his forefinger. ‘And now I keep thinking of the fatal capsule gliding down the old boy’s gullet. Chances are that he will take it tonight, or has already taken it. Oh never shall sun that morrow see. As you can see, my love, my imagination is as bad as yours. You wouldn’t set a poisoning case at a house called Maybrick Manor, would you?’


‘A name with such a sinister resonance wouldn’t be terribly subtle.’


‘Emblematic names are a bore. Suggests the author has no trust in the reader’s intelligence.’ Payne clipped the end of the cigar and produced a box of matches. ‘Never cared much for Restoration comedies, myself. Did you?’


‘No.’


‘Don’t find Lady Wishfort or Lady Booby in the least comical. Old Dickens was as bad. He had a real weakness for that kind of satirical flag-posting. Mr Murdstone—Do-the-boys Hall. Then we have Evelyn Waugh and Miles Malpractice. Not terribly subtle, you are perfectly right. That sort of thing is all right in children’s books. I am sure Mr Nasty and Mr Nice keep toddlers chuckling in an amused enough manner.’


‘Something that sounds like Maybrick Manor,’ said Antonia thoughtfully. ‘What could it be? Mayhem Manor? No—that’s worse. Were they both going to Maybrick Manor?’


‘Only the old boy, or that was the impression Jesty got. “Tradescant” was the name the girl gave to the waiter when she ordered the cab. It would be interesting to know how exactly they are related, if at all. Oh, we also heard her refer to a “master”—she said it wouldn’t do to keep the master waiting, words to that effect.’


‘A master?’


‘Could be a master of hounds. Or a master of a college. Or perhaps some sinister religious order is behind it all?’ Payne held up his cigar. ‘We may discover that the old boy is a sacrificial victim. He is meant to collapse and expire at the feet of a mysterious masked figure known as “the Master” … Penelope and the Master are of course acting in cahoots …’


‘What if Captain Jesty lied to you? His story of the capsule swap might have been a fabrication.’


‘Some kind of malicious joke, you mean? Jesty’s … jest?’


‘He may have decided to live up to his name … Is he good-looking?’


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘Merely curious. Cads are usually good-looking.’


‘He is not in the least good-looking. He’s got round eyes, brown hair and a silly little moustache. He looks annoyingly smug. Well, he seemed familiar with my penchant for puzzles, so a prank is possible, I suppose—though that wouldn’t explain Penelope’s guilty expression.’


‘Didn’t you discuss the incident with any other of your brother officers?’


‘No, of course not. Awful old buffers. They regard the Duke of Edinburgh as a cross between Maynard Keynes, Professor Moriarty and the Messiah. I don’t know why I go to these reunions, I really don’t. I always feel a little depressed when I come home.’


‘You didn’t engage in a single meaningful discussion with anyone?’


‘I am afraid not. There are more meaningful discussions taking place in the graveyard at midnight than at any regimental dinner I have ever attended.’ He rose. ‘I’m going to see if I could persuade Google to locate Maybrick Manor for me, or any similar-sounding houses. I also intend to look up “Tradescant”. It is a singular enough name. There can’t be that many. Wasn’t there a gardening family called Tradescant? There was also a Tradescant baronetcy, I seem to remember.’


‘Hugh! Do change, please!’ Antontia called out after him.


‘You can’t sit in front of the computer in your regimental uniform.’
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The House of the Lurking Death


‘I may last another twenty years, Master,’ Sir Seymour Tradescant was saying. ‘Or even twenty-five, if I take care. I am not in bad health. Nothing really wrong with me. Heart, liver, blood pressure, all perfectly tickety-boo. If I strike you as a bit off-colour at the moment, it’s because of this damned abscess thing, so tiresome. My big toe, would you believe it. Thought it was gout at first, that’s why I didn’t have my toe seen to sooner. I let it fester. That’s how my fool of a doctor put it.’


‘Medical men are not what they used to be,’ the Master said with a sigh. ‘My dentist is Chinese. He treats my teeth as though they were Hong Kong.’


‘The abscess was caused by an ingrown nail. Perfectly idiotic, but I might have lost my toe, apparently. At my age it could have been fatal,’ Sir Seymour went on. ‘One more day and they might not have been able to save it—they would have had to amputate it or something. Terribly gruesome, I know. Reminds one of the worst excesses of the French revolution. Penelope was not particularly sympathetic, I am afraid.’


‘I am sorry to hear that.’


‘Not at all sympathetic. She insisted it was my own fault. Said I needed to have a pedicure regularly. Hinted that my washing habits weren’t up to scratch. Implied that I was mean—that I was saving on soap and hot water. That hurt me. I can’t tell you how that hurt me, Master. Pedicures cost the earth, apparently, if one gets the top people to do them.’


Sir Seymour stared ruefully at his left foot. Beside him, propped against the leather armchair, was his ivory-topped cane. Since his arrival he had changed into a plum-coloured smoking jacket, black tie and black velvet shoes with his monogram stitched on the toes in gold braid. The Master, as was his invariable custom, wore a black dinner jacket. Both looked like figures from a bygone age. Dinner over, they were sitting in the Master’s study.


‘I couldn’t wear a shoe on that foot till yesterday, things were so bad,’ Sir Seymour continued. ‘Feared I might end up in a wheelchair. Ghastly swelling.’


‘But you have recovered now?’


‘The swelling’s gone down. My foot is back to its natural colour, whatever that is. I am no longer in pain, just the tiniest twinge every now and then. I am taking the last of the antibiotics tonight, thank God. It’s been every six hours without fail for the past week. Hate the damned stuff. It seems to disagree with me. I have been getting these awful tummy aches—odd rashes. I get depressed too.’ Sir Seymour’s lugubrious pale eyes fixed on the bronze inkstand on the Master’s desk. ‘That may have nothing to do with the antibiotics, mind.’


The Master asked if Sir Seymour was sure he wouldn’t like a nightcap.


‘Would have loved nothing better, my dear fellow, but I am not allowed alcohol, not while I’m still taking antibiotics. I may get a reaction, apparently. May balloon and choke to death, or so my doctor tells me. They always exaggerate, these fellows. Terrible quacks. I worry too much, that’s the trouble. I wake up in the middle of the night and I have rather grotesque thoughts apropos of nothing in particular. No prospects except pain and penury on this side of the grave. That sort of idea. At one time, I decided Penelope was plotting to kill me. I keep falling into spells of sudden and morbid anxiety.’


‘The Tradescants are long-lived.’


‘Awfully long-lived, almost indecently so, you may say.’


‘I wouldn’t dream of saying so,’ the Master said primly.


‘My great-grandfather lived to be a hundred and two. A biblical age, almost. An uncle of mine is still going strong at ninety-seven. Keeps writing letters to The Times. Terribly depressing.’


The Master observed that it had been pleasing to see Lady Tradescant looking so well.


‘Oh, Penelope’s blooming, blooming. Well, she is young. Having a young wife can be a strain, I don’t mind telling you, Master. My mistake. Got a bee in my bonnet—wanted a young and beautiful wife.’ Sir Seymour shook his head. ‘Who was the fellow that kept calling for more of the food of love? Fellow in Shakespeare. Orsino? Nothing but the best would do for me. That was six years ago. I used to set store by that sort of thing. Well, should have known better. Eros is perfidious and ambiguous, a cheat and a sorcerer, a mixer of … Remember that one? How did it go on?’


The Master stroked his pointed silver beard. ‘The mixer of inflaming potions and hemlock, destroyer of human hearts, sensuous and violent, brother to Thanatos.’


‘Hemlock, eh? Oh, it’s been a terrible day. Absolute calamity. My housekeeper died this morning. That shook me up. I was angry with her but I didn’t really want her to chuck herself from the top of my house. That was a bit extreme.’


‘From the top of your house? Oh dear!’


‘No one can say for sure what exactly happened. No witnesses. Looks like suicide. The police came, of course. Bloody nuisance. Might have been an accident. I’d just sacked her, you see. Mrs Mowbray wasn’t a nice woman. Far from it. Vindictive. Had a son called Victor. I didn’t like him coming to the house one little bit. Told her off about it hundreds of times. Wonder if he was after Penelope? Then I caught Mrs Mowbray cooking the accounts—that’s what did it in the end—the last straw. I’m afraid I lost my temper—shouted—showed her the door—she quibbled over her wages. Didn’t strike me as suicidal at all. Tiresome business—tragic too, ultimately. Not my fault. No question of me being held responsible in any way.’


‘I should hope not!’


‘You are a good chap, Master. One of the very few who understand me. For once, Penelope took my side. She was most supportive. Usually, when it comes to that sort of thing, she is no more good than a sick headache, but this time she rose to the occasion. She had no illusions about Mrs Mowbray. Penelope can be a sweet girl—but she tends to be demanding and capricious. Always wants something. I try to keep her on a short leash. She’s got a budget she needs to stick to and she resents it. She likes to buy new clothes, you see. Not ordinary clothes, good heavens, no. Haute couture. She’s a pretty girl and looks good in expensive rags, so these are the only kind of rags she buys. Hangover from her modelling days, I suppose. Such a lot of nonsense. She’s a former model, remember.’


‘I do remember.’


‘Penelope craves luxury. She’d be snacking on ground-diamond toasties and bathing in champagne, if I ever lowered my guard. Oh yes. She likes foreign travel—holidays abroad. We’ve got a house in the South of France, but that’s proving too expensive to maintain. She’s fond of parties, the theatre, something called “gigs”. I am afraid I can’t keep up with her. Well, perhaps I am a little set in my ways, which at my age is not entirely to be marvelled at.’


‘You shouldn’t blame yourself!’


‘Oh, but I don’t. Not in the least. Such nonsense. I feel at peace here. Each time I find myself under your roof, I have the sensation of—having arrived. This place feels like home. A proper sanctuary. I hate Half Moon Street. I feel wretched in Half Moon Street.’


‘I am so sorry.’


Sir Seymour’s lower lip trembled slightly. His voice quavered. Penelope had been brusque with him lately. She spent too much time talking to her friends on the phone. Most of his opinions either annoyed her or made her laugh. ‘For example, yesterday I said—what did I say now? No, I can’t remember. Never mind. We had a bit of a row this morning. I said I intended to sell the villa in Monte and she said—oh, it was most unpleasant. And to add insult to injury, she then said it was high time I got a hearing aid. Well, that was only an hour before the commotion started—I mean Mrs Mowbray deciding to end it all. Never imagined that class of person ever went in for the final solution, but there you are. A perfectly ghastly day. I do apologize, Master. I have no right to bore you with my jeremiads.’


‘Not at all, Sir Seymour. Not at all. You are an old and valued friend.’


‘It’s good to be appreciated. Doesn’t happen often these days. Penelope is not the worst, mind. Bettina’s gone mad—quite mad. That’s my sister, yes—the “fabled fashionista”, heaven preserve us. She lives in Rutland Gate, but she keeps coming over, uninvited, looking like something out of the Chamber of Horrors. Each time she looks different, which is jolly disconcerting. Frightens the servants, but does she care? She insists on putting such impossible demands on me—recalling episodes from fifty years ago, things I can’t possibly remember having said or done! She enjoys twisting the past and issuing ultimata. She keeps getting something called the “chill”. No idea what it is. You’ve never met her, have you? Pray you never do. It was she who introduced me to Penelope, you see. Probably did it on purpose, out of sheer spite, as an act of revenge. Then there’s Nicky.’
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