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  Pamela Branch and The Murder Room




  ››› 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




   


  

   


  

George Heap. The Silk Scarf Strangler, a distinguished gent who cannot endure the sight of blood. He comes from a long line of notorious murderers.


Sukie Chandor. George’s niece and an easy target for blackmailers. Her mother was an axe murderess who is enshrined in Madame Tussaud’s.


Hugh Chandor. Sukie’s husband, who is studying to be a barrister. He and Sukie live across the back wall from the Carp.


Mrs. Filby. Proprietress of the Carp, a public house where all the neighborhood regularly gathers. She runs a tight ship, or tries to.


Mr. Tooley. The bartender, who is perpetually inebriated from stealing his customers’ drinks. He has a phantom marmoset attached to his neck.


Beecher. A loathsome man who burgles for revenge. He has a group of hench-men who look up to him – Solly, Lights, and the Queue.


Alistair Starke. A bearded, unwashed young painter who lives next to the Carp and always manages to get someone to buy his drinks for him.


Miles Tate-Grahame. An inventor so boring even he has long since lost interest in himself. Another regular at the Carp.


Mr. Scales. A jolly undertaker who also lives next door to the Carp.


Mr. Bentley. A veterinary surgeon and infrequent visitor to the Carp. He’s a petty little fellow whom no one likes.


Marigold Tossit. The Chandors’ glamorous next door neighbor, who has superb legs and a Protector who augments her income.


Miss Dogtinder. A vegetarian and herbalist who lives in a hut in Marigold’s garden. She keeps a goat and a garden in the bomb site across the way.


The Great Tabora. A retired lion tamer who rents a room from Marigold.


Albert Chivvers. The local constable, whose lot is not an easy one.


Tribling. A fellow resident of George Heap’s club, and his bête noire.


D.I. Stoner. To the end, the Silk Scarf Strangler kept him guessing.


Senator. Mr. Scales’ glum horse, who was raised believing he was a man.


Mossop. Mrs. Filby’s ancient cat, to whom she is devoted.










  Chapter One




  BY the time the porter brought in the lunch editions, the story had moved from the Stop Press into the headlines. George Heap bought a paper, proceeded

  in his usual urbane manner into the smoking room and ordered a glass of sherry. He then lit a cigar and glanced at the front page.




  The account was long and confused. On page three was a picture of the scene of the crime. Badly reproduced, slightly out of focus, the bomb site had a desolate, nightmare quality. A white arrow

  pointed to the spot where the body had been found. Turning to the theater list, George Heap was distracted by a picture of a bleak man in a raincoat. This was Detective Inspector Stoner, who was in

  charge of the case. He was holding up a scarf and pointing to it with his other hand. He looked annoyed, which was understandable. Quite apart from being obliged to pose in so idiotic an attitude,

  this was the third similar murder in a fortnight.




  George Heap sipped his sherry. He produced a fountain pen and, with a weary smile at his own childishness, gave Detective Inspector Stoner a small mustache.




  He looked around the silent room. The resident club members were sunk in their chairs. Some read, some dozed. Two played an interminable game of chess. George Heap had known them all for years.

  He knew which one was still brooding over last night’s game of bridge, which one was pondering over what there would be for lunch, which one was thinking of nothing at all . . . He sighed,

  unutterably bored.




  He was tasting his second glass of sherry when his bête noire arrived and approached him from behind. Tribling, who enjoyed the feud, slapped him on the back just hard enough to

  spill the wine. George Heap looked up, biting his lip. He then lowered his gaze and stared at his enemy’s paunch. Neither spoke. Tribling blew his nose, looked mildly over his handkerchief

  and, with his curious gait which was not quite a run, retired. He embedded himself in an armchair and opened The Times. From behind it, he peered at George Heap. He was waiting to see the

  man mop the sherry off his impeccable waistcoat. George Heap refused to afford him this pleasure. After a while, infuriated by the spying, he got up and wandered restlessly into the hall.




  It was Tuesday, the day on which he normally visited his sister in her mental home and his grandfather’s effigy in Madame Tussaud’s. Today, he decided to do neither. Instead, he

  collected his hat, coat, and cane, slid into his Buick, and headed for the public house in Chelsea where he knew that he would find the only other Heap still at large, his niece Sukie.




  The fact that it was still raining depressed him further. He drove without his customary care. Turning out of King’s Road, he encountered an errand boy doing some fancy riding on a

  bicycle. He wrenched at the wheel and by a miracle avoided a head-on collision. The boy skidded into a lamp post, fell on to the pavement, and gashed his knee. He rose immediately, shouting, but

  George Heap was too horrified to do more than turn away his head and cover his eyes with a well-kept hand.




  He felt quite sick. He could not endure the sight of blood, he could not even bring himself to think the word. It was for this reason that he had never shed a drop of it. He dispatched his

  victims with a silk scarf. He was exclusively a strangler.




  Mr. Tooley drew a glass of Guinness and took its temperature. It was too hot again and he concealed a smile. If the Guinness inspector called, it would mean a sharp reproof for

  Mrs. Filby and there were few things which made Mr. Tooley happier than seeing his superior discomfited. He did not know it, but he grunted. He was a persistent grunter, but he was deaf, and never

  heard himself do it. He dropped the thermometer into its case, grunted and drank the Guinness.




  Mrs. Filby, the proprietress of the Carp public house, was poking a ruler down the back of a settee in the saloon bar. She changed her grip and, with a quick scoop, dug out a ration book, two

  halfpennies, and a tuft of horsehair. At the same time she was watching Mr. Tooley in a mirror covered with an elaborate golden design – an advertisement for a branded port long since

  unobtainable. She had heard the telltale grunt and knew exactly what was passing through Mr. Tooley’s dilapidated old mind. Mr. Tooley knew her equally well. He looked up and their eyes met

  in the mirror between the letters of the word Nutty.




  “Seventy-two,” said Mr. Tooley shuffling, patting the Guinness barrel. He thought of adding, “An’ you know why,” but decided against it. He was nearly eighty, and

  he hated talking. He merely looked pointedly at Mrs. Filby’s ancient cat, who was, as usual, asleep on top of the barrel.




  Mrs. Filby took no notice. She was devoted to Mossop and knew that the animal was only happy these days when asleep in that particular place. Moreover, she had great faith in the unique

  properties of Guinness and believed that her customers would, if necessary, drink it just off the boil. She looked after Mr. Tooley’s bent, retreating shoulders with animosity. He was eating

  sen-sen cachous again and she knew exactly what that meant. Her eye raced over the levels of the bottled spirits behind the counter. They were the same as they had been when she closed up last

  night, which meant either that he had watered them or that he was tapping the cellar again. In all the years he had worked for her, she had caught the old dodger out only once. But that had been

  enough to disenchant her and she had since spoken to him as little as possible. Yet she did not want to report him to the brewers. The guerrilla malice between them gingered up the exhausting,

  monotonous routine of her day.




  Behind the weighing machine, she found a bedraggled copy of last night’s paper. The Stop Press informed her that the Silk Scarf Strangler had been at it again. The body had been found in

  Hammersmith, as usual on a bomb site. The Strangler was coming closer. The previous victim had met his death in Bayswater. Mrs. Filby looked nervously out of the window at the wasteland opposite.

  There were a lot of them in London, she comforted herself. There was no reason why the Strangler should get ideas about this one.




  It was a nasty morning. The wind was driving the rain down Wharf Mews and hurling it on to the cobbles. It had rained now, with leaden November ferocity, for five days. A corner of the poster on

  the hoarding had soaked loose and was flapping wildly. The piece which still adhered showed a pair of long, bronzed legs and a twist of sarong; the loose corner, when it lashed itself back against

  the hoarding, presented the other half of Dorothy Lamour sitting under a tree in tropical sunshine. Directly below her fifteen-foot figure and only an inch over one third of her size, stood the man

  Beecher.




  He was dwarfed by the poster, but such was his stance and build that he completely dominated it. He stood with the rain bouncing off the shoulders of his discolored Burberry, his simian arms

  hanging at his sides, making no attempt to take shelter. He was, Mrs. Filby knew, on the wagon, which meant that he would not touch a drop before one-thirty in the afternoons and seven in the

  evenings. He was now gazing at his turnip watch, waiting for it to be half past one. There was something uncanny about his immobility. He wanted a drink. He intended to have a drink. She felt that,

  unable to entertain two thoughts at the same time, he would have stood there just the same if a tidal wave had come roaring at him out of the Thames; that when the waters finally receded, Beecher

  would still be standing there in exactly the same attitude, dry.




  Mrs. Filby looked at him with hatred. If she had dared, she would have forbidden him to use the House; but she knew his record. When Beecher was crossed, he took his revenge immediately. His

  enemies became the objects of intolerable and clueless burglaries.




  On the stroke of half past one, pub mean time, Beecher put away his watch and surged across the cobbles into the public bar. He stood at the counter with runnels of rain pouring off his horrible

  cap and ordered a pint of rough cider. Sticking out of his pocket was a sodden morning paper. Mrs. Filby noted the words STRANGLER STRIKES AG. They had been jabbed at

  intervals with a red chalk and she looked thoughtfully at the man’s anthropoid cranium. An expert in phrenology would have been able to tell at a glance whether he was capable of throttling

  anybody.




  She was considering her own skull in the mirror when Alistair Starke arrived. His head was quite round, like a chicken’s. He lived next door to the Carp on the right, and treated the

  saloon bar as if it were an extension of his own premises. Until Mrs. Filby had protested, he had attended the morning session in his dressing gown. Even now, he was wearing sandals and the collar

  of his pajama jacket protruded from the neck of his painting smock. His feet were unclean and he had toenails like an eagle. Under his arm was a daily paper. Part of the headline read THIRD VICTIM STILL UNIDE.




  Without moving his head, he looked around quickly and went straight through to the telephone in the passage to kill time until somebody, anybody, should appear from whom he could cadge a drink.

  Mrs. Filby opened the hatch at the back of the bar so that she could keep an eye on him. She disliked and distrusted young men who neglected to wash, wore beards, picked their noses, bit their

  fingernails, and painted for a living. Alistair Starke did all five. Moreover, on the rare occasions when he was obliged to buy his own drinks, he always counted his change twice. That enraged

  her.




  Unaware that he was observed, Alistair sat down on an empty lager crate and began to scribble on the directory. He was at present under the influence of Picasso when the latter was under the

  influence of Matisse who had at the time been flirting with the scuola metafisica of Giorgio Morandi. His paintings looked like a mixed grill smeared across a menu. When he heard the door

  slam, he leapt to his feet with a broad smile.




  The new arrival was Miles Tate-Grahame. He was hanging up his dripping mackintosh on the weighing machine and he looked even taller, grayer, and more lopsided than usual. He had an evening paper

  in his hand.




  “Mornin’,” said Mrs. Filby. “They caught the Strangler?”




  “No,” said Miles. He grinned sourly. “But ‘An Arrest is Expected Hourly’.”




  “Well, amigo,” said Alistair ingratiatingly, “how goes it? How fares the turbine? How does your culture grow?”




  The inventor looked at him sideways, his eyes behind the thick, bifocal spectacles no bigger than dried peas and of much the same color. He was tired of keeping Alistair in beer. But the man was

  his neighbor and the only person in the vicinity who would listen to long, boring recitals of his scientific experiments.




  “Drink?” he asked. “As if I didn’t know.”




  Alistair thrived on insults “Thanks,” he said brightly. “Bitter, please.”




  “ ’Alf?” asked Mrs. Filby, hoping to shame him.




  “Pint,” said Alistair firmly. He narrowed his eyes at her.




  Mrs. Filby did not like either of them. Drawing the bitter, not the best bitter which she knew that they were expecting, but the weaker one which she privately referred to as

  “cooking,” she glanced at Miles’ skull. It was covered with uneven protuberances like a rock. She shortchanged him eightpence.




  The inventor did not notice. He hardly ever noticed anything. He was such a bore that even he had lost interest in himself. He drove Alistair into a corner and embarked upon one of the dull

  monologues to which neither Alistair nor Mrs. Filby ever bothered to listen.




  When her other neighbor, Mr. Scales, bounced in, Mrs. Filby looked at his skull with admiration. It was full, rounded, and covered with soft, white hair. He was an undertaker. In choosing the

  site next door to the Carp, he had forfeited a certain type of customer, but he considered that it was worth it. It was very handy during the slack summer months or a winter without epidemic to

  wait for custom in the saloon bar. Wharf Mews was a cul-de-sac. Unless his clients swam through the A.R.P. emergency tank at the far end, they had to pass the windows of the public house. This gave

  Mr. Scales just time to nip over the back wall, eat a piece of parsley, which he believed had deodorant qualities, and be waiting soberly and sympathetically in his parlor when his acolyte ushered

  in the bereaved.




  He rested his jolly paunch against the counter, mopped the rain from his cherub’s face and beamed at Mrs. Filby.




  “I shall take a small rum,” he chirped.




  Mrs. Filby nodded understandingly. Mr. Scales always fortified himself with rum before a funeral. “Anyone I know?” she asked.




  “No,” said Mr. Scales. “Trick rider. Wall of Death. What a mess!”




  “Requiescat in pace,” said Mrs. Filby, pouring rum.




  “Hic jacet,” said Mr. Scales automatically. “Killed two bystanders into the bargain. Macomber an’ Pitt got them,” he added with a trace of resentment.




  “Never mind,” said Mrs. Filby. “Lot o’ new diseases about.”




  “Ar,” said Mr. Scales, “but look at all these newfangled drugs. Sulphur. Imagine little old sulphur turnin’ on us like that!”




  “You want to get in touch with the Strangler,” said Mrs. Filby.




  She looked around for the tot of rum she had poured for him. It had vanished. Mr. Tooley was down at the far end of the bar eating sen-sen.




  “There ’e goes again!” said Mrs. Filby bitterly. “You can’t prove anythin’.”




  The door swung open and George Heap came in. He looked around with ill-concealed distaste. Seeing that his niece had not yet arrived, he ordered himself a small brandy and stood sipping it at

  the counter. Both Mrs. Filby and Mr. Scales were delighted to see him. He was the Carp’s most distinguished customer. Today, however, he was clearly in one of his more taciturn moods and

  neither of his admirers cared to break the silence.




  The next arrival was a small man in oilskins and sou’wester. He scurried in, stopped on the threshold, and shook himself very much like a terrier.




  “If it isn’t Mr. Bentley!” said Mrs. Filby, forcing a smile.




  Mr. Scales, who had not turned round, gave her a startled glance and hurried away into a corner. Mr. Bentley was used to this sort of treatment. People always avoided him. Mrs. Filby, however,

  was unable to escape. She saw the little veterinary surgeon only about twice a year. He lived on the south coast but sometimes went North to put one of his farmer brother’s doomed animals out

  of its misery. On these occasions, he stayed a night in London and always dropped into the Carp to sow a seed of dissension and pay his respects to Mrs. Filby. He had made her acquaintance a number

  of years ago when she had possessed a cat considerably bigger and hotter than Mossop. This animal had led her a continual dance until Mr. Bentley had nipped its nymphomaniac career in the bud. She

  had later learned that he was a petty little fellow, rich in malice, but the cat’s metamorphosis had been so satisfactory that she had never forgotten it.




  “Who was that?” asked Our Mr. Bentley. “Eh? Came in just before me? Who was it?”




  Mrs. Filby looked around for George Heap. He had disappeared. She was puzzled. She concluded that he had vanished into the toilet, but he must have moved with quite extraordinary speed. She

  looked back to Mr. Bentley. Something in his eye made her cautious.




  “I dunno,” she said. “Never saw ’im before. Why?”




  “Eh?” said Mr. Bentley. He scratched his face. “Oh, nothing.” He felt her eyes still upon him and suddenly lost his temper. “How dare you question me?” he

  said shrilly. “Bring me a Guinness and mind your own business!”




  When Hugh Chandor turned down Wharf Mews it had stopped raining and a brisk, chill wind was already drying the cobbles. He saw that Senator, Mr. Scales’ large black

  horse, was out on the bomb site again. That meant that there would be a funeral that afternoon. Senator was always put out before going on duty. He kicked about among the rubble and ate a lot of

  ferns, which Mr. Scales had found quieted him down. He saw Hugh, whinnied, and went quickly behind the poster of Dorothy Lamour.




  In the far corner of the wasteland, inside a half-obliterated house, sat Miss Dogtinder. She was milking her goat.




  Hugh strode across the road and into the Carp. He looked around for Sukie, his wife. His heart sank when he saw that she was sitting in a corner with Mr. Bentley. She was, like all the female

  Heaps, far too friendly, a bad judge of character. She would talk to anybody and she usually said too much. Conversation was apt to go to her head.




  “Sukie,” he said.




  She jumped up, skipped over to him, and clutched his arm. Her small, freckled face was pink with excitement. She might not have seen him for a year.




  “Hullo, darling,” she said in her curiously light voice. “You’ve got a new hat. You do look pretty. You’re hours and hours late.”




  Hugh looked at his watch. “Four minutes,” he said. He always pointed out her exaggerations. He was still hoping to cure her of the habit.




  “Do you know a very odd thing?” Sukie rushed on. “Mr. Bentley once bought a horse for Mummy.”




  Hugh started. She’s been talking again, he thought. “Oh?” he said with just the right degree of polite disinterest. He nodded to the little vet with the shifty eyes,

  took Sukie’s arm, and started to turn away.




  “Yes,” said Mr. Bentley. “Yes, indeed.” He put his skinny little claws on to his knees and played a rapid scale. He had a nervous tic under the left eye. “I had a

  letter from Victoria only recently. Beautifully phrased, most concise.”




  Hugh did not answer. He hated people knowing that his mother-in-law was in a lunatic asylum. He ground his teeth and went to buy a drink. When he came back, Mr. Bentley was waiting for him, the

  small eyes sparkling with spite.




  “I knew Hannah, too,” he said slyly.




  “Granny?” asked Sukie. She sounded pleased.




  Hugh looked quickly around to see whether anybody was listening. Alistair Starke was sitting on the next settee not listening to Miles Tate-Grahame and watching Mr. Bentley from under his

  eyebrows. Hugh stepped in between them. Hannah Heap was the skeleton in his cupboard and he did not, if he could help it, intend to have her aired in his local.




  Mr. Bentley made a nervous genuflection. In the way that people grow to resemble their pets, he had become successively more and more like a fox terrier. He had been breeding them for forty-five

  years, all exactly alike, the descendants of an unusually dominant champion.




  “As a matter of fact,” said Mr. Bentley with satisfaction, “it was I who sent for the police.”




  Hugh stared at him. He did not know quite what to do. He wondered whether the man could be contemplating a mild form of blackmail.




  “Yes, indeed,” said Mr. Bentley. His left eye closed completely in a spasm of twitching, but he did not notice it. He was enjoying himself. “What a catastrophe! She was, I

  assure you, completely amok! One, I could perhaps have understood, in a moment of confusion. But five . . . no! Carnage! I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve often

  wondered what happened to the axe.” He smiled at Sukie. “People around here – um – know, eh?”




  “They will do soon,” said Hugh savagely, “if you don’t lower your voice.”




  “Ah,” said Mr. Bentley. “Very wise, keep it dark, eh? No need for unpleasantness. I suppose that if it was bruited abroad, people might think, it’s just possible that

  they might think . . .” He spread his small hands. “An unfortunate family tree. What a stigma!”




  “What are you driving at?” said Hugh aggressively.




  Mr. Bentley looked at Sukie. “So young too!” he said, shaking his head.




  Normally, Hugh was a quiet and controlled young man. When goaded, he occasionally behaved rashly. “I don’t like your face,” he stated.




  Mr. Bentley laced his fingers together. “What a pity,” he murmured. “Because you will undoubtedly see it again.” His eye twitched and he gave it an impatient little slap.

  “Soon,” he added.




  Sukie glared. “I don’t like you,” she said. “Go on, hump off!”




  Mr. Bentley shook his head sadly. “Hannah,” he said, “Victoria, and now, my dear, you! A terrible handicap!” Then, well pleased with his morning’s work, he

  snatched up his mackintosh, gave Hugh a canine grin, and darted out into the rain.




  Almost immediately George Heap appeared from the passage. He was pulling on his gloves and looking thoughtful. He saw that his niece was still staring angrily after Mr. Bentley, and touched her

  on the shoulder. “I don’t think,” he said deliberately, “that he will bother you again.”




  “He is a scab,” said Hugh with violence.




  “An odious character,” said George Heap. His voice was expressionless. “He has exploited our family for too long.”




  Sukie looked at him. His expression made her say quickly, “Uncle George, you’re not to do anything rash.”




  George Heap smiled. “I never do anything rash,” he said.




  Sukie took his arm. She had complete confidence in him. “Promise?” she said.




  George Heap patted her hand. “I promise,” he said. He lit a cigar and looked out of the window, studying the bomb site opposite with a critical eye.




  Between the saloon and the public bars, there was a cubicle about ten feet square. It was known as the Ladies’ Bar. It was difficult to see, without craning, who was in

  there. At one time it had been used by visiting toffs who wished to drink in privacy. It was now patronized almost exclusively by three charwomen named Mae, Lil, and Doris. These three Fates were

  inseparable, drawn together by stubborn afflictions, which they discussed with the persistence of a Greek chorus. Mae had Feet; Lil had Veins and an incipient goiter; something secret inside Doris

  had slipped.




  From one to two o’clock in the afternoon, from six o’clock onwards in the evening, they could be heard clearly all over the House. The progress of their evergreen ailments was

  therefore common knowledge to Mrs. Filby’s goodwill. Seen out of the context of the Ladies’ Bar, a casual observer might have mistaken the durable trio for a music-hall turn. They

  looked like joke hags. But they were not. Even Beecher was aware of their propensities and avoided them as certain terrifying animals will avoid others of an equally fearsome species.




  Today they sat in a tipsy row on the wooden bench in their usual places and drank Moussec at two-and-ninepence a glass. It was no coincidence that they earned two-and-ninepence an hour for

  scrubbing out people’s houses.




  “ ’Member Mr. Tonks?” asked Lil.




  “Hurp!” barked Mae involuntarily, raising calloused fingers to her lips.




  “Run over,” said Lil. “Right in front o’ ’is wife’s eyes. Blood! You should of seen it. Splashed right inside the International!”




  “You ’ave another, dear?” asked Doris. She rose and rapped a coin on the counter.




  “ ’Orrible month, that was,” said Lil. “ ’Ardly got over that ’fore young Cosey up an’ shoots ’is Nell.”




  Mae slipped off her left shoe. “You don’t say,” she said.




  “I do that,” insisted Lil. “She wasn’t took then, though. Was only the arm they ’ad to amputate. Fortnight later, it was, when Cosey was sentenced. Jumped under a

  train at Goodge Street. ’Er mum identified ’er by the bangle.”




  Mae, bored, returned to the conversation she had been enjoying half an hour ago. “ ’E chased ’er right down to the Docks,” she announced. “She wasn’t

  ’alf scared. Thought it was the Strangler. Makin’ like she was an ’eroine! I tell ’er straight I’d rather ’ave stranglin’ any day more’n

  these.” She shot a venomous glance at her feet.




  Doris, returning from the bar with three Moussecs, gave an eldritch screech. The intelligence had amused her.




  Lil displayed her baby goiter. “Just look at that today!” she said. “I ask yer.”




  “Ought to see my scar this thundery weather,” said Doris complacently. “Even frightens Bert sometimes. ’E was on at me again larst night to ’ave It stitched up

  again, but what I says is if It’s dropped, It’s dropped, an’ there It is.”




  “Where?”




  “Dunno for certain. Don’t show up on an X-ray.”




  “An’ ’ow do you feel, dear? In yerself, I mean.”




  “Worse,” said Mae simply.




  Mr. Tooley, with the speed of a conjurer, whisked away the half-finished Moussec and loped into the passage to drink it. He grunted, swallowed noisily, popped a cachou into his mouth, grunted,

  came back to the bar, and washed out the glass. The whole operation had taken less than four seconds. Nobody had noticed, not even Mae. Mr. Tooley, congratulating himself upon his dexterity, dried

  the glass and put it carefully down on the air half an inch from the counter.




  Mrs. Filby spun round, compressing her lips. As Mr. Tooley had expected, she said nothing. She would reserve her comments until early tomorrow morning when his resistance was at its lowest. He

  went painfully down on his knees and began to sweep up the pieces. I got to stop it, he thought frantically. I got to. Can’t ’ave ’em again yet, only two months from

  the last go. He was haunted by the specter of delirium tremens. For a moment he shut his eyes while he regained his equilibrium. The voices flowed around him.




  “Packet o’ Stafford Cripps.” That was Beecher in the Public. Almost immediately it was followed by the animal crunch of potato crisps.




  “I ought to have socked him,” said Hugh Chandor.




  “That would have been imprudent,” said George Heap. “It is very simple. He must be . . . suppressed.”




  A laugh. It was like Sukie Chandor. “For a moment,” she said, “I thought that you were going to say something awful. It just shows how people get suspicions.”




  Mr. Tooley opened his eyes. What are we comin’ to? he thought. ’Orrors an’ violence! Turn it up, Tooley! You’ve ’ad a drop too much.




  The Carp was little frequented. It was off the beaten track and was not easy to find. The mews in which it stood was not prepossessing. The few regulars who lived in the immediate neighborhood

  did not welcome interlopers. The odd stranger who drifted in felt this and rarely returned. The Carp was too quiet, too drab, too respectable ever to become fashionable. It had been badly

  undermined during the war by the bomb which had dropped opposite. It was odd, dreary, and condemned.




  Outside, it began to rain with redoubled fury. The sky sagged. A beetling black cloud spread over Hammersmith. A sudden spear of lightning killed two men and a boy in Putney. The Thames rose and

  gurgled only four feet below the flood level of 1926. The wind screamed through the chimneys of Kensington and tore the conductor off a 27 bus; it hurled the rain against the mullioned windows of

  the Carp and lashed up tiny waves in the puddles in the road. The rain churned in the gutters and flattened the weeds on the bomb site. It beat down four more bricks from the shell of a burnt-out

  house, and drove the sightseers away from the scene of the Strangler’s latest coup. Miss Dogtinder’s goat, matted and sodden, discovered that by standing on its hind legs it could just

  reach the bottom of the poster of Dorothy Lamour. It gripped pulpy slack with its rubbery lips and pulled gently. It detached the word Technicolor and ate it.










  Chapter Two




  THAT evening Hugh Chandor did not jump off the bus as it passed Tite Street. He went sedately on to the official stop and walked back slowly, staring

  down at his feet.




  He was worried. First, there was Sukie. He was nearly always worried about Sukie. Lately, her exaggerations, in spite of all his efforts, were deteriorating into downright lies. Because of her

  unfortunate background, Hugh viewed her slightest abnormality with foreboding. He knew that it was useless to brood over it, but her history could not have been more discouraging.




  Her mother, Victoria Heap, had reacted to Hannah’s homicidal brainstorm by immediately marrying her first cousin. Her friends and relatives had argued that she had no right to marry at

  all, but that if she insisted, the worst possible spouse she could choose was a relative. Victoria answered tartly that her mother had been sane; she had been hanged, which proved it. There was a

  stubborn streak in the Heaps. Opposition excited them.




  Defiantly, she conceived her only child. In the same frame of mind, her husband, unable to face the confinement, cut his throat with a comb two days before Sukie was born. Friendless and

  outlawed by her family, the bereaved Victoria devoted herself exclusively to her sickly little offspring. Sukie could do no wrong in her mother’s eyes. She developed at an early age a vivid

  imagination and a talent for lying which Victoria did nothing to check. The two of them lived in a trauma of make-believe.




  By the time Sukie was fourteen, fantasy had become fact, reality the fairy tale. She had a rude shock on her eighteenth birthday. The world stepped in, certified Victoria, and carried her off to

  the nearest Home. George Heap had protested strongly at this move, but it was in fact not unreasonable. Victoria, after an alarming experience with a hayrick, had acquired a taste for arson.




  In the Home, she had made frequent and invalid wills. By the last of these, she left all her real and personal estate to a minor Elizabethan poet and appointed the Aga Khan as her executor.

  After suitable inquisition, the Master in Lunacy revised this idiotic document in Sukie’s favor. An official of the High Court was assigned to control her finances until she reached her years

  of discretion. This occurred two years later. She marched into the official’s office and informed him that she had married a dear man whose name she had temporarily forgotten. The Heaps had

  fugues.




  Grandma Hannah’s loss of temper and the subsequent pogrom had taken place just before an electrical storm. It had unconsciously become Hugh’s custom at the first rumble of thunder to

  switch his thoughts abruptly to his wife. Tonight, the thunder was muttering over the next borough.




  That was the first, the recurrent worry. The second was Mr. Bentley. Obviously, the little animal doctor was contemplating blackmail. Hugh could, of course, go to the police, but, should

  Sukie’s history become common knowledge, it would not help his career. He was still hoping to pass his Finals and become a barrister. Even if this time, the third time of asking, he managed

  to scrape through, scandal in the family was unlikely to be an asset at the Bar. He sighed heavily, changed his briefcase to the other hand, and dropped Criminal Law in a Nutshell.
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