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  PART ONE




  Côte d’Azur








  




  1




  The Holbein Miniature




  Monsieur Hugues de Rais, a pale-eyed little Breton, was known throughout Europe by a variety of uncomplimentary nicknames. In Paris he was Le Fouet, the Whisk, in Zurich

  Le Petit-gris, the Squirrel; grumbling Italian art dealers alluded to him as Il Cappello Nero, the Black Hat. In Moscow, where he had helped the Russian government out of a financial

  hole by discreetly transferring six million dollars’ worth of treasure from the Hermitage into Mr. Andrew Mellon’s capacious pocket, the ingrates damned him as a puff of wind from the

  bowels of a Czarist lackey – or words to that effect. In his home town of Marseilles the handful of folk who knew of his existence referred to him as Le Fantôme for, like a

  ghost, he was seldom seen in daylight and would vanish entirely for months on end. Forty years of dedicated service to the cause of art had not made Monsieur de Rais awfully popular. In his

  cosmopolitan circle only three women had ever confessed that they were fond of the foxy little chap – Gertrude Stein, who was notoriously perverse, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, who had a kind

  word to say for everyone, and Holly Beckman King.




  Holly King had been around the art market too long to be taken in by de Rais’ air of gracious innocence. She knew that he often ran close to the wind and on occasions could be totally

  unscrupulous. On the other hand she had much sympathy for the Frenchman; he was a gutter rat from Brest, she a slum kid from Lambeth, and the climb to the top had not been easy for either of them.

  Beneath his appetite for profit Hugues de Rais nurtured a deep and abiding love of fine art that enabled him to put up with the stuffiness and hypocrisy of the acquistive millionaires to whom he

  pandered. In these respects Holly King and Hugues de Rais were akin. Compatability stopped short of trust, however. Hugues de Rais operated with a deviousness that ranged from the right side of

  amusing to the wrong side of sinister. How he found out that Holly was registered at the Regina Hotel in the Rue de Rivoli that first week in March 1932, and that she had private business with

  Monsieur Lenormant of the Galerie Voltaire, were mysteries that were never solved, the first tiny strands in a web of intrigue and deceit in which Holly would eventually be enmeshed.




  The invitation seemed harmlessly eccentric. Holly received the letter at breakfast on the morning of her fourth day in Paris. The note was short and formal. It suggested that it would be

  pleasant, and possibly rewarding, if Madame King would drop in for lunch chez de Rais as soon as it was convenient to her. She scanned the letter for a Paris address, found none and was

  forced to conclude that Monsieur de Rais intended her to call on him at his home in Marseilles, a long night’s train ride from the capital. Holly knew de Rais’ methods of old; the

  invitation was not casual, more of an urgent summons than anything. She did not mention it to Monsieur Lenormant who considered de Rais an out-and-out scoundrel and a blight on the good name of an

  honourable profession, but invented a plausible excuse for interrupting her business at the Galerie Voltaire and, that same evening, boarded the sleeping-car express to discover just what it was

  that the Phantom might have for sale.




  

    * * *


  




  Monsieur de Rais unlocked a drawer in his bureau and brought out a case no larger than the palm of his hand. Bound in scarlet morocco, the case had tiny brass hinges and a

  scalloped latch. Reverently de Rais placed the case on the table and moved back to his overstuffed armchair by the window.




  Seating himself, he crossed his legs and lit a Caporal.




  “Open it, Madame.”




  Holly did.




  The unfaded velvet lining confirmed her initial impression that the case was of modern manufacture. The portrait within, however, was very old indeed, framed in an oval of chunky ebony with a

  crude tight-fitting glass spy piece. The object had been thoroughly cleaned and the face beneath the glass was perfectly clear.




  De Rais spoke excellent English, buttered with soft zee sounds. “Do you know what it is?”




  “An early English miniature.”




  “Take it out.”




  Carefully Holly extracted the miniature from the velvet bed and turned it over.




  “The backing board is not detachable,” said de Rais. “Stiff shell paste glued to the frame. The glass will come out, however.”




  “Have you taken it apart?”




  “Naturally, as far as I dare to without damage.”




  Expertly Holly separated glass from frame and leaned forward to examine the painting in detail. Already she had an inkling as to its worth but held her tongue, giving no signs of eagerness or

  pleasure.




  Blue smoke wreathed from de Rais’ cigarette. Sunlight filtered through lace curtains. The Frenchman squinted shrewdly through his pince-nez. In fine art dealing there was no demarcation

  between buyer and seller. Today you were one thing, tomorrow another. Holly wondered where de Rais had unearthed the piece and how much it had cost him. No doubt he had made a thorough job of

  authentication. Amicable though relations were between them, Holly could not simply accept de Rais’ word at face value.




  “Painted on parchment on board, perhaps a playing card,” she said. “Odd shape, not circular, almost oval.”




  “Distinctive, is it not?”




  “Extremely. Beautifully executed.”




  Dark-haired, dark-eyed, quiet of manner, Holly King displayed an effortless sense of style that was more French than English. She had none of the imperious ‘look at me, ain’t I

  grand’ attitude that so many English women adopted in the false belief that it made them attractive. Gravity was toned down by charm and humour. As always de Rais was impressed by the woman.

  His admiration for her had been increased by certain intimate information that had come his way of late. Holly King was of Russian-Jewish stock and Kennedy was her second husband. Her first

  husband, the father of her son, had been a young poet named Christopher Deems who had died tragically in a fire in London’s Pimlico. Perhaps, de Rais thought, the woman’s considerable

  self-control stemmed from that disastrous period in her life. She was certainly shrewd, more so than her husband. He regretted having to dupe her but, under the circumstances, there was no help for

  it; he was obliged to do what he was told.




  “It’s a court portrait but not quite as formal as one would expect,” Holly said.




  “A Hilliard perhaps?” de Rais teased.




  “It isn’t hard enough for a Hilliard. The modelling of the fabrics and features suggests the Isaac Oliver school, but the clue lies in the blue background.”




  “You have it?”




  Holly glanced at the dealer. Why was he so eager for her identification? Did he doubt his own opinion? Not de Rais! Now she understood why he had invited her to Marseilles, to cut her off from

  Monsieur Lenormant’s advice and sources of research. She was not dismayed by his ruse to foster uncertainty. The Kings’ axiom had always been, ‘Sell your successes; pay for your

  mistakes.’ Hordes of art dealers dressed their errors and sold them unblushingly under spurious labels, tarted up with vague histories, but Holly steadfastly believed that dishonesty had a

  way of coming home to roost.




  She was obliged to commit herself.




  She said, “I think it’s a Holbein.”




  “Bravo!” de Rais stubbed out his cigarette and got to his feet. “One of the best examples of Hans Holbein’s miniature work I have ever encountered. Do you not agree,

  Madame King?”




  He was pressing her, nudging her towards an offer.




  “Except for gallery examples I’ve never seen a Holbein miniature in the flesh before,” Holly said.




  “Nor have I,” said de Rais. “It is for the reason that they are so very scarce.




  In silence the dealers stared down at the miniature.




  Outside, noon traffic clacked on the cobbles of the Rue Honorat and the timbers of the old house shook slightly as a train rumbled into Gare St. Charles. The domicile had once been an annex of a

  Capuchin convent, but a century of progress had swallowed up the stone dwelling and smothered it in warehouses and déclassé cottages. In the shop below there was no evidence of de

  Rais’ wealth. The fly-blown window was sparsely dressed with bric-à-brac. Even the long interior contained little of worth. Nobody, not even Madame Sempach, a whiskered Swiss widow who

  ran the household as if it was a cuckoo clock, knew where Hugues de Rais stored his treasures. Basically he was an entrepreneur not a shopkeeper. Most of his ‘stock’ lay in other

  people’s galleries and houses while de Rais negotiated ‘marriages’ between sellers and buyers for a percentage of the profit.




  Was he selling the Holbein on behalf of a client?




  Was it a Holbein and not just a good sixteenth-century copy – and if it was a copy did de Rais know it was a copy?




  Holly had to tread warily. “I take it, Monsier de Rais, that you’ve conducted appropriate research and that the painting is a Holbein?”




  “Take comfort. It has been examined by an expert in Dresden and pronounced authentic.”




  “Did he provide you with a deposition to that effect?”




  “It was not needed; he examined it as a favour to me.”




  “What was the expert’s name?”




  “Apologies, Madame; I cannot tell you.”




  “Really, Monsieur de Rais, you’re not helping to allay my doubts.”




  “He is a forger, a faker, you see.”




  “Oh!”




  “Who better to spot a fake than a faker?”




  “I take your point,” said Holly.




  The domestic apartments were impeccably furnished with choice pieces acquired long before the war. Since he had reached his sixtieth year, and lost interest in the last of a string of young

  mistresses, secretiveness was de Rais’ only vice. It was perfectly understandable; Marseilles was a rough-and-tumble seaport, an ideal location for smuggling art objects into and out of

  France.




  “How long have you had the painting?”




  “Three weeks,” said de Rais.




  For no good reason Holly found herself thinking of her brother Ritchie who, mercifully, had passed out of her ken years ago. More comprehensible would have been a stray thought of her eldest

  brother Maurice, for he had always reminded her, a little, of the Bishop of Lavour in Holbein’s painting The Ambassadors. She glanced at the portrait, imagining that the long-dead

  Tudor lady bore a slight resemblance to Ruth Erbach, Ritchie’s wife; a nonsense, a fantasy. The overnight train journey must have tired her.




  “I take it there is a reliable provenance,” Holly said.




  “Naturally,” said de Rais.




  “May I see it?”




  “Of course,” said de Rais. “Before we commence to barter, however, may I enquire if you are in a position to present yourself as a potential purchaser?”




  Holly said, “If you mean do I want to buy it, the answer is yes.”




  “The question,” de Rais delicately cleared his throat, “is not whether you want to buy it, Madame, but whether you can afford to buy it.”




  “Afford?” What sort of value do you put on it, Monsieur de Rais?”




  “Something in the nature of fifty thousand dollars, ten thousand pounds.”




  Holly sucked in her breath.




  “That’s . . .”




  “Too much for you?”




  “I was going to say unrealistic; I’ve never heard of a miniature painting fetching anything like that price.”




  “Have you ever heard of a Holbein miniature, an excellent Holbein, with a history, being offered for sale at all?”




  “No, but . . .”




  “There are, Madame King, less than a dozen genuine Holbein miniatures in existence. To add to that tally by one – and such a one – is an achievement. I need not tell you how

  collectors covet rarity.”




  “If it can be proved that it is genuine,” said Holly, “then one might possibly – only possibly – make that kind of price.”




  “If Pierpoint Morgan had still been alive, he would not have hesitated to pay such a sum for it,” said de Rais. “I could have asked Morgan for the moon – and got

  it.”




  Holly said, “Monsieur de Rais, why are you selling this object to me? You have so many connections; a direct sale would give you more profit.”




  “I am out of favour with Americans,” said de Rais. “My name is slightly – how do you say – in a puddle?”




  “Mud.”




  “Oui – mud.”




  “Why?”




  “I made an error. It was crass of me. I offended Mellon’s agents – Knoedlers – and they spread unpleasant stories about me.”




  I’ve heard nothing. Were the stories true?”




  “No, it was an error of tactics,” said de Rais. “I insulted them.”




  “But for this kind of object, surely Knoedlers would forgive you?” said Holly.




  “I tell you the truth, Madame, they would not pay me what it is worth.”




  “Offer it directly to Mellon, then. He isn’t particularly unapproachable, is he?”




  De Rais shrugged. “Mellon is after bigger fishes – Raphaels, Botticellis, van Eycks. It is said that he is building a collection to donate to a new museum in Washington.”




  “There are other institutions?”




  “State galleries are the graveyard of art,” said de Rais solemnly.




  “Come now, Monsieur de Rais,” said Holly. “Tell me the truth.”




  “I paid high for the miniature, said de Rais. “I was forced to a quick deal, to back my own judgment. I have not been in good straits recently. Besides, I never traded with a

  miniature before.”




  “What are you trying to say?”




  “You have a friendship with the Ogden Hillises, do you not?”




  “So that’s it!”




  “They will buy from you because they trust you,” said de Rais. “If I go see them, they will have heard of my . . . my contretemps in America and they will beat me down

  in price. I speak the truth, Madame. I paid much money for this piece.”




  Holly believed him. He had probably cheated Knoedlers in some way, ‘swinging’ percentages perhaps, or stealing one of their clients. His deal with the Russians had become something

  of a legend in the antique trade, though little enough was known of the details. It was also possible that de Rais had overreached himself and that his finances needed a boost. Holly knew only too

  well how the popular idea of ‘wealth’ differed from reality. Kennedy and she were wealthy by the standards of the day, yet they were constantly pressed for cash.




  “There is also the fact that the Ogden Hillises will not hang the Holbein in the bathroom,” said de Rais. “They do not buy by the bushel.”




  “Yes, Ray’s an acknowledged expert in miniatures,” Holly agreed. “He’d cherish one like this.”




  “For such reasons, Madame King, I am inviting you to buy my Holbein.”




  “Will you guarantee its authenticity?” said Holly. “If I offer it to Ray Hillis and he spots it as a fake, or a copy, will you take it back?”




  “That is not in question,” said de Rais.




  “What of the history of the painting?”




  “The painting was brought to France by an English doctor a hundred years ago,” said de Rais. “It was stolen from him.”




  “Stolen?”




  “Stolen,” said de Rais. “It has been in the possession of a provincial French family ever since.”




  “Now they have chosen to sell it?”




  “Non; the family died out. The miniature was sold with other scraps to an acquantance of mine. He identified the artist, and contacted me.”




  “And you thought of Ray Ogden Hillis?”




  “At once – and then of you.”




  Holly closed her eyes to shut out the Holbein and the drift of tobacco smoke. Fifty thousand dollars would stretch the Kings’ resources. Tacitly de Rais had indicated that he required

  payment in cash. In the long run she might beat the Breton down to around forty thousand, less if she was lucky. He would expect her to haggle, would have inflated his initial asking price to

  accommodate ‘generosity’. Even so, fifty thousand was a sizeable sum to invest in a single small work.




  “When must you have an answer, Monsieur de Rais?”




  “Today.”




  “And when do you wish payment?” said Holly.




  “The moment you are satisfied that the Holbein is genuine.”




  “Fifty thousand dollars is your final asking price?”




  “The Kings are used to high finance, no?”




  “Not quite so high as this, Monsieur de Rais,” said Holly. “Not for a miniature.”




  “Hmm!” De Rais jiggled his fingers. “Maybe we split a hair about the final price – just a little.”




  Holly glanced at the dealer. He was not teasing now. He stood by the great brown armchair, his hand draped on the lace ’macassar.




  “I have identified the woman of the portrait,” he said. “She is a famous personage. A famous artist and a famous subject; there is value in that combination, is there

  not?”




  “There is,” Holly agreed. “Who is she, Monsieur de Rais?”




  “Anne of Cleves.”




  “Can you prove it?”




  “Almost conclusively.”




  “Almost?”




  In Monsieur de Rais’ hand a photograph appeared as if by legerdemain. He advanced to the table and set the photograph by the miniature. “The pose and apparel are different but it is

  the same woman, is it not?”




  “Yes, the same woman,” Holly unhesitatingly agreed.




  “The photograph is of the Hans Holbein three-quarter length portrait that hangs in the Louvre. I have been there in person, with our miniature, to make a comparison. The Louvre portrait

  was painted in 1539 on commission of King Henry, before his marriage to the lady. The history of the miniature is not specific. Indeed it lists the work as Portrait of an Unknown Noblewoman.

  But then poor Anne was not long in favour with Henry.”




  Holly lifted her head from a comparison of photograph and miniature. “I do believe you’re right.”




  “It is a nice beginning for the story, no?”




  “A very nice beginning,” Holly agreed. “Yes, Monsieur de Rais, if the provenance and final price are right, I will buy the Holbein.”




  “La politique de l’immortalité; history and hard cash,” de Rais said.




  “It has always been so,” said Holly in French.




  Monsieur de Rais carefully returned the miniature to its frame, then to the leather case. He carried the case to the bureau and locked it again. Turning, he offered Holly his arm.




  “Madame Sempach has prepared luncheon for us in the dining room. Come, we will eat together and talk of money and the sad history of Anne of Cleves; the provenance of discarded

  queens.”




  Two hours later the first clause of the contract of sale had been settled and the Holbein miniature had begun to pass into Holly Beckman King’s possession at a price of thirty-eight

  thousand dollars, seven thousand six hundred pounds.




  Both seller and buyer were delighted with the deal – at the time.




  

    * * *


  




  The sleeping car express from Marseilles to Paris carried Holly through the darkness of Monday night and Tuesday morning. She did not sleep well. She spent most of Tuesday with

  Monsieur Lenormant of the Galerie Voltaire finalising the sale of a magnificent Italian cabinet in ivory, gold and red lacquer that Kennedy had bought privately from the Borestone family, whose

  fortunes had slumped after the Wall Street Crash three years ago.




  On Tuesday evening Holly flew from Le Bourget to Croydon. She reached home in Chelsea just as her husband was finishing dinner.




  Solicitously, he rose and rang the bell for Jenny, the maid. He apologised to Jenny, who was preparing to slip out for the evening, and asked her to find Madam something to eat.




  “Really, Kennedy, I’m not hungry.”




  “You look rather tired, m’dear,” Kennedy said. “A bite of supper will perk you up.”




  Holly took the glass of sherry her husband poured for her and sipped it thankfully. She was relieved to be home again, to share her elation and her anxiety with Kennedy. She seated herself by

  the fire and told him to finish dinner, intending to ease into the tale of her ‘find’ in Marseilles. But the pressure of the news was too much for her. She could wait no longer.




  “Kennedy, I need seven thousand and six hundred pounds in the drawing account by Monday of next week.”




  “Thirty-eight thousand dollars! Good God! What for?”




  “To buy a Holbein miniature from Hugues de Rais.”




  “Is it worth such a price?”




  “Every penny.”




  “In that case,” said Kennedy, “the money will be ready when you need it.”




  “But it’s so much.”




  Kennedy rose from the table, dabbed his mouth with a napkin, came over and kissed his wife on the brow.




  “I assume you already have a buyer in mind?”




  “The Ogden Hillises.”




  “Oh God!” said Kennedy, in mock horror. “I know what that means.”




  Holly smiled and reached for his hand. She knew how much he disliked travel out of England but she needed his companionship and support.




  “A trip to Monte, I’m afraid,” she said.




  

    * * *


  




  The cynical old saying that the husband is always the last to know did not apply to Kennedy King. He understood his wife better than anyone alive, better than she understood

  herself. Friends and acquaintances who had not encountered Holly before marriage to Kennedy King found her dauntingly self-contained. On the surface she might appear to be nothing but a clever minx

  who had snared a man much older than herself to lay hands on his money – but there were anomalies in the relationship that defied obvious explanations.




  Kennedy and Holly were partners in business as well as marriage. It was undeniable that she had dragged the fusty Edwardian bachelor out of his shell, undeniable that she had made him happy. One

  had only to watch the couple together to realise that florid old Kennedy adored his much younger wife. Kennedy ignored the prattlers and spite merchants. Neither he nor Holly made any bones about

  the past. Their frankness had successfully laid the ghost of her first husband – Kennedy’s nephew – Christopher Deems. Since his death in 1921, Deems’ reputation had grown.

  Grouped with Owen and Brooke, his poems were frequently anthologised and studied in schools and universities. Holly left the administration of her first husband’s literary estate to Victor

  Lawfeld, a lawyer who took pleasure in the task. Profits were channelled directly to the Malvern Home for War Wounded. Holly made not a penny from them.




  As for the rest of the Beckman family, to Kennedy’s vast relief, Holly was not inclined to keep in touch with her relatives. Brother Maury was the only exception. A successful real estate

  dealer, Maury dined regularly at the Kings’ Chelsea home. He was fond of his sister as she was of him. Holly’s father, Leo Beckman, remained in Lambeth. Maury called on the old man

  every couple of weeks and listened to his complaints. Holly shunned her father completely, though she contributed to the ‘allowance’ that Maury gave Leo to keep him in beer and tobacco

  and to ensure that he had no need to soil his hands with work. Holly’s other brother, Ritchie Beckman, whom Kennedy had never met, was, by all accounts, a thoroughly bad lot. But he had

  cleared off out of England long ago and nothing was known of his whereabouts.




  For eight years, going on nine, since Holly had finally given in to Kennedy’s pleading and agreed to become his wife, life for the Kings had been comfortably hectic. Centred on the buying

  and selling of antique works of art and the expansion of King’s Bond Street premises in the Chalfont Arcade, Holly had also found time to transform Kennedy’s house in Chelsea into an

  elegant, comfortable home. Though everything in the Kings’ garden appeared rosy, Kennedy was never quite free from a nagging anxiety that one day Holly’s loyalty would waver, her

  affection for him diminish and her almost compulsive fascination with antiques would no longer substitute for instincts and impulses that, he was sure, she had unwittingly suppressed for the good

  of her son and the progress of the business.




  What was more he was growing old. He felt himself to be in danger of slipping into premature stuffiness. For instance, he had less and less inclination to race about Europe, dining, wining and

  dealing, or even to trot round England in pursuit of choice antiques. Cultivating the rich and influential was a job for the young and Holly had gained immeasurably in sophistication during her

  travels on his behalf. Kennedy experienced apprehension at the widening gap between them. He spurred himself to keep up with her, accompanying her to Paris or Lyons, to Grenoble or the Riviera when

  he would far rather have been at home, snug in his own routines.




  Conscious of subtle changes in himself, Kennedy thought he detected even more subtle changes in Holly, a shift from enthusiasm to restlessness. It was as if maintaining the status of King &

  Company in the international art market had become more of a duty than a pleasure, something she continued to do because no alternative offered itself. Not that Holly complained; she, Kennedy

  thought, was probably unaware of how restless she had become these past couple of years. It worried him considerably. He had observed many an act of apparent madness in men and women of his

  acquaintance. Hadn’t he gone through such a phase himself about the time of his marriage to Holly? Craving change and a solution to the uncertainties of maturity, people did strange things

  – bought castles in Scotland, villas in Spain, deep-sea yachts or Thames barges, took up ballooning, yoga, rhumba dancing or bridge, set off on voyages to China, Peru or the Mountains of the

  Moon; had love affairs by the score or found a brand new partner who, they supposed, would offer them another whirl at novelty or add purpose once more to their lives.




  Kennedy had never had occasion to doubt Holly’s loyalty. In almost a decade of marriage she had shown no interest in any of the many men who had flirted with her. She shrugged off their

  attentions or stung the more thick-skinned with sarcasm; yet Kennedy had glimpsed the dark river of passion that ran deep beneath his wife’s composure and feared that one day it would sweep

  her away from him. How or when that dreaded day might come Kennedy, of course, could not be sure. He found it difficult to reconcile Holly’s candour with the image of a cheating wife, and

  consoled himself, rationally, with the notion that he, not she, was the partner who lacked stability. Was he too unconsciously seeking to become a martyred old man, to replace contentment with

  astringent suffering, to court change for its own sake?




  When the day came, however – in the Hotel Britannique on the Avenue de Monte Carlo in the early summer of 1932 – Kennedy was there to witness the beginnings of the affair and

  thereafter could not be sure whether he was relieved or angry that Holly had first met the man who would become her lover right under his very nose.




  

    * * *


  




  The Avenue de Monte Carlo with its view of the port and Great Rock of Monaco was congested with traffic. Charabancs and swaying trucks laden with produce from the Ventimiglia

  market vied with Alfas, Opels and sleek Renault limousines. Supercharged sports coupés and sturdy little Citroens pipped past the huge plate-glass window of the morning lounge and distracted

  Holly’s attention from the parchment-covered notebook that served her as a business diary. She stared out at the automobiles and beyond at the pleasure craft that speckled the waters of the

  Mediterranean and wondered which of the raffish steam launches belonged to the Ogden Hillises or if they were still somewhere round the coast to the north, gliding along with the utter disregard

  for appointments, for time, that separated the very rich from those of la haute bourgeoisie who still had to earn their livings.




  Holly had long ago shed her excitement at the prospect of meeting famous people in de luxe hotels. Such locations had become, as Kennedy put it, ‘her back office’. Glittering

  elegance no longer impressed her.




  She glanced across the glass-topped table at her husband. He was sipping coffee and puffing a panatella. He smoked too much for a man with a respiratory complaint. He too looked faintly bored.

  In recent years, however, Kennedy had developed such a degree of stoicism that his florid features seldom showed much emotion and Holly could never be sure what he was thinking or feeling. The

  Victorian inhibitions that had choked his boyhood like weeds, had re-emerged in middle-age. Idly he watched the traffic. Even in a soft cream silk shirt and striped lightweight blazer, he looked

  more like a gentleman-farmer than a boulevardier. She supposed he was happy enough.




  She reached across the table and put her hand on his.




  “Shan’t be here too long, old duck,” she said. “You’ll be home by the weekend. Did you write to Chris?”




  “Hmm! We’ve an arrangement to meet at the Oval on Saturday.”




  “Will you collect him at school?”




  “Lord, no, he’ll come up by train.”




  “Don’t you think . . . ?”




  “He’s a young man, Holly. Besides it’s only a three-coacher from Cambridge, not the Shanghai Express!”




  “But you will take him back?”




  Kennedy smiled reassuringly. “Of course I’ll take him back. He’s promised me a cocoa and sausage supper and I’ve no intention of missing that – assuming, that is,

  that we’re not still sitting here waiting for the blessed Ogden Hillises.”




  “Well, we didn’t specify a time. We said ‘about’ ten.”




  “And it’s ‘about’ noon now. You know, they won’t even apologise.”




  “Raymond will,” Holly said. “He’s really very courteous.”




  “Can you handle him?”




  “Yes,” said Holly. “Marion’s the problem.”




  “I don’t like her much,” Kennedy admitted. “I almost wish she was more typical, less . . . less . . .”




  “Clever,” said Holly. “Her cleverness is disconcerting. She may pretend to be feather-headed but she’s the power behind the throne. It’s her money, after

  all.”




  Once Kennedy had revelled in gossip but he seemed to have lost his taste for that simple pleasure too. Holly was about to embroider her opinion of Marion Ogden Hillis’s character when

  Kennedy grunted, “Talk of the devil.”




  The American couple had walked up from the landing quay at the yacht harbour, leaving servants to attend to the tiresome business of transferring luggage to a conveyance. The Hotel Britannique

  would have dispatched one of their bright yellow vans and a regiment of porters if the Ogden Hillises had so much as hinted at a need of them, but the couple affected a kind of modesty that was at

  odds with their life style. Hand in hand, they crossed the boulevard. Raymond was exceedingly tall, upright and cautious, and held his brisk sprite of a wife by the wrist as if to restrain her from

  leaping over the automobiles like a springbok. Though there was nothing to distinguish them from other handsome couples along the Avenue they somehow attracted attention. Heads turned as they

  forded the thoroughfare, mounted the broad steps of the hotel and came through the doors into the ornate foyer that connected to the lounge. Managers advanced simpering, clerks bustled, bell boys

  poised hopefully. Ray lingered, talking, arranging. Marion gave a graceful dismissive sweep of her arm and pivoted like a ballerina. She floated towards the Kings through shiny mirrored planes of

  light, while outside, at the doorway, two men emerged from a laden taxicab and began to haggle with the driver over a conglomeration of cabin trunks and kidskin valises, a piece of business that

  instantly developed into a shouting match.




  “Howard’s here, I see,” said Marion in flight, then, touching down at the Kings’ table, “Holly, you’re beautiful. How do you do it? I swear, Kennedy, you

  should have your wife painted by Augustus John. Have you met him? John, I mean? Clara – do you know Clara Pendle, she of Toledo – Toledo, Ohio, I mean – Clara met John last year

  in some exotic spot like Eastbourne. Or was it Bath? Eastbourne, I think. You live near Eastbourne, don’t you?”




  “Chelsea,” said Kennedy, quietly. “On Thames.”




  “Chelsea, yes, of course.” Marion released the conversation like a helium balloon. For a split second she was vulnerable. Quickly she plucked another topic from the air to protect

  herself against seriousness. “Holly, let me look at you. Wonderful to see you. Ah, Howard’s gotten things rolling, I see.”




  The squabble at the pavement’s edge had been settled. Uniformed porters, like a column of ants, were lugging baggage into the hotel.




  “I’m sure you’ll appreciate Howard, Howard Crocker. What a guy. He’s dying to meet you. Aren’t we travelling light this time? All that cabin space going to waste.

  Shame! Haven’t you heard of Howard? The Broadway producer? Ray invested the odd dollar in that direction. Proved worthwhile too. And Peter? Peter Freeman? So charming! So talented. And rather

  dangerous.” Marion Ogden Hillis poured coffee from the silver pot into her cup, drank it swiftly and lit a cigarette. “There he is now, in all his glory. See what I mean,

  darling?”




  Porters had removed the very last valise and the taxicab had departed. Pedestrians went on their way. Nobody paid the slightest attention to the man who loitered on the pavement before the

  hotel. He was dressed in casual flannels and open-collar shirt, his jacket neatly folded over his arm, one hand in his pocket. He was, Holly thought, the most graceful man she had ever seen. He

  reminded her – slightly – of David Aspinall, her first lover, though he was not so tall and his air of self-assurance was less gauche. Even so, the resemblance was there. It engendered

  in Holly an unreasonable affinity, a one-sided rapport with the stranger, and a heart-lurching eagerness to meet him.




  Peter Freeman was in no hurry to enter the Britannique. At first Holly thought he had paused to talk with a friend or to admire one of the many pretty girls that were to be found in Monte Carlo.

  She was surprised when he stooped and offered his hand, at ankle height, and she saw that the object of his attention was a dog. The ragged wharf mongrel, with mean eye and wrinkled mouth, snarled

  at Freeman.




  “He’d best not take liberties with that brute,” said Kennedy.




  Oblivious to anything except the animal, Peter Freeman coaxed and cajoled the dog to him. From the safety of the lounge the Kings and Marion watched in fascination. Catching the dog’s

  ruff, Peter put a hand on its throat and held it, staring into its eyes, smiling. They could see his lips moving as he soothed it, settling it so that aggressiveness was replaced with reluctant

  trust and the animal allowed itself to be petted. Peter’s fingers kneaded the heavy coat around neck and throat, his face only inches from the slavering tongue and yellow teeth.




  “Isn’t that rather dangerous?” said Holly.




  “It’s Peter’s idea of fun,” said Marion.




  Holly watched, unable to decide whether Freeman was treating the dog to a show of domination or whether his affection was genuine; perhaps a little of both.




  A waiter drifted to the table.




  “Well, since you’re here,” said Marion, “I’ll have a Marguerite. Do you know what that is?”




  “Mais oui, Madame.”




  “Holly? Kennedy?”




  “Cocktails before noon?” said Kennedy. “Not for me, thank you, Marion. My dear?”




  Holly shook her head then, her gaze still upon Freeman, instructed the waiter to take a handful of sugar loaves to the gentleman outside. The waiter, nonplussed, would have baulked at such a

  crazy request if Marion had not explained, “The young man is with my party.”




  A minute later, to his surprise, Peter Freeman was tapped on the shoulder by a hotel waiter bearing a salver upon which perched a sweet dish glistening with sugar loaves. Aware of his audience

  now, Freeman glanced up at the lounge window and gestured thanks. He continued to hold the dog with both hands, though the animal struggled and snapped at him, disturbed by the presence of the

  waiter. Freeman’s fingers gripped tightly around the mongrel’s throat. He reached for a sugar loaf and crushed it against the dog’s teeth, jerking as the animal flinched and flung

  away. He got quickly to his feet, releasing the dog, which coughed and barked and slavered then turned and loped away into the crowd of strollers, baying as if it had been whipped.




  Peter Freeman shrugged. He plucked a sugar loaf from the dish, tossed it high in the air, executed a series of shuffle steps and caught the sweet neatly in his mouth. He crunched it, bowed to

  the lounge and ran lightly up the steps into the hotel.




  For Holly all resemblance to David Aspinall was lost for ever. In wistful emptiness she found herself impressed by Freeman’s individuality; his mastery of the mongrel, spoiled by her

  interference, had shaded into a performance, a party trick.




  She waited tensely, unblinking, staring beyond Marion to the sea.




  Marion chattered on. “Dancer. Brilliant. Glowing reviews. Splendid future.”




  The fingers that, moments before, had soothed the stray touched Holly lightly on the shoulder.




  Holly turned and looked up at Peter Freeman.




  “My doggie friend doesn’t understand kindness,” Freeman said.




  “I’m sorry.”




  “Don’t apologise. I liked the sugar, even if the dog didn’t.”




  “Peter, allow me to introduce Kennedy King and his wife Holly.”




  “Hi!”




  “Hi!” said Holly, though she had never before used the Americanism. She enjoyed the light, flippant feel of the greeting and, smiling, said again, “Hi!”




  “Are you the art expert?” said Peter.




  “Yes, I suppose I am.”




  “You’re not what I expected.”




  “What did you expect, Mr. Freeman?”




  He shrugged. “A frump – and that you’re not.”




  Before Holly could respond to the delicate compliment, Kennedy got to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me, Marion, Mr. Freeman, I believe it’s time I changed for lunch.”




  “What a splendid idea,” Marion agreed. “Peter, will you accompany me?”




  “Sure.”




  Marion delivered a tiny smirk of triumph as the young man took her arm and she steered him away from the Kings. To her amazement Holly experienced a pang of disappointment at the realisation

  that Peter Freeman, in all probability, was just another of Marion’s possessions.




  

    * * *


  




  Alone in their suite, Ray and Marion Ogden Hillis were dressing for dinner.




  “Not a word,” Ray complained. “Not a goddamed word about the Holbein.”




  “She’s proceeding according to form, that’s all.”




  “The hell she is. Holly isn’t like that.”




  “Oh, dealers are the same the world over, Ray,” said Marion. “She’s baiting the hook, that’s all.”




  “I’m beginning to believe that old proverb about never buying art from the English has some truth to it,” said Ray. “Didn’t she mention the Holbein this afternoon?

  I mean, hell, you had her off in a corner; what did you talk about?”




  “This and that.”




  “Marion!”




  “Her son. Art gossip. Peter. Yes, we talked a lot about Peter.”




  “Didn’t she even mention the miniature?”




  “God, if you’re so all-fired obsessed with your damned painting why don’t you tackle King about it straight after dinner?”




  “When you talk art you don’t do it with King; you do it with his wife – and it isn’t polite to rush a lady.”




  “What’s gotten into you, Ray?”




  “Marion, we’re not picking up a Pascin drawing or a Dufy sketch; we’re here to buy a Holbein, Hans Holbein, the greatest, and the rarest, of all miniature painters.”




  “You don’t have to convince me, Ray. I’m as keen to see it as you are.”




  “Sure you are, sure.”




  “When do you have to be back in Milwaukee?”




  “Not until the Board meeting on the twenty-fifth.”




  “There you are; nine days. Be patient.”




  “I’ve always wanted a Holbein, Marion.”




  “I know you have, darling. Holly King knows it too. She’s making you sweat, that’s all.”




  “She isn’t that devious.”




  “Don’t be fooled by the quiet manner. I reckon she can be as devious as the next one when it suits her. Why didn’t she quote us a price?”




  “Because it’s a secret purchase.”




  “And why is it a secret purchase?”




  “She explained it all in her letter, Marion.”




  “Not to my satisfaction.”




  “All right, after dinner I’ll ask her straight.”




  “No, Ray. Play it her way. Let it ride until she’s ready.”




  “Geeze, Marion.”




  “She isn’t the only one who can play games.”




  “Now what the hell does that mean?”




  “You’ll see, darling, you’ll see.”




  

    * * *


  




  Howard Crocker tucked the end of his napkin into the vee of his dinner jacket and, with the distracted frown that was his usual expression, hunted among the tableware for

  something with which to eat his soup. Patiently Peter lifted a spoon and presented it to his manager.




  “Ah, uh, yes, that’s it, spoon. Thank you, my boy.”




  Howard’s relationship with Peter was that of agent, manager and friend. For all his bumbling Howard Crocker was extremely shrewd and had steered his protégé’s career

  well. Howard was close to Kennedy’s age. He had a long hang-dog sort of face and a cropped hair style that he claimed, dead pan, was a relic of his days at West Point. Howard, of course, had

  been no closer to military academy than the stage of New York’s New Amsterdam theatre during the run of the 1918 revue The Boys Are Marching in which he had made a brief appearance as

  Digby Dogface, the worst cook in the army. Since then Howard had graduated from acting to producing, a profession that he found so demanding that he became excessively agitated if he was not

  constantly within range of a transatlantic telephone. Pretty girls were Howard’s only distraction; he had learned no lessons from three painful, expensive marriages to chorus girls. He

  remained a sucker for any pert miss on the sunny side of twenty-three. Peter predicted that Howard would eventually go to his rest in Forest Lawn mourned by more pretty little gold diggers than you

  could find in five Ziegfeld chorus lines. Peter’s penchant for ladies was of a different order, less naive, much more discreet, but with an edge of calculation that earned him a reputation as

  a ‘heartbreaker’ up and down Broadway and in the homes of the rich on the Parkway and Long Island. Peter could not understand Howard’s ruinously casual approach to sexual affairs;

  the intensity of his need of women was too great to be light-hearted, however charming he might seem at the dinner table or in the cocktail lounge.




  Howard crumbled golden brown toast into his borsch and, paying no attention to his manners, talked while he supped, rambling on about successes past and in the future. Holly judged him to be the

  sort of person who evades contact with the present by being mentally elsewhere but, to her surprise, she suddenly found his eyes upon her and his plummy American voice saying her name. “Mrs.

  King, I don’t believe I’ve met a lady like you before. Art dealer. Man’s world. Travel and competition. Quite a strain, Eh?”




  “I enjoy it, Mr. Crocker.”




  “Call me Howard. Doesn’t seem right for a pretty thing like you.”




  Holly had never been referred to as a ‘pretty thing’ before and would normally have spiked a boor like Howard Crocker with an icy smile and a sarcastic remark. His glance rested on

  Holly’s breasts. She wore a dress the colour of old pewter. Its smooth lines were enhanced by scalloped frills at the shoulders.




  “Competition suits me very well, Howard.”




  Howard Crocker was harmless. She wished she could say the same for Peter Freeman. Her fascination with the dancer was quite novel, her responses too intricate to be dismissed. His gracefulness

  and boyish charm made Holly covetous. She envied his happy-go-lucky air, the ease with which he impressed himself upon her, making her forget the contradictions that she had already detected in his

  character. No mark of fretful uncertainty blemished his confidence. In contrast to Howard, Peter Freeman was wrapped entirely in the present moment; it was impossible to be in his company and still

  retain thoughts of life’s true realities – dyspepsia and rain, income taxes and mosquitoes, stuffy trains and cold London salerooms, the memory of Lambeth’s bleak streets and the

  discomforts of her girlhood.




  “Are you accusing Holly of being an emancipated woman?” said Marion.




  “Liberated,” said Howard. “Sounds better, liberated.”




  “Howard has never adjusted to the twentieth century,” said Marion. “Howard, darling, women are no longer the mere servants of man.”




  “Not sure they ever were,” said Ray.




  “It’s different in England, Howard,” said Peter.




  “Is it?” said Holly.




  “In England, ladies have always had the upper hand.”




  “That’s just nonsense, Peter,” said Marion.




  “Spent much time in England, Mr. Freeman?” Kennedy asked.




  “I crossed the Pond in ’twenty-six and played some three hundred performances at the Empire.”




  “In Lady Be Good,” Howard added.




  “You danced with the Astaires?” asked Holly, impressed.




  “Behind the Astaires,” said Peter. “In the chorus.”




  “Peter’s too modest,” said Marion. “He was first understudy to Fred.”




  “Fred has the constitution of a bison. He never ducked a show,” said Peter. “I was back in London in nineteen twenty-nine.”




  “In Funny Face?” Holly enquired.




  “Solo,” said Peter. “I was way down the bill in the Oman revue, Alphabet Soup. It only ran for a couple of months.”




  “But it led to better things, darling, did it not?”Marion patted the dancer’s wrist proprietorially.




  Peter shrugged and tactfully changed the subject.




  Was it in that year that Marion had first met the dancer, Holly wondered, and had they been – or were they still – lovers? The thought depressed her, the banality and cynicism of it,

  warning her that Peter Freeman’s charisma was just part of his stock-in-trade, an essential ingredient of the actor and, probably, unrelated to the man. He had turned from Marion and watched

  Holly with, she imagined, apology in his expression, a fleeting sadness that seemed to excuse his past without disowning it. Imagination! Holly told herself. But felt again the longing that had

  been in her since the first moment of meeting – and with it a mounting panic. It was all she could do to stop herself rising from the dinner table there and then to fetch the miniature from

  the Britannique’s safe and press an immediate sale, pushing the little painting at Ray and letting him offer what he wished for it – all to be free of Peter, released from Monte Carlo

  and the dancer’s magnetic attraction.




  Ray would be delighted. He disliked the affectations of dealers and collectors. He was too forthright to enjoy the mystique of bargaining. Marion, though, would be sure to see a trick in such

  straight dealing and Holly would not give the woman the satisfaction of surrender. It was not, however, to spite Ray or to thwart Marion that Holly made no mention of the Holbein; she wanted to

  stay here in the Riviera, to be near Peter Freeman. For once, her secret desires were stronger than the common sense practices of good business.




  Kennedy cracked a lobster claw.




  Holly was relieved that her husband appeared unaware of her inner confusion. Like Howard Crocker, Kennedy’s thoughts would be far from the Britannique’s opulent dining room. He would

  be day-dreaming about the Oval cricket ground or the Royal Automobile Club where he lunched two or three times in the week with his old friend Simon Black and other men of his generation. It

  startled Holly to notice how old Kennedy had become; she had never really paused to study him before. In such lively company, however, he was detached, stooped a little over his plate, oblivious to

  the conversation.




  Perhaps he was thinking of Chris, anticipating their day out together on Saturday.




  She could hardly hold that against him, even though she had become impatient with her son lately, irritated by his wild enthusiasms, resentful of the world he was building for himself, a world

  of hobbies and obsessional ambitions that seemed to exclude her completely. What would Chris care if she . . .




  If she what?




  For a split second Holly clutched at doubt as if it was a straw that would save her from drowning, as if routine and inconsequentiality could buoy her up still, so far from London, so far from

  her home and her office, from the rain and the dank salerooms where she could ride on the millpond of habit like a green leaf prematurely broken from the bough.




  “Perhaps, after dinner, Mr. Freeman would care to walk in the gardens,” Holly heard herself say.




  It was not as she had expected. She did not flush with shame at the utterance or feel drawn down by her candour. On the contrary, impulsiveness exhilarated her, made her feel youthful with a

  reawakened instinct for adventure that she had supposed as dead in her as it had become in her husband.




  Marion scowled and Ray slid his eyes from Peter to Kennedy.




  “I only want to ask Mr. Freeman about the famous people he’s met in his career, what they’re really like,” said Holly with a smile.




  “Just another stagedoor Jill.” Howard sighed. “The world’s, uh, full of them.”




  “Kennedy,” said Holly, “will you accompany us?”




  “Not,” said Kennedy, “if I can muster three for bridge.”




  “I’ll join you,” said Ray. “You any good at the game?”




  “Competent,” said Kennedy.




  “High stakes?” asked Howard.




  “As high as you wish.”




  “Count me in.”




  “Marion will make a fourth,” said Ray.




  “I thought I might walk . . .” Marion protested.




  “You’ve heard all Peter’s tales before, darling,” Ray said.




  “Marion?” said Kennedy. “Bridge?”




  “Oh, very well.”




  “Perhaps you’d prefer to play cards too, Mr. Freeman?” Holly asked.




  “I’d prefer to walk in the garden,” Peter answered.




  A half-hour later Holly fetched a light wrap from her room and went out by a side door into the hotel gardens where, by a lanterned fish pool that sprinkled in the soft young summer night, Peter

  Freeman waited to see what chance had thrown his way and what might come of it this time around.
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  The Night and the Music




  Maurice Beckman was no saint. He had a large string of lady friends and only a gentlemanly concern for probity that was almost arcane saved him from becoming known as a rogue.

  At first glance Maury did not appear to be cut from the cloth out of which charmers are made. He was tall, broad-shouldered, fresh-complexioned, with receding brown hair, and looked his age –

  forty. It remained a mystery to envious associates how a fellow who presented such an air of sergeant-at-arms brusqueness could command the devotion of squads of quality women. They deduced that

  Beckman’s aura of wealth was the principal source of attraction. They were wrong. Maury’s female companions might have disabused curious males with a few home truths, but Maury’s

  female companions were not the types who kiss and tell.




  Maury did not go out of his way to impress the opposite sex. He was civil but not smarmy, attentive but not arch. He treated women as equals, not as sweet little things to be nibbled like

  Turkish Delight or snapped up at a bite like marzipan fingers. Dining out with Maury Beckman, if you were fortunate enough to be asked, did not commit you to spending the night with him. He was

  more interested in lively conversation than flirtatious chit-chat. No bubbling little show girl, no matter how cute, had ever shared Maury’s table or his bed. On the other hand, many a

  married lady, wife of a client or temporary partner, stopping over in town had thoroughly enjoyed an evening a deux with Maury, secure in the knowledge that even if she felt inclined to

  round it out with a bit of extramarital hanky-panky, Maurice would ignore the bait like a fish without a mouth or, if she persisted, would rapidly escort her to a taxi cab and never ask her to be

  his dinner guest again.




  Unmarried women, of course, were quite another matter. Maury credited them with having minds of their own – which most of them certainly had. If the talk was interesting and they both felt

  inclined, Maury saw no reason why they should not return to his flat in Heaton Court and continue their conversation there, in bed or out of it.




  Maury would certainly not be returning to Heaton Court with that evening’s dinner guest. Jane Tatton Swale, Oxford don, historian and author, was far too valued a friend to insult with the

  suggestion of casual intimacy. In spite of her strikingly regal bearing, famed in the groves of academe, Maury just didn’t fancy her in that way, nor she him. They would eat, drink and talk

  politics far into the night tucked away at a corner table in the Vicar of Wakefield in Wine Office Court close by the City Women’s Club where Jane ‘camped’ when she was in

  town.




  Give or take an hour, while his sister Holly was walking with Peter Freeman in the gardens of the Hotel Britannique in Monte Carlo, Maury Beckman stood before his wardrobe mirror wrestling with

  his tie, wondering what Jane would have to say about de Valera’s recent refusal to pay land annuities to Britain, or if she had changed her position on the value of the Geneva Disarmament

  Conference since last he’d talked with her.




  Maury had settled the recalcitrant necktie to his satisfaction when the doorbell chimed.




  Maury paused, frowning.




  He expected no callers.




  He was not a particularly unapproachable man and his telephone rang at all hours of the day and night, but it was unusual for somebody to arrive unasked to his flat door.




  Maury slipped his dinner jacket from the wooden valet and put it on. Except that he still wore a comfortable pair of slippers instead of his leather shoes, he was dressed for the evening.




  The doorbell chimed again.




  Maury glanced at his watch. “Damn!”




  He had no conscience about employing servants – in fact, he employed a domestic staff of three – but he valued his privacy too much to have them ‘live in’ and the trio

  departed on the stroke of six o’clock. If he was spending a quiet evening at home, which was often the case, Maury would cook his own supper from the well-stocked larder and the huge

  Frigidaire in the kitchen. Under such an arrangement Maury did not have to concern himself with house-keeping and yet retained a degree of self-sufficiency that was valuable to him.




  The bell was insistent.




  “All right, hold your horses.”




  Maury crossed out of the master bedroom into the square wood-panelled hall. He had lived in Heaton Court for less than five years. Before that he had dwelled ‘in obscurity’ in a

  villa in Peckham and had ‘done for himself’ entirely. Even a person as devoid of snobbishness as Holly, however, had finally remarked that it was ridiculous for one of London’s

  most prosperous builders to reside in a ‘clerk’s shoebox’ in the suburbs. Maury had concluded that his critics had a valid point. He had leased the villa – wouldn’t

  sell in case hard times ever drove him to premature retirement – and had purchased an angular Victorian mansion in Wintle Street, off Marylebone Road. With an architect’s assistance,

  Maury had designed plans for its modernisation. He had commandeered the entire top floor for his own use and selected tenants for the seven remaining apartments carefully. He had to admit that his

  new home was comfortable, easily managed and exceedingly convenient. For reasons that only Holly fully understood, however, Maury Beckman defended his property with a battery of alarms and

  burgler-proof devices, including special electric fitments on the window casements and a Varley voice amplifier and identification kit built into the oak door.




  Maury flicked a switch. The amplifier crackled.




  “Who is it?” Maury asked.




  “Stan Nuttall.”




  “Who?”




  “Stan. Stan Nuttall, from Bishop’s Row, Lambeth. Don’t say you’ve forgot me, Maury?”




  The Varley kit made all voices sound the same but the name was so unexpected that Maury did not doubt the speaker but he was surprised, even a little dismayed, to hear from a man that he

  hadn’t thought about in ten years. “Stan, with the eye-patch an’ the . . .”




  “I remember,” said Maury. “Hold on.”




  He opened the door and stepped cautiously back, an ingrained habit dating from the period, mercifully brief, when he had become involved in Ritchie’s sordid affairs. A dozen years ago Stan

  Nuttall had been one of Ritchie’s cohorts.




  “Oh, you’re goin’ out,” said Stan. “Shan’t keep you more than a couple of minutes, Maury.”




  “Come in, then.”




  Stan had lost the starved mongrel look. The ugly patch that he had worn over an empty eye socket, a relic of Mons, was gone, and the glass replacement, though detectable, improved the

  man’s appearance. The left hand remained gloved, however. Presumably not even medical wizards could satisfactorily replace three missing fingers with something that would not offend. It

  wasn’t only the extra flesh and the eye that made Stan seem different; he was geared in an expensive raglan overcoat, a snap brim, soft felt hat and shoes of brown willow calf; better dressed

  than most of Maury’s contractors and, what was more, carried it off without flash.




  “I really don’t wanna hold you up, Maury.”




  Maury smiled sardonically and Stan, quick to pick up the gaffe, gave a curt bark of laughter. “Hell, I’m no mug artist these days, Maury.”




  “So what are you doing with yourself?” Maury led his visitor into the library. “You look prosperous enough.”




  “Can’t grumble.” Stan removed his hat and twirled it on his forefinger, inspecting the room with unabashed curiosity. “Gone into advertisin’. Pays a

  treat.”




  Maury folded down the front of a cocktail cabinet built into the shelves. The cabinet’s interior blazed with light reflected from crystal glasses and decanters. A tiny refrigerator coughed

  out ice cubes.




  “What’ll you have, Stan?”




  “Whisky, on the rocks.”




  “Sit yourself down.” Maury handed Stan a drink, saying, “Excuse me, I must make a phone call.”




  “Sure.”




  Stan did not apologise for the disruption his unexpected arrival had caused. The former tannery boy had come a long way but not, Maury suspected, in advertising; for sure Stan wasn’t

  selling column inches for some local rag.




  In the office that adjoined the library, Maury telephoned the City Women’s Club and left a message for Miss Swale to inform her that he would be a half-hour late for their dinner

  engagement. Jane would understand. She also led a busy life in which the ends didn’t always quite meet. On returning to the library Maury found Stan by the bookshelves, glass in hand. He

  still wore his overcoat but had laid his snap brim and one hogskin glove on the wine table. Maury’s library was no ‘purchased by the yard’ array of calf and gilt. Most of the

  books had come from Foyles or Bumpus, bought by Maury because they interested him. He read widely. The books had the homely appearance of companions, informally exhibiting the kind of information

  that Maury fed on; architecture and decorative arts, biography, politics, history, economics, through to the latest novels by Dreiser, Wyndham Lewis, Priestley, Hemingway and Pearl S. Buck. In the

  revolving bookcase by his armchair, Laski, Leavis and Keynes rubbed shoulders with Dos Passos and Virginia Woolf.




  Stan tapped a novel with a gloved knuckle. “Read this?”




  “What is it?”




  “All Quiet on the Western Front.”




  “Yeah”, said Maury. “I’ve read it.”




  “Takes you back, don’t it? said Stan. “Stuff like that. Stuff like Journey’s End.”




  “Seems like another world, the trenches.” Maury deliberately inserted the cliché.




  Stan gave another bark of laughter, “Not to me, buddy,” he said. “Not to you neither, I wouldn’t be surprised.” Maury nodded. “You’re right. But look,

  you didn’t drop by to talk literature. What can I do for you?”




  Stan could also be blunt when it suited his purpose. He leaned against the reading table, sipped whisky, then said, “I’m lookin’ for a property.”




  Balanced on the arm of the deep-button leather chair by the unlit fire, Maury said, “I build them. I own them, but I don’t actually do the selling, Stan. My agency handles that sort

  of thing.”




  “Bannister, Hepburn and Foss.”




  “Right.”




  “A special kinda property,” said Stan.




  Maury, who seldom drank before dinner, lit a cigarette and settled himself more comfortably on the arm of the chair. He could also be oblique when it came to it. “What’s the name of

  your advertising firm?”




  Stan went with him. “Apex.”




  “What’s your position there?”




  “General manager.”




  “So it’s an office suite you’re after?” said Maury. “For Apex?”




  “Nope, a private residence.”




  “For yourself?”




  “For a friend.”




  “A lady friend?”




  “Could be!”




  “Last I heard you were happily married, Stan.”




  “Wrong!”




  “But what about, what was her name, the flower . . .?”




  “Marigold! She left me nine years ago.”




  “Sorry to hear that.”




  Stan shrugged and put his empty glass on the library table. “I got charge of ’er kids. She signed them over, legal like, made me their guardian. Bloody Marigold! She brought in a

  real sharp brief. He carved it up. Cost me a bob’r two but it was worth it. Always liked ’er kids better’n I liked ’er.”




  It was obvious that Marigold’s desertion still rankled. For a moment the tempo of Stan’s speech quickened, his South London accent no longer suppressed. Maury kept silent, hoping

  that Stan would reveal the true reason for his visit. But Mr. Nuttall was nobody’s fool. He checked himself. “Never mind the story of my life. What about it, Maury? A domestic dwelling?

  For old times sake, give me a professional shove in the right direction?”




  “What exactly are you after, Stan?”




  “Bright, airy, sunny, modern, big – say ten rooms, like – in a location handy for the city.”




  “House or flat?” said Maury. “To buy or to rent?”




  “House preferred,” said Stan. “To buy.”




  “Leasehold or freehold?”




  “Don’t matter.”




  “Price range?”




  “Don’t matter neither.”




  “It would help,” said Maury, “if I could match the occupant with the domicile.”




  “Stow the double-talk, Maury.”




  “Is the house intended to be a statement of well-being?”




  “A monument t’ gracious livin’, yer,” said Stan. “But’s it’s gotta be very habitable, an’ very modern.”




  “That’s not too tall an order.”




  “You got somethin’ in mind?”




  “Possibly,” said Maury. “It won’t be available until midsummer, however.”




  “That’s fine,” said Stan. “It’s not needed ’til August or September.”




  Maury said, “Leave the matter with me for a couple of days, Stan.”




  He did, in fact, have a house that would suit Stan’s requirements to a tee, a four-year-old, brick-built, stucco-finished beauty with superb curved elements. He had seen the building

  through construction at the behest of Sherbrook Winter, pioneer of the modern movement in architecture. He had hacked through a jungle of by-laws and technical regulations that the local

  authorities threw up out of bloody-mindedness and sheer aesthetic prejudice. He had dealt under committee-room tables, trading specifications on a housing extension scheme in exchange for

  relaxation of demands on No. 44 Vallois Street. He had even gone briefly into hock on three projects that the boors in the Borough Hall had shelved as part of their campaign against innovation. But

  he had finally triumphed and No. 44 went up exactly as Sherbrook Winter wanted it.




  Winter had occupied the house since its completion in the autumn of 1928. Initially he had thrived on the controversy and ridicule that the House of the Future had brought on him. It had been

  called, variously, ‘Winter’s Folly’ and ‘Sherbrook’s Sugar Cake’ and had inspired a clutch of cartoons in Punch and one abysmal mock-epic poem in

  Hearth and Home. Lately, though, Winter had grown weary of English philistinism, or perhaps of the fact that his twenty-first century mansion was no longer considered that unusual. In the

  summer, so Maury had heard, Winter was packing up and leaving for San Francisco where he thought he would be more ‘at home’ than in London. Whether Winter intended to sell No. 44 or

  merely lease it, Maury did not know. A couple of telephone calls would answer that question.




  “Let me ring you, say Friday, Stan.”




  “I’ll call you.”




  “Please yourself.”




  “Appreciate the personal interest, Maury.”




  “For Old Lang Syne, Stan. Least I can do.”




  “How’s Holly?”




  Back in Lambeth when they had all been little more than children, Stan had doted on Holly. Perhaps if the war hadn’t come along, if Holly hadn’t become co-owner of a little antique

  shop, if there had been no . . . Maury cleared his throat and blinked several times. He could not think of the ‘old days’ with affection, only with anger. He did not wish to tip his

  suspicions to Stan in any manner at all.




  “Holly’s bloomin’,” Maury said, another worn cliché from God knows when.




  “Some business she’s built up.”




  “She worked for it.”




  “Sure she did. Always was a grafter, your Holly.” Stan lifted his hat and glove and put them on. Maury escorted him into the hallway. “But she’s hit the jackpot now; the

  international art market. Hot stuff!”




  “You’ve kept track of her!”




  Stan shrugged once more. “Couldn’t help hearin’ the odd rumour. Apex handles the accounts of a couple of London art dealers. You get to hear the talk.”




  “Apex don’t handle Kings’ advertising, do they?”




  “Hell, no! The Kings have everythin’, and I mean everythin’, buttoned down and sewn up; even advertisin’.” Stan held out his ungloved right hand. “Good to see

  you again, Maury. Give my love to Holly when you run across her.”




  Maury shook the offered hand.




  “You’ll call, Stan; about the house?”




  “Course I will. Why I came, ’n’t it?”




  “Friday or after,” Maury said. “I’ll have accurate information by then.”




  Stan passed out of the apartment main door into the corridor. It was carpeted and set with tables in pure white bakelite each bearing a flourishing potted plant. The elevator – no mere

  ‘lift’ in Maury’s block – was to the right. Stan went that way.




  Maury waited, then, abruptly, stuck his head from the doorway.




  “Stan, I wouldn’t know your client, by any chance?”




  “Doubt it,” Stan said, and added ambiguously. “Not now, you wouldn’t know him now.”




  Maury closed the door, activated the alarms, switched off the Varley voice-box and returned to the bedroom. He put on his shoes, whisked a brush over his hair and switched out the light. He went

  into the hallway then through it to the library again. He poured himself a neat gin, and drank it slowly, feeling the clean-tasting alcohol cutting into the tension that Stan’s visit had

  created. It wasn’t a secret, of course, that could be kept for long. Maybe just long enough to link him to the house sale. He would avoid that, scrupulously avoid it. If Winter wanted a

  buyer, it could be arranged between solicitors and he, Maury, and his associated agents need have no part in it at all. He would forego profit for sake of caution – and conscience.




  Tomorrow he would begin enquiries into Apex Advertising and its directors. Stan would not have been so free with his information if there had been anything obvious about the firm. Even so, Maury

  had a hunch, a shivering little hunch that behind Stan Nuttall, brother Ritchie stood waiting in the wings.




  

    * * *


  




  The fish pond by the low wall, under the soft rose lanterns, was the kind of setting that Mr. Lubitsch would have taken a day to light; Peter had consciously placed himself in

  an appropriate pose, left hand nonchalantly tucked into his jacket pocket, one foot on the crown of the wall; the featherweight hero with a touch of the cad. It came easy to him, not because he had

  been born to the gay planes of romance vis-à-vis the Hollywood dream, but from the blood, sweat and tears of thousands of hours of practice and rehearsal and the experiences of

  hundreds of matinées in snowbound hick towns and countless midnight finales in sweltering cities; he had learned how to be perfect and perfectly suggestive, the sum of all the basic parts he

  had ever played, the debonair fellow who got off with the girl in the end and proved himself to be no more than a skin-deep scoundrel. But Peter could not be sure, sure of himself or the validity

  of his role on stage and off. The girls, real girls, were never silk-clad and immaculate or merry-eyed and innocent; their surrender was as ersatz as his own. They too sweated and snapped,

  jabbered, sulked and screamed dirty words at dressers, drank buckets and played the cotton candy love game that led inexorably to morning revulsion. For all that Peter clung to the illusion that he

  had just enough romance in him to excuse opportunism and that the women, most of whom were predators, got no more, and no less, than they deserved.




  Dancing was his defence against disenchantment. He was a strategist of the dance. He laboured with his body to keep it fit and hold poise against all life’s crookedness. But the burden of

  reality was close to insupportable and he clung to the image he had created to seduce audiences – and anyone else who happened to come along out of the blue, like the good-looking English

  woman. Her entrance, he figured, was one of the purer moments; she shared the garden, the lanterns, the faint music of the hotel’s orchestra, the evening’s supple elegance. In the pool

  a fat carp flopped and the ripples lapped against the parapet. It was all a wanton falsehood, sure, but almost worth the bitterness of discovered truth.




  She was no slender half-starved ingénue slaving to pretend she was stylish. God, she had style, real genuine twenty-two carat style, something uniquely her own. He wished that he

  could stroll with her through the lemon trees in silence, bonded only by the sounds of the night and the distant music, figures in the dream landscape he professed to despise.




  “I hope Howard didn’t offend you,” he began.




  “Not in the least.”




  “He’s harmless.”




  “I’ve met one or two men like Mr. Crocker; their harmlessness is what makes them appealing,” said Holly. “Have you known Marion and Ray for long?”




  “Three, four years.”




  “Do you know them well?”




  “They’re chums of Howard. He coaxed Ray into backing a show.”




  “How does that work – backing a show?”




  “The production is costed – salaries, costumes, sets – and put on top of the price of the book and the payments to the guys who write the music. The total cost is divided among

  two, three, five, ten people; the backers. If the show’s a success they get back their original stake plus an agreed percentage of the profits.”




  “It’s another form of gambling?”




  “Sure, but rich folk clamour to back shows. They get to meet the stars and lots of pretty girls, to brag to their friends about the show as if it was their success. It isn’t just the

  rich who buy in, come to think of it. Three years ago Howard bankrolled a tour of a musical play called, appropriately, Rich Kid. He scrambled the money up from the leprechauns.”




  “Leprechauns?”




  “The little people; small time investors.”




  “Did they lose their money?”




  “The hell they did. This was right after the market crash, so the main Broadway backers were broke. Howard had Rich Kid all ready to roll, but not enough in the cookie jar to get us

  to Hoboken. He had wrapped up his savings in it – and most of mine. But Howard’s no quitter. He went out into the streets and drummed up close to two hundred small-time investors

  – leprechauns – the kind of two-bit gamblers more at home at the track. It was some piece of Barnum and Bailey, I can tell you. Know what he did? Took them all to Boston for the

  opening. Yeah, a train load of ‘financial participants’ rolling on up to Boston for the gala opening. The show hit, and the party lasted three days. God, I was one of the walking dead

  by the week’s end. We packed ’em in, though, on the road through Denver, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Akron, all through the north states. Packed ’em in. Howard was offered a Broadway

  house but he figured if we struck out in New York it would spell disaster. He turned it down, extended the rustic tour for another twenty weeks and came out gleaming financially. The leprechauns

  got their money back and a bundle of clean bills on top, plus the kind of memories money can’t buy. It was some finagle, believe me.”
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