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            CHAPTER 1

         
 
         Phillip strained his ears. Yes, there it was, that sinister knocking noise again.
         
 
         The aging engine of his Swift two-seater made a deuce of a racket going up the steepish hill, and odd squeaks and rattles from chassis and body were inevitable. He worked the old bus pretty hard. For every joint oiled, for every bolt tightened, another loosened. But the knocking was new, different, and bally sinister.
         
 
         Safely over the crest of the Surrey Downs, he pulled off the ‘B’ road into a convenient gateway. A cow looked at him over the five-barred gate and mooed.
         
 
         ‘I’ll be gone long before milking time,’ he assured her, jumping out.
         
 
         Taking off his blazer, he dropped it on the seat and rolled up his sleeves before he opened up the bonnet. As he peered into the oily depths, the hum of a well-tuned engine approached along the road. He glanced round to see a scarlet Aston Martin zip past, stop, reverse, and come to a halt beside him.
         
 
         ‘Say, are you stuck?’ enquired the girl behind the wheel, putting back her dust-veil to reveal a pretty face surrounded by blond curls. ‘Can I give you a ride?’ 
         
 
         ‘Thanks awfully, but I’m not exactly stuck.’
 
         ‘Oh.’ The American girl – Phillip was sure she must be American – looked enquiringly at the Swift. ‘You have the hood up.’
         
 
         ‘The hood?’ He glanced at the hood, folded down on this mild, dry spring day. Ah, but she was American, she probably called it the roof. ‘You mean the bonnet? Something’s knocking in the engine,’ he explained, ‘but if a few minutes’ tinkering with my own tools won’t solve it, I’ll drive on to the next garage and borrow their tools.’
         
 
         ‘You fix your own automobile? Gee, that’s real smart.’
 
         ‘Nothing much to boast about,’ Phillip said modestly. On a closer inspection those curls were gold, not mere blond, and her face was the prettiest he’d seen in years, not smothered in powder and paint, either, like most these days. ‘I like messing about with motor-cars,’ he confessed, glad that he hadn’t yet got around to crawling underneath and getting oil on his face. ‘Just wish I could spend more time at it.’
         
 
         ‘I’ve always wanted to take a whack at it.’ She was a girl in a million! ‘But Poppa won’t let me. He says it’s not ladylike. Real set on me acting ladylike, Poppa is. Why, it took me years to talk him into letting me drive. Now I test automobiles for him, just motoring around to check out how they feel to an amateur driver.’
         
 
         ‘Is that what you’re doing with this beauty? Don’t see many of them on the roads.’
         
 
         ‘It runs swell. Poppa’s thinking of investing a few bucks so they can raise production. That’s what we’re doing in England, looking for up-and-coming auto manufacturers for Poppa to invest in. I guess you can tell I’m not English?’ she asked wistfully. 
         
 
         ‘I think your accent’s absolutely ripping.’
 
         ‘Honest Injun? And there I was wanting to learn to talk like a proper English lady. I just love England, the quaint little villages and the history and flowers everywhere.’
         
 
         She waved her hand at the verge and hedge-bank. Phillip suddenly noticed the April profusion of primroses, violets, celandines, and stitchwort, hitherto unobserved.
         
 
         ‘But gee,’ the girl continued, sounding quite regretful, ‘I mustn’t keep you from your tinkering. The truth is, I’m kinda lost. The signposts all point to places I don’t want to go. Can you direct me to the main London road?’
         
 
         Phillip opened his mouth to say, ‘Second to the right and straight on till morning,’ or whatever the directions were, when he was struck by a brain-wave. At least, he rather thought it might be a brain-wave. The Honourable Phillip Petrie was not sufficiently acquainted with the bally things to be quite sure at first sight. In fact, he was all too accustomed to being regarded by family and friends alike as a bit of a chump.
         
 
         Still, it did look awfully like a brain-wave. ‘It’s rather complicated,’ he lied, ‘from here to the London road. If you’re not in a frightful hurry, if you wouldn’t mind waiting a few minutes, you could follow me.’
         
 
         The girl’s dazzling smile made him blink. ‘What a swell idea,’ she exclaimed.
         
 
         Much heartened, Phillip produced the second part of his inspiration. ‘I don’t know about you,’ he said recklessly, ‘but I’m getting jolly peckish. It’s nearly tea-time and there’s a frightfully good little tea-shop in Purley. Would you … Do you think you might consider joining me for tea?’
         
 
         ‘Golly gee, I’d love to,’ said the wonderful girl. ‘We don’t have anything like the English afternoon tea, but when I get home I’m surely going to keep it up. I’m Gloria Arbuckle, by the way.’ She held out her hand.
         
 
         ‘Phillip Petrie.’ Shaking hands, he frowned. ‘You shouldn’t accept invitations from strangers, you know, Miss Arbuckle. Come to that, your father shouldn’t let you drive around the countryside alone. What if you broke down?’
         
 
         ‘I’m supposed to take Poppa’s assistant with me,’ she admitted, ‘but he was busy, and on the first fine day in ages, I wanted to get out of that smoky city. As for the invitation, it’s not like you asked me to go drinking and dancing in some speakeasy. You don’t even have speakeasies over here.’
         
 
         ‘No,’ said Phillip, rocked by another brain-wave, ‘but we have jolly good dance floors, perfectly respectable, and I’d be most frightfully bucked if, one of these days, you’d go dancing with me?’
         
 
         ‘We’ll see,’ she said, but she smiled.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘What-ho, old thing.’
 
         At this unceremonious greeting, Daisy looked up in annoyance from her second-hand Underwood. She had assumed the footsteps in the hall were someone calling on Lucy, who shared the ‘bijou’ residence with her.
         
 
         ‘Oh, it’s you, Phillip. What do you want? I told Mrs. Potter I can’t see anyone. I’m busy.’
         
 
         ‘She said you were just writing,’ Phillip said defensively, dropping his grey Homburg hat on the desk.
         
 
         ‘Just  writing! I’ll have to have a word with her.’
         
 
         ‘Well, perhaps I put the “just” in. No need to rag the poor old dear.’
         
 
         ‘For heaven’s sake, Phillip, writing is how I make my living and I’ve two articles due. I keep forgetting to allow for how long the post takes to New York. The American magazine pays jolly well and I don’t want to risk losing the work by being late. So unless you’ve got something urgent to say …’
         
 
         ‘Not exactly urgent, but it won’t take a minute, honestly.’ With a diffident gesture, Phillip smoothed his sleek, fair hair. His conventionally good-looking face bore such an appealing look that Daisy gave in.
         
 
         ‘All right,’ she sighed. ‘Let’s hear it.’
 
         Perching his loose-limbed frame on the corner of her desk, he swung a long leg clad in pin-stripe trousering and contemplated the well-polished tip of his shoe. She swivelled her chair to face him.
         
 
         ‘Well,’ he said, a faint flush creeping up his cheeks, ‘it’s like this. Er …’
         
 
         ‘Phillip, get a move on!’
 
         ‘Yes, well, dash it, this is a bit difficult, old bean.’
 
         ‘Is it necessary?’
         
 
         ‘I should ruddy well think so. A proper cad I’d look if I didn’t … You see, the thing is … I say, Daisy, you know I’ve proposed to you once or twice?’
         
 
         ‘At least half a dozen times.’
 
         ‘That many?’ he said, rather aghast.
 
         ‘And I’ve turned you down just as many. I know you only ask because you feel Gervaise would expect you to take care of me.’ Daisy’s brother, killed in the Great War, had been Phillip’s best pal since childhood, growing up on a neighboring estate. ‘Which is rubbish, so out with it. You’ve found someone else, haven’t you? Someone you really want to marry?’
         
 
         ‘By Jove, how did you guess?’ Phillip’s patent relief almost made Daisy laugh. 
         
 
         She managed to control herself. ‘Who is it? Someone I know? One of the latest crop of debs?’
         
 
         ‘As a matter of fact, she’s American. You like Americans, don’t you?’ he asked anxiously.
         
 
         ‘I’ve met some charming Americans. The one who especially springs to mind is Mr. Thorwald, my editor.’ Daisy looked longingly at the half-typed sheet of paper in the typewriter. ‘Tell me about her,’ she said, resigned.
         
 
         ‘Her name’s Gloria – Gloria Arbuckle. She’s a poppet.’
 
         Daisy had expected a ‘stunner,’ an ‘angel,’ or a ‘jolly good sport.’ The old-fashioned word Phillip chose to describe his beloved impressed her even more than the glow in his blue eyes. Unlike others she could name, he wasn’t given to falling for pretty girls, so perhaps he really had found his true love. She hoped so.
         
 
         ‘Miss Arbuckle is here with her family?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Her father. Her mother died a couple of years ago, and she’s an only child. Mr. Arbuckle’s a millionaire. I know what people will think, Daisy,’ he said earnestly, ‘but you don’t believe I care about the shekels, do you?’
         
 
         ‘Of course not, old dear, not when I haven’t a bean and you’ve been proposing to me regularly once a month for ever. I take it Miss Arbuckle’s convinced of your unmercenary nature, but what about her father?’
         
 
         ‘He’s a good sort and he seems to rather like me. In fact, Gloria says he’s taken to me in a big way, but he doesn’t know yet that I want to marry her.’
         
 
         ‘Does he know your father’s a lord?’ Daisy asked. Republicans though they were, quite a lot of Americans seemed to consider a title for their daughters well worth the price of purchase. 
         
 
         ‘Yes, but I don’t think he has a frightfully high opinion of the peerage. Besides, I’ve explained it all, that I’m a younger son with no chance of inheriting the title, and I’ll never be more than an “Hon.” or have more than a small allowance.’ He grimaced. ‘My people haven’t met them yet.’
         
 
         ‘Aha! You’re expecting a ragging from … What is it, Mrs. Potter?’
         
 
         Breathing heavily, the stout charwoman beamed as she set a tray of tea-things on the desk. ‘The kettle were just on the boil, miss, so I thought I’d bring up a nice cuppa for you and the gentleman. No biscuits,’ she added regretfully. ‘We finished ’em up for elevenses, miss, remember?’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ Daisy said guiltily. Though no slimming diet could possibly make her rounded figure fashionably boyish, she really ought to make an effort. At least, Lucy said so. Frequently. ‘Thank you, Mrs. Potter.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll pour,’ Phillip offered, leaving his perch and pulling the other chair up to the desk. ‘The typewriter’s in your way.’
         
 
         ‘This is not  turning into a tea-party! One cup, and off you go. Happy as I am to hear your news, I’ve work to do.’
         
 
         ‘You’ll be free this weekend, won’t you?’ he asked hopefully, passing her a steaming cup. ‘I want you to meet Gloria and Arbuckle, and … well, actually, I hoped you’d go with me when I take them to meet my people. Lend your support, and all that.’
         
 
         ‘You’re going to brace up and bite the bullet? I could spare a couple of hours, if you really think my presence would help. Are Lord and Lady Petrie coming up to town specially to meet them?’
         
 
         ‘Lord no! The Arbuckles are staying in Great Malvern, at the Abbey Hotel. Gloria wanted to get out of town – she adores the English countryside – so I persuaded Arbuckle that Malvern’s convenient for his business doings in Oxford and Coventry and Birmingham.’
         
 
         ‘Hardly! And apart from the Malvern Hills, the countryside isn’t anything special.’
         
 
         ‘It’s easy to drive to both the Cotswolds and the Welsh mountains,’ Phillip argued, ‘and none of those cities is more than fifty miles away. Not to mention the concerts and tennis and golf …’
         
 
         ‘You needn’t go on,’ said Daisy, laughing. ‘I’ve read the adverts. “Healthiest of health resorts, lowest death rate in the kingdom, purest water in the world.”’
         
 
         ‘I threw all that guff at him, but the clincher was the Morgan Motor Company being in the town. Arbuckle’s looking to invest in British motor manufacturers to diversify his holdings. He made his packet by selling out his railway stocks – railroad, they call it – and going into automobiles, in America, at just the right moment.’
         
 
         ‘Stocks and shares, just your line.’
 
         Shaking his head, Phillip pulled a face. ‘I can’t stand the perishing City much longer. I’m an absolute duffer at it. If Gloria will marry me, I hope her father will find me a job in the technical end of the motor-car business, but I’m going to tell the pater I’m getting out anyway.’
         
 
         ‘You’ve always hated it,’ Daisy sympathized. ‘Like me and stenography.’
         
 
         ‘I’d rather be a common-or-garden hired motor mechanic, greasy overalls and all, and what’s more, I’d make more money at it. I’d even rather sell second-hand cars. If that don’t suit the pater’s notions of consequence, he can jolly well cough up the ready to set up my own business. I know a fellow who’s dying to go into partnership, and …’
         
 
         ‘Not now, Phillip. I can’t make it to Malvern this weekend, but if you can wait till next, I’ll come along to hold your hand.’
         
 
         ‘Will you? You’re a real brick, Daisy!’
 
         ‘I owe Mother a visit. She’s feeling neglected, as she never hesitates to let me know.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll pop in and see her. I’m buzzing down on Saturday anyway – I’ve been home every weekend since Gloria left town. There’s a chappie staying at the hotel,’ he added darkly, ‘who’s been making a dead set at her. I get down as much as I can.’
         
 
         ‘Your parents must be a bit surprised by the sudden excess of filial devotion, and the Arbuckles that you haven’t yet introduced them. You’ve only just plucked up the nerve?’
         
 
         Phillip was indignant. ‘Not at all. It’s only last week I began to think I had a real chance with Gloria, and then I had to talk to you first. The mater … All right,’ he said hastily, standing up as she thrust his hat at him, ‘I’ve talked. I’m going. You’ll like her, Daisy. She’s got golden curls and the bluest eyes you ever saw, and …’
         
 
         ‘Toodle-oo, Phillip,’ said Daisy, cutting short the rhapsody.
         
 
         ‘Oh, right-ho, pip-pip. And you honestly don’t mind?’
 
         ‘I honestly don’t mind a bit.’
 
         Phillip went off at last with an air of enormous relief.
 
         Her fingers resting on the typewriter keys, Daisy pondered a moment before taking up her interrupted train of thought. So Gloria had golden curls and blue eyes, did she? And no doubt a million-dollar wardrobe. Well, her own eyes were blue, but her shingled hair was an intermediate brown and her wardrobe mostly last year’s, if not older, and bought at Selfridge’s Bargain Basement.
         
 
         Not that she was jealous. Phillip was an honorary brother. He had never even pretended to be in love with her. She was just afraid the dear old ass might have fallen for a pretty face without considering what was behind it.
         
 
         But he had described Gloria as a poppet, not a stunner. Daisy could only hope she was going to like the American girl.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Occasional gateways in the hedges revealed Bredon Hill on the horizon to the right; the Malvern Hills loomed ahead. From a cloudless sky the sun shone down on drought-parched fields and orchards, rotten luck for the farmers but perfect for a fellow in love.
         
 
         ‘“It’s three o’clock in the morning,”’ Phillip warbled merrily, if inaccurately and off-key, as he tootled along the narrow, winding lane across the Severn plain. ‘“We’ve danced the whole night through.”’
         
 
         Nearly home. He’d have a quick wash and brush-up, change his clothes, and then drive into Great Malvern, stopping at Violet’s for a box of chocs. After tea with the Arbuckles at the Abbey Hotel, he and Gloria would stroll by the swan pool in Priory Park. Later they might go to the pictures, if there was anything decent showing, or dance at the Winter Gardens ballroom to the music of Billy Gammon’s All-Star Players.
         
 
         Dancing, he hoped. If there was any bliss greater than doing the Charleston, tango, or fox-trot with Gloria, it was waltzing with Gloria. 
         
 
         Lost in a dream, he zipped round a bend – and jammed on his brakes. A large motor-car, though pulled into a gateway, blocked half the lane.
         
 
         ‘By Jove!’ Phillip muttered. ‘It’s a good job I overhauled the brakes the other day. What the deuce … Oh!’ His irritation with the idiot who’d stopped in such a spot vanished as he recognized Arbuckle’s vast blue Studebaker touring car.
         
 
         Arbuckle, sitting in the back seat, turned and waved. And there was Gloria, perched on the top bar of the gate, slim, silk-clad ankles very much in evidence, golden hair outshining the stubble of the hayfield behind her.
         
 
         ‘Phil … Mr. Petrie,’ she cried, ‘aren’t you just an angel? A regular White Knight rushing to the rescue!’ She started to climb down.
         
 
         Phillip leapt from the Swift, squeezed between Studebaker and hedge, and arrived just in time to catch her as she jumped the last two bars.
         
 
         ‘Careful,’ he said breathlessly, his arms about her waist. She gazed up at him, eyes blue as the sky, rosy lips parted. Overhead a lark poured out a burst of melody, and the air was full of the fragrance of wild roses.
         
 
         Mr. Arbuckle coughed. Phillip and Gloria sprang apart.
 
         ‘Waal now,’ said her father, a short, spare man with a long face lengthened by a receding hairline, ‘if this isn’t quite a coincidence.’
         
 
         ‘You’ve broken down, sir?’ Phillip asked, at last noticing the Studebaker’s bonnet open on both sides. ‘I’ll have a look, shall I?’
         
 
         ‘It’s mighty kind of you to offer, young fella, but I guess it’s not something that can be fixed on the spot. Me, I’m the financial wizard, don’t pretend to understand the mechanical stuff, but Crawford, my technical man, was driving us. Say, you’ve met him.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, you introduced us.’ He hadn’t pursued the acquaintance, not having taken to the American engineer, despite his enviably extensive knowledge of motor-cars’ design and manufacture.
         
 
         ‘Crawford knows autos if anyone does. He went off with some broken part or other to hike to the nearest garage.’
         
 
         ‘I might as well have a dekko.’ Phillip already had his aged tweed jacket off. He tossed it into the Studebaker and rolled up his sleeves. He wasn’t about to pass up a good excuse to examine an unfamiliar engine.
         
 
         Gloria came and stood beside him. ‘Mr. Crawford said something about the radiator,’ she said uncertainly. ‘Didn’t he, Poppa?’
         
 
         ‘Beats me, honey.’
 
         ‘That’s it.’ Phillip pointed. ‘Look, the hose is gone. It must have split. I think I have a spare in my tool-box which just might fit. Let’s give it a try?’
         
 
         ‘Atta-boy!’ said Mr. Arbuckle with a nod of approval. ‘That’s what I like to hear. Be Prepared. It’s a wunnerful motto, yes sirree, and not just for Boy Scouts.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir.’ Phillip grinned at him. He was growing quite fond of the old bird.
         
 
         He fetched a couple of lengths of different-sized hose, a knife, spanner, and screwdriver from the tool-kit attached to the Swift’s running board. As he bent over the Studebaker, a brown Ford motor-van with FARRIS, BUTCHERS painted on the side panel came along the lane and stopped.
         
 
         A burly man, shabbily dressed, stepped down. Touching his cap to Arbuckle and Gloria, he addressed Phillip, ‘Wotcher, cock. Need an ’and?’
         
 
         ‘No, thanks. It’s just a matter of getting a new radiator hose clamped in.’
         
 
         The man leaned with meaty hands on the Studebaker’s nose. ‘Yer’ll need water to fill ’er up, gov’nor,’ he pointed out.
         
 
         ‘True,’ Phillip agreed. ‘I’ll buzz over to the nearest farm in my bus.’ Gesturing with the screwdriver towards the Swift, he turned his head slightly. From the corner of his eye he caught a sudden motion.
         
 
         Arbuckle cried out. Phillip swung round. Heavy boots thudded on the dry, packed earth of the lane as four men masked with handkerchiefs rushed around the front of the van.
         
 
         Two dived over the side of the Studebaker reaching for Arbuckle. One grabbed Gloria. The fourth swung a crowbar at Phillip.
         
 
         He ducked the blow.
 
         ‘Gloria!’ he shouted, and went for her attacker with the screwdriver.
         
 
         The van’s driver caught him from behind and wrenched the screwdriver from his grasp. A second swing of the crowbar caught him on the side of the head.
         
 
         Exploding stars blinded him. His ears rang. Distantly aware of a heavy, sweetish odour, he sank into darkness.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
 
         Chloroform! The word came to Phillip in the instant of rousing. Then the explosive roar of the big guns inside his head claimed all his attention.
         
 
         After a while, he grew almost used to the internal shelling. He was lying curled up on his side, he realized. His wrists were tied behind his back and his shoulders ached dully. The dark red inside his eyelids suggested a dim light. Cautiously he opened his eyes.
         
 
         A narrow sunbeam streaked, flickering, across dusty, uneven floorboards, then zigzagged upwards, climbing, gleaming on beige silk stockings … Gloria! Ye gods, how could he have forgotten? The devils had bagged her too!
         
 
         ‘Miss Arbuckle?’ he whispered. ‘Gloria?’
 
         She did not move. Praying her stillness was just the effect of the chloroform he had smelled, that they hadn’t hurt her, Phillip raised his head. The pain sent him spiraling back down into the dark.
         
 
         He roused again – five minutes, half an hour, half a day later, he had no way of knowing – to feel a drop land on his cheek. The detonations inside his skull had diminished to mere hammer-strokes. Some seemed to come from a distance, tock-tock-tock,  like a woodpecker. And that angry chattering scold sound like a squirrel. Was he in a wood?
         
 
         The air he breathed had a damp feel, a woodsy, mildewy smell, but the surface he lay on was too hard for leaf-mould and there was a faint odour of paraffin. He remembered floorboards, warped and split, with cracks between. And Gloria!
         
 
         Opening his eyes as another drop plopped onto his cheek, he turned his head and looked up into Gloria’s face. There was just enough light left to see her heavenly blue eyes red and swollen with tears.
         
 
         ‘Don’t cry, Glow-worm. We’ll get out of this somehow.’
 
         ‘Oh, Ph-Phillip, I was afraid you were d-dead,’ she sobbed, positively raining on him.
         
 
         ‘Well, I’m not. So be a good girl and dry your eyes and blow your nose and let’s put our heads together.’
         
 
         ‘I c-can’t reach my handkerchief. I couldn’t even wipe the blood off your poor head.’
         
 
         Her hands were tied in front of her. Phillip seethed at the sight of the cord cutting into her slender wrists. He gritted his teeth – an outburst would help neither of them.
         
 
         ‘Perhaps you can reach mine,’ he said calmly, ‘if you think you can use it when you’ve got it. In my shirt pocket.’ His jacket, he supposed, must still be in the Studebaker where he had dropped it … how long ago?
         
 
         While Gloria, kneeling beside him, fumbled for his handkerchief, Phillip studied what he could see of their surroundings. The low ceiling, sloping downward on two sides, was rough, discoloured plaster, speckled with mildew, between ancient, sagging beams. In one corner, a dark brown stain looked like the result of a leak in the roof above. 
         
 
         The stain ran down the wall. On the floor at the bottom lay a few chunks and a small heap of crumbled plaster.
         
 
         A hole? Phillip silently cursed the confounded bonds about his wrists. Not that a way into the attic seemed frightfully useful, always supposing he could have reached it, but it irked him that he couldn’t even investigate properly.
         
 
         ‘I have it!’ With two fingers Gloria triumphantly fished the handkerchief out and shook it open.
         
 
         ‘Well done.’
 
         She promptly dropped it on the floor. ‘Darn. Now it’s too dirty to use to clean your head.’ Groping, she picked it up between finger and thumb. This time when she shook it, a cloud of dust flew.
         
 
         Phillip held his breath till the dust settled. The way he felt, a sneeze might take off the top of his head. ‘You’d have had to use spit, anyway, Glow-worm. I expect I look a frightful mess, but on the whole I’d rather you didn’t touch it.’
         
 
         ‘Poor honey, it must be real sore. Does your head ache badly?’
         
 
         In spite of their situation, Phillip revelled in her solicitude. ‘Not as bad as it was,’ he assured her, awkwardly rolling over and sitting up. The bursting shells promptly returned full force and his sight blurred. For a ghastly moment he thought he was going to be sick. Then the pain diminished again to a dull throb. ‘But it does still ache rather, and I don’t want to find out how tender it is where I got whacked. How do you feel?’
         
 
         ‘I was sure woozy when I woke up, but I’m okay now. Do you know what it was they used?’
         
 
         ‘Chloroform, by the smell. I was put out with it once when I broke my arm and had to have it set. I wish they’d used that on me instead of a crowbar!’
         
 
         ‘Oh, Phillip, why did they hit you and drug me and bring us here? What are they going to do with us? What do they want?’ She bit her lip, but a sob escaped. ‘What have they done with Poppa?’
         
 
         She sat beside him, nestled against his side. Had Phillip possessed a fortune, he would have given every penny to be able to put his arms around her now. But Arbuckle was the one with the fortune.
         
 
         ‘Ransom!’ he said. ‘They won’t hurt your father because he’ll have to be free to cough up the dollars.’
         
 
         ‘Do you think so?’
 
         ‘I bet that’s what it’s all about. They’re always doing it in America, aren’t they? Speakeasies and gangsters and kidnappings, you read about them all the time.’
         
 
         ‘You make it sound terrible, and it’s not. Most places aren’t like that at all. Ordinary people don’t have a thing to do with gangsters.’
         
 
         ‘But you’re not ordinary, Glow-worm,’ Phillip pointed out gently. ‘Apart from being the sweetest, prettiest … Yes, well, I won’t go into all that now. But apart from that, it’s no secret your poppa’s simply rolling in the stuff. He’s practically a walking target for hoodlums.’
         
 
         ‘But we aren’t in the States. And the guy who drove the butcher’s van sure sounded English to me. He was one of them, wasn’t he? I figure the rest were hiding in the back of the van.’
         
 
         ‘Probably. Yes, he was definitely English, a Cockney actually, though the number plate was local. They must have stolen it, or the van.’ 
         
 
         ‘Cockneys are from London? You all sound just plain British to me.’
         
 
         ‘And all Americans sound American to me. I didn’t hear the other men speak, did you? They could have been Yanks.’
         
 
         For once Gloria didn’t tick him off for his use of the slang term for her countrymen and threaten playfully to call him a Limey. As an effort to distract her, the scheme was a dismal failure.
         
 
         ‘I hope they’re not,’ she said with a shiver. ‘Some of those gangsters don’t think twice about spraying bullets around.’
         
 
         ‘They won’t do that. Your father will want proof of your safety before he’ll hand over a farthing. A dime.’
         
 
         ‘Oh Phillip, I’m glad you’re here. I’m scared, but I’d be even more scared without you.’
         
 
         She needed him, not like Daisy, who tended to regard his efforts to protect her as an irritating intrusion. But what was a fellow to do, when all he wanted was to shield his sweetheart against the world and he couldn’t even hold her little hand to comfort her?
         
 
         He bent his head and kissed her forehead. It wasn’t quite the circumstances he had imagined for their first kiss.
         
 
         It didn’t help morale that the light was fading fast. The small, square window, in the centre of one wall of the small, square room, was barricaded with heavy boards, nailed in place. The streak of sunshine which had earlier squeezed between the planks was long gone. Outside, the long summer evening might linger. Inside, it would very soon be dark.
         
 
         Time was a-wasting. He didn’t think more than a few minutes had passed since he came to, but what an absolute ass he was, sitting here chatting!
         
 
         ‘Glow-worm, you’ve tried the door?’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes. There’s no keyhole but it won’t budge. I guess it’s barred on the other side.’
         
 
         ‘Oh well, not much chance they’d forget it. Before the light goes you’d better see if you can untie my hands.’
         
 
         ‘I tried before, when you were unconscious. The knots are too tight. But I guess I could try to cut the rope with a bit of broken glass. There’s some over there under the window.’ She struggled to her feet, crossed to the window, and crouched down. ‘I didn’t dare try as long as you might wake up and move any moment. I was afraid of cutting a vein and killing you.’
         
 
         Phillip joined her. Among the scraps and splinters of the broken window-panes were three or four largish shards. ‘Can you pick up a piece without cutting yourself?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, but I can’t get a real good grip on it. I won’t be able to see too well, either. Gee, I wish I really was a glow-worm.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll turn around, so you have all the light there is. Hack away, and don’t mind my groans when you stab me.’
         
 
         Stab him she did, and nick him, and slice him. After an ‘Oh, Phillip, I’m sorry,’ at the first sign of blood, she sawed away in silence and he managed neither to groan nor to twitch. It might have been worse if his hands had not been pretty well numbed by cut-off circulation.
         
 
         In the quiet, Phillip heard voices. They seemed to come from below, through gaps between the shrunken floorboards.
         
 
         ‘Hear that?’ Phillip whispered. ‘Hold on a jiffy I want to see if I can hear what they’re saying.’ He lay down and pressed his ear to one of the wider cracks. The smell of paraffin grew stronger.
         
 
         ‘… still out?’ someone asked. 
         
 
         ‘Out to the wide, last time we ’ad a butcher’s.’ Butcher’s hook – look; it was Cockney rhyming slang. Not a Yankee, nor a local man, but another Londoner. ‘That chloroform’s powerful stuff.’
         
 
         ‘You sure  you didn’t clobber the bloke too ’ard, Jimmy?’ The third voice, also Cockney, held the anxious note of an oft-repeated query.
         
 
         ‘Not bloody likely. D’ya fink I wants to dangle? Pity I didn’t ’ave me sandbag ’andy but we wasn’t supposed to need anyfing else, just the chloro. Anyways, I got it down to a fine art, ’asn’t I, so not to worry, cock.’
         
 
         ‘Better start worryin.” That was the first voice again, the van driver’s, Phillip was almost sure. ‘The Yank’s mad as fire ’bout you bringing the young cove along too.’
         
 
         ‘Us! ’Oo was it said ’e talked like a nob, and ’oo found ’is card-case in the two-seater? ’E’s a Hon, you says, and what that means is, ’is pa’s a lord.’
         
 
         ‘Did I tell ya to grab ’im for ransom along wiv the girl?’ the driver demanded aggrievedly. ‘Did I? Like bloody ’ell, I did! The Yank’s right, most nobs’s dough’s tied up in land and big ’ouses and art and such. They ain’t got the ready, not quick, any’ow, not like Mr. Moneybags. Yer want ter ’ang around a few weeks while ’is bloody lordship sells a few of ’is fancy pitchers?’
         
 
         ‘Weeks? Gorblimey, no.’
 
         ‘Right, then.’
 
         ‘So whatta we do?’ asked the anxious voice. ‘We can’t just let ’im go. ‘’E’ll ’op it to the rozzers straight orf.’
         
 
         ‘We’ll ’ave to keep ’im till the ransom’s paid and we let the girl go.’
         
 
         ‘’E’s no use,’ the driver said carelessly. ‘Just get in the way. The Yank says, you’re ter get rid of ’im – for keeps. Rub ’im out, pronto.’
         
 
         A long silence followed this announcement.
 
         Phillip shuddered. Nothing in four years of appalling trench warfare had affected him quite like that apparently casual order to murder him in cold blood. Shells and shrapnel, poison gas, machine-gun bullets, even a sniper’s fire, were impersonal. One didn’t know the name of the man one bayonetted face to face, and anyway it was a case of kill or be killed. But Phillip was no threat to these men, no mortal threat at least, though he’d gladly see them rot in gaol for the rest of their lives for what they were doing to Gloria.
         
 
         ‘I dunno …’ said one, hesitantly.
 
         ‘Not me,’ the crowbar-wielder affirmed. ‘I don’t swing for nobody.’
         
 
         ‘Yer’ll all be assessories anyways,’ the driver advised them. ‘’E don’t care who does it, but summun’s gonna ’ave ter or the deal’s orf, ’E reckons no one won’t miss ’im for a while, the way ’e’s always ’opping about, ’ere today and gone termorra. If ya wants yer share o’ the goods, don’t cross the Yank. Ya’d better pick cards or summat.’
         
 
         ‘Us? What abaht you?’
 
         ‘Me, I’m orf back to the Smoke. The old man saw my face, it ain’t safe for me round these parts. Done my bit, I ’ave, all I were brung in for, and bin paid my bit f’rit. Them as wants ter scoop the pool ’as to work ’arder. Enjoy yerselves among the clod’oppers, mates. Bright lights, ’ere I come!’
         
 
         His blithe voice grew fainter as he spoke, and a moment later, Phillip heard a door slam shut. He sat up.
         
 
         ‘Have they gone?’ Gloria asked softly. ‘What did they say?’ 
         
 
         He thanked heaven she had not listened. ‘One of them has left. The rest are still here, or only stepped out for a moment. They’re after ransom, as we guessed. They were talking about letting you go when it’s paid.’
         
 
         ‘Poppa will pay, just soon as ever he can.’
 
         ‘Of course.’ Not soon enough for Phillip, however. He wasn’t going to go without a fight, though. ‘Gloria, are you almost through the rope?’ he asked urgently.
         
 
         ‘It’s awful slow work, honey,’ she apologized. ‘There’s one strand about ready to part, but I can’t see properly any longer and … and it’s hard to hold the glass steady now it’s slippery.’
         
 
         ‘Slippery’ Have I bled all over it? Try another piece.’
 
         ‘I … It won’t help for more than a minute. I … I’m bleeding, too.’ She held out her hands. The last light was just enough to show the blood welling in slow drops from her fingertips.
         
 
         ‘Oh, Glow-worm!’
 
         She came to him, looping her bound wrists over his head and pressing herself to him as her soft lips brushed his.
         
 
         ‘I’m okay as long as you’re with me. Oh, here they come.’ At the sound of boots clomping upstairs, she removed her arms from around his neck, but she stayed close. ‘We’ll ask them to untie us. Why shouldn’t they? We can’t get out of here.’
         
 
         ‘You might as well ask.’ Phillip was desperately trying to formulate a plan.
         
 
         There were four men, he thought, if they all came, but the doorway was too narrow for more than one to enter at a time. Still, it was the only way out, and if he got past the first, the rest would be waiting. 
         
 
         It looked hopeless, yet he could not just let them lead him away like a lamb to the slaughter, or, worse, do away with him right there in front of Gloria. Now was the time to discover whether tennis and squash had kept him as fit as he hoped, not the moment to remember that a gentleman does not brawl in the presence of a lady.
         
 
         Even without the use of his hands, surely he might at least give them something to remember him by.
         
 
         With a creak and a thud, the bar was withdrawn. The door swung open. On the threshold stood a brawny figure silhouetted against the flickering light of a paraffin lamp.
         
 
         Phillip’s head took the brute in the stomach. He went over backwards, cannoning into the man behind. Together they tumbled down the stairs.
         
 
         Struggling to regain his balance, Phillip caught just a glimpse of shadowy shapes closing in on either side of him on the tiny landing. He kicked out desperately as they grabbed his arms, as the sweet, sickly smell of chloroform wafted to his nostrils.
         
 
         A damp pad clamped across his face. He couldn’t breathe. His head hurt like hell. He didn’t care.
         
 
         He drifted dizzily into nothingness.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3

         
 
         What was that place Roman Catholics went to after death if they weren’t bad enough for Hell nor good enough to go straight to Heaven? Pur-something, Phillip thought dizzily. By Jove, they were right. He was damp and chilly, his head and his shoulders ached, his hands managed to be both sore and numb at the same time, altogether deucedly uncomfortable. Definitely not Paradise, but not the burning, fiery furnace, either.
         
 
         Somewhere a cuckoo called. The air smelled of wild roses, like a promise of Paradise to come.
         
 
         Something warm and wet slithered across his face. Startled, Phillip opened his eyes, and looked up into the grinning muzzle of a liver-spotted spaniel.
         
 
         ‘Pepper, heel!’
 
         The dog gave a short, sharp, self-satisfied bark and bent its head to lick Phillip’s cheek again.
         
 
         Ye gods, was he alive?
 
         He lay in long, dew-soaked grass under a hawthorn hedge wreathed with pink roses. Above his head, a spider’s web spangled with dewdrops sparkled in the slanting rays of the early morning sun. An insect crawled invisibly up his neck, a maddening tickle. He couldn’t brush it off. His hands were still tied.
         
 
         He was alive!
 
         ‘Pepper? What have you found there?’ called the fussy, schoolmasterish voice.
         
 
         ‘Help!’ croaked Phillip.
 
         The dog wagged its stumpy tail approvingly and uttered another bark.
         
 
         Boots swished through the grass. A stocky man in his midforties, wearing tweed knickbockers, a deerstalker, and pince-nez, stood over Phillip. He looked vaguely familiar.
         
 
         ‘A tramp,’ he said, displeased, tapping his cane on his hand in a thoroughly schoolmasterly fashion.
         
 
         ‘Help,’ Phillip croaked again.
 
         ‘My good man, if you’re hungry you may go up to the kitchen and tell them I said to give you bread and cheese. Then be on your way. Our local magistrates are hard on vagrants.’
         
 
         By the time he finished, Phillip had both cleared his throat and recognized him. ‘I say, Lord Dalrymple,’ he said, ‘I must look like the most frightful vagabond, but I’m Phillip Petrie. I’m afraid I’m in a bit of a spot.’
         
 
         Daisy’s cousin – second or third, and once or twice removed – hitched the pince-nez lower on his nose and stared down at Phillip over the top.
         
 
         ‘’Pon my soul! Petrie? So you are. My dear fellow, give me your hand and let me help you up. No, wait a moment.’ Leaning down, he pushed his eye-glasses back up and peered through them. ‘That is, if I am not mistaken, the larva of Calothysanis  amata  on your neck. The Blood Vein moth’s caterpillar, you know.’ 
         
 
         ‘Would you mind removing it?’ Phillip asked with what patience he could muster. ‘I’ve lost enough blood lately, as a matter of fact.’
         
 
         ‘Dear me no, it feeds on dock leaves, not blood. None of our native moths and butterflies is a blood-sucker – though some do, admittedly, feed on the juices of decaying meat – and I rather doubt whether even any tropical …’
         
 
         ‘Please,’  begged Phillip, who felt not unlike a piece of decaying meat himself. He was also suddenly aware of his own juices, long pent up, suddenly demanding egress.
         
 
         ‘Yes, yes, let me rid you of it. There. Not a rare species, alas. But you don’t want a lecture on the Lepidoptera.  Your hand, my dear fellow.’
         
 
         ‘I can’t. My hands are tied behind my back.’
 
         ‘Good gracious! Well, happily I always carry a pocket-knife, to collect the leaves fed upon by any larva I wish to try to hatch. If you will roll over, I shall see what I can do.’
         
 
         Clucking in horror over the dried blood on Phillip’s head and hands, Lord Dalrymple efficiently severed the cords. Phillip’s hands stung like blazes as the circulation was restored, but his bladder insisted on more immediate attention. He clambered shakily to his feet and, with a word of apology, pissed long and satisfyingly into the hedge.
         
 
         During this exercise, Lord Dalrymple politely turned his back, moved away a few paces, and hummed a verse of the Eton Boating Song. Phillip, amused, recalled Daisy telling him her cousin had taught at a very minor prep school before unexpectedly inheriting Fairacres and the viscountcy from her father.
         
 
         Fairacres, presumably, was where Phillip now found himself. He had been dumped not ten miles from the site of the kidnapping, considerably less from his own home, and alive. At least half alive, he amended, as he struggled with smarting, tingling fingertips to button his fly.
         
 
         He took a few steps towards Dalrymple and found himself staggering. The bright morning blurred before his eyes, poppies, ox-eye daisies, and purple knapweed swirling in a vast kaleidoscope with the blue sky and green hedges. He sat down and buried his head between his knees.
         
 
         ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ he gasped, ‘but I seem to be a bit wonky. I’ll be all right in a minute.’
         
 
         ‘You have  been in the wars.’ A comforting hand patted Phillip’s shoulder. ‘You just sit here, old chap. I’ll pop down to my gamekeeper’s cottage and between the two of us we’ll carry you up to the house.’
         
 
         ‘Gad no,’ said Phillip, revolted, ‘I’ll be able to walk in a minute.’ He raised his head. The blood red poppies, as always, reminded him of Flanders, but at least they kept still now.
         
 
         ‘Sure? Then I shall send him along to lend you a hand while I go ahead to warn Geraldine to expect a guest.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t want to impose on Lady Dalrymple.’
 
         ‘Nonsense! Fate has put me in Gervaise’s place, and the least I can do is welcome his friends as if he were still with us. Carlin will be with you in a trice. I’ll leave Pepper to keep you company.’
         
 
         The spaniel, having drawn his master’s notice to his find, had gone off after rabbits, but he rushed back when called. Told to stay, he sighed and lay down with his head on Phillip’s ankle.
         
 
         Phillip watched Dalrymple tramp off, noting that what he had taken for a cane was actually a butterfly net. He blessed the man’s apparent lack of curiosity. Before he told anyone at all about the kidnapping, he had to try to get in touch with Gloria’s father. The poor fellow must be quite frantic.
         
 
         How Gloria was feeling, Phillip didn’t want to think.
 
         The few minutes before Carlin arrived did much to restore his strength. As the stalwart, grizzled gamekeeper approached, Phillip stood up with only a touch of giddiness. With a growl, his stomach reminded him he had not eaten since lunch yesterday, and then no more than a slice of cold pork pie in a pub on the drive down from London.
         
 
         He had been saving every shilling to buy Gloria chocolates and take her dancing. The hollow in his stomach was nothing to the hollow in his heart.
         
 
         ‘Well now, Master Phillip,’ Carlin greeted him, ‘what have ’e bin up to now?’
         
 
         He spoke in just the tone of patient reproach he had used when Phillip and Gervaise got stuck up trees, or fell out of them or into streams, in early youth. Later he had taught the boys to shoot – and dug the shot out of Phillip’s retriever pup when she rushed ahead and Gervaise accidentally peppered her.
         
 
         ‘Does Lord Dalrymple shoot?’ Phillip asked with curiosity as they set off.
         
 
         ‘Nay, sir, not he. Nor hunt, leastways nowt but butterflies. He don’t properly understand country life, if ’e’ll excuse my boldness. He don’t have much need for the likes of I, but he knows better than to turn off them as’ve served the Dalrymples time out o’ mind.’
         
 
         ‘I’m glad you’re still here.’ If Phillip had to be ignominiously helped up to the house, he’d as soon it was by Carlin as anyone. 
         
 
         All the same, he was pleased to find he needed little help. The combined effects of the blow to the head and the chloroform were wearing off, and his hunger would soon be satisfied, he trusted. Climbing a stile was an effort; he accepted Carlin’s hand to steady him. Otherwise he walked slowly but under his own steam, across a hayfield, already cut, through a plum orchard (scene of many a raid in the old days), and into the park.
         
 
         The rear façade of the house rose above gardens and a balustraded terrace. Fairacres, though too large to be called a manor, was no vast ducal mansion. The formality of its classical symmetry was offset by the patchwork appearance found in many local buildings. Pinkish sandstone, amber Cotswold limestone, pale grey stone from who knew where, placed at random blended into an attractive whole.
         
 
         It was once Phillip’s home from home. The War had kept him away for four years. Since the death of Daisy and Gervaise’s father four years ago, in the great ’flu epidemic of ’19, he had called only two or three times, for politeness’ sake. He still thought of Edgar Dalrymple, ex-schoolmaster, and his wife Geraldine as intruders.
         
 
         He could not blame Daisy or her mother for not accepting their offer of a home.
         
 
         Dash it all, he had promised Daisy to drop in and see the Dowager Lady Dalrymple at the Dower House. Not a chance, not for the foreseeable future, not while Gloria suffered in the hands of those vile brutes.
         
 
         The swine had added insult to injury by pinching his wallet and all his change, as he discovered when he felt for a shilling for Carlin. Thank heaven they had not dumped him in the middle of nowhere! 
         
 
         ‘I must make a telephone call,’ he said to the butler, new since Daisy’s time, who met him in the marble-floored front hall with its twin semi-circular staircases. ‘At Once.’
         
 
         ‘Certainly, sir.’ The butler, no doubt forewarned by Lord Dalrymple, was not visibly perturbed by the arrival of a guest in his shirtsleeves, filthy and encrusted with dried blood. ‘If you will be so good as to …’
         
 
         But Lady Dalrymple came hurrying down the stairs, followed by her husband.
         
 
         An angular woman, an inch or two taller than his lordship, she looked Phillip up and down po-faced, but she said civilly enough, ‘Mr. Petrie, I am so sorry to hear you have had an accident. Edgar was not certain whether we ought to send for the doctor?’
         
 
         ‘No, thank you, Lady Dalrymple. I’m much better already.’
         
 
         ‘At least you must have some sort of dressing on your head.’
         
 
         ‘And hands, dear,’ said Lord Dalrymple.
 
         ‘And hands. Let me see them.’
 
         Reduced to a schoolboy, Phillip obediently held out his hands, himself examining them for the first time. They looked far worse than they felt. ‘I’m afraid I’m rather a mess,’ he apologized.
         
 
         Lady Dalrymple was too polite to agree, but she said, ‘I shall see to the dressings when you have bathed. Lowecroft, have Mr. Petrie shown to the Blue Bedroom, and a bath drawn immediately.’ She glanced doubtfully from Phillip to her considerably shorter husband. ‘I suppose you have a change of clothes at Malvern Grange, or in your motor, if it was not too badly damaged to retrieve your luggage?’ 
         
 
         So she assumed he had pranged his car. Wondering for a moment what had become of the dearly loved Swift, Phillip seized his chance. ‘At home, yes, but I don’t want to worry the mater by sending for clothes. Any old thing will do for the present. But if you don’t mind, before I take a bath I’ll make a ’phone call.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, of course. Your parents will be worrying. Lowecroft, show Mr. Petrie to the telephone.’
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