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  Chapter One




  AS I CAME up the stairs on the afternoon of the murder I could hear the telephone in my furnished flat ringing with that

  scornful peremptory note telephones always seem to have in an empty room.




  Come on! Come on!




  Tantalised, I fumbled with my key, got the door open, snatched the receiver from the hook, to hear a voice I had never heard before, crying desperately, “Are you there? Listen! Tell him

  it’s no use. I haven’t got it. He’ll have to wait. I can’t get it in time.”




  I said cautiously, “Tell who?” but I might have been a fly drowning in a milk jug. That fluid voice, with a sort of ripple in it despite the obvious panic, only repeated, “I

  haven’t got it, I tell you. So it’s no use coming round. . . . You must tell him.”




  And then I heard the decisive click of a receiver being replaced and in my ear the bumbling note telephones make when a line has been disconnected. I stood looking at the instrument in my hand

  for a minute before I remembered to hang up. Then I waited, as if expecting the bell to start again, but nothing happened; the silence was as thick as the fog beyond the window. I walked across the

  room and tried to peer out. There was nothing much to be seen except graduated roofs, with a slit of pavement far below, even in the sunniest weather; to-night I made out an occasional line, heard

  a muted footstep that might have come from another world; somewhere an invisible cat mewed.




  The room, shabby, and impersonal as furnished rooms are inclined to be, rang with the echo of that voice; I knew I should recognise it immediately if I heard it again. I got myself a drink out

  of what was described in the inventory as a likker-lokker, and glanced through some letters I’d collected on my way up. There was nothing very urgent there, nothing that couldn’t wait

  till the morning. I poured myself a second drink, lighted a cigarette, and put through a call to a man I know called Doggett. Doggett’s name matched his trade, and was doubtless intended to

  do so. He bred greyhounds, raced a few and sold the rest. He had built up quite a business during the five years or so he’d been on the job, had a kind of knack with animals that was almost

  uncanny; a tip from him could generally be relied on. I’m a natural gambler myself, the notion of clocking in and out five days a week for a regular wage has never appealed to me, so I

  freelance my way through life, sometimes on the up-and-up and sometimes on the skids. In a way it’s the variety that makes it exciting.




  Doggett, who can be as dour as a wet week-end, was full of fire to-night. He told me about a young greyhound he’d acquired that had all the makings of a champion. He’s got heart as

  well as stamina, he explained. You can always tell. And one without the other is no bon. We discussed business for a bit, and before he rang off he gave me a tip—Red Maid. Never mind

  what the boys tell you about her chances, she’s going to win, he boasted. Queen of Sheba’s being tipped, but—she’s not going to win. So I decided to risk a fiver on Red

  Maid. And I said I’d pass the word round, I had some quite useful connections. It was seven o’clock when I rang off, day drawing to its close, you might say. But, as it turned out, not

  my day.




  The room had a cold, smoky smell, and when I opened the window I could hear a fog-horn bellowing away like some old sea-lion, calling forlornly to his cows. I hesitated about a third drink,

  decided against it and went out to dinner. This flat of mine was simply a pair of gloomy rooms with an ancient Victorian bathroom, cut out of a big Victorian house, the kind that planners are

  yearning to pull down. It wasn’t even true to call it a flat, I had no individual front door, and as there was no restaurant I never ate on the premises. I even went out for my breakfast.

  Once no doubt the place had housed gracious living, but life had moved away from it, and it and all its neighbours—it was a terrace house, tall and smoky, with blocked up windows in the drab

  walls to avoid window tax—all these houses had been cut up into apartments or bed-sitters, with tenants moving in and out as nameless as ghosts. If you did meet a face on the stairs, the odds

  are it was one you’d never seen before.




  As a rule I went along to the Chicken Parlour for my evening meal. Its disadvantage was that it wasn’t licensed, but they did steaks as well as chickens, the cooking had an agreeably

  original tang, was within my price-range and it was never unpleasantly crowded. Also they knew me there. London’s a great place for being ignored. After, I’d go along to one or more of

  the locals—the Horse and Mariner was my main port of call, I’d made a number of casual acquaintances there, but I wasn’t quite a stranger at a number of others. I used to pass on

  Doggett’s tips—I worked for him in various directions on a commission basis, and I had a few irons of my own in the fire, too. I’d play a game of darts, talk dogs, agree whichever

  Government was in power was riding the country straight into the sea, pick up any information that might be useful and so home. I’m a bachelor who’s never put down roots, I’m

  always on the look-out for something new. Doggett, who’s a mysogonist, used to say, “You’re too easy-going, one of these days you’ll get caught.” And I used to laugh

  and say, That’ll be the day. But that was before I met Barbie Hunter.




  The Parlour was emptier than usual, thanks to the weather, I suppose, which certainly hadn’t improved during the past hour. George gave me a particularly affable reception, he regards a

  half-empty room as a kind of personal failure. He said the chickens were fine to-night, he used to bring them round on a hot-plate and you chose your own joint. I suppose the staff had the pieces

  no one else wanted.




  I said I fancied steak to-night, and I ordered some spaghetti while that was cooking. George, with time on his hands, stopped by the table.




  “I reckon we should have a bonus hereafter,” he said. “The climate we have to put up with.” He put his head on one side. “Listen to that!”




  You could hear the fog-horns more clearly now; the river wasn’t far off, and the doleful notes went peeling through the mist. .




  “There’s an owl come to live in my garden,” he went on. “Hoots like the Day of Judgment.”




  I sent the ball back over the net. “We’ve got a jay, just visiting—I hope,” I said. “Screeches like someone being murdered.”




  “We’re cheerful to-night, aren’t we?” said George, going to see about my steak.




  After that I had black coffee in a pot, and it must have been nearly nine when I left the restaurant. I usually went to the Horse and Mariner—you make good contacts in a pub—but this

  evening I turned in the direction of the river. There was a job called the Admiral Box where I’d never been, though I’d passed it often enough. I turned into a lane not much wider than

  a passage, with the wall of a factory on one side; I could see a dull golden blur at the end, and that was the Admiral.




  I hadn’t gone many steps when I heard the car behind me, and instinctively I drew back closer against the wall. Visibility was pretty bad and the lighting was as faint as a candle-gleam; I

  didn’t want to be the ham in the sandwich, and I could sense that it was a pretty big car. I wondered if it might be the police. It was a splendid night for crime. Then the car came closer

  and I knew whoever was driving it it wasn’t the boys in blue. They’d never be seen in such an outfit, a real vintage model, high and smooth, a Rolls as I live. Someone had taken trouble

  with it, it ran as sweetly as a river, and the driver must have seen me because he slowed to a crawl, and a voice that competed very favourably with the fog-horns yelled at me. The car halted under

  one of the two feeble lights, so I could see the driver, and he was as much a character as the car. I heard a window wound down and then a great red face, like the moon seen through blood, was

  poked out.




  “This your manor?” the voice bawled, and I said (cautiously) I’d been living here for a short time, passing through but . . .




  “Know a pub hereabouts that looks like a church?”




  That caught me off balance. A church? Which way? I had a vision of an inn with a steeple atop to advertise its whereabouts to all and sundry. The Steeple Inn. . . .




  “Stained-glass windows,” offered the driver helpfully, and I came to again.




  “It could be the Admiral Box,” I said. “It’s got sort of fancy Victorian glass in front, not specially religious, though. Hops being cut, wheat being reaped.”




  “What could be more religious than that? Darkish, three steps down to the bar?”




  “I haven’t been inside,” I confessed. “It’s the one at the end of the road.”




  “Thanks a million.” The face disappeared, the car started to move; the next instant it stopped, the face reappeared.




  “Not going that way yourself, I suppose?”




  “Actually,” I said, “I was.”




  He pushed the door open. “Help yourself.” If I’d retained any of my original suspicions that this might be anything to do with the police they’d have died on the spot.

  The police will do a lot of things, but they won’t go around in an out-of-date Rolls the colour of a daffodil.




  “Who was he?” asked the driver cosily, as we rolled along at a funeral pace. He wasn’t taking any chances.




  “Who was who?”




  “This Admiral Box. He must have been a nob of some kind to get his name on an inn-sign.”




  “Well,” I told him, “the full title’s The Admiral and Box. There’s a painting, which you won’t be able to see to-night at all, and isn’t too clear

  even in sunlight, of an old boy with a cocked hat and his hair in a pigtail, clutching a great wooden chest, hooped with brass. Some sort of a pirate, I daresay.”




  “This ain’t the right part of the river for pirates,” said my companion. I could see at once he was right on the ball. “You’d never land the stuff.”




  “Oh, come, they don’t have to make sense, do they?” I urged. “Inn signs, I mean. Think of The Bull and Mouth and the Swan and Pyramids. I ask you.”




  “What do you ask me?”




  “Can you imagine a swan nesting round the Pyramids?”




  “It’s all according. Ever studied the cycle of nature? Things go round on a wheel. You put a contemporary swan by the Pyramids and it ’ud curl up and die, I daresay, but maybe

  there was once a creature called a sand swan, and it could be again. Remember the coelacanth? What with the atom bomb and all our clever young men making to the moon it ’ud never surprise me

  to see mastodons marching down the Kings Road—and maybe even swans nesting in the Gobi Desert. By that time all the humans ’ull be in orbit round some other planet.”




  I thought, I’ve picked a screwball all right, as he went on telling me about the other pubs he’d already visited to-night—The Cygnet and Cheese, The Halfpenny Inn, the Duck in

  Gum Boots—they like their pubs fancy round here, don’t they? he said—he seemed to know the history of most of them.




  “You’ll have to park in the cul-de-sac here,” I warned him as we drew near the Admiral. “Anywhere round the front counts as an obstruction.”




  There were only a couple of other cars and a motor-cycle parked in the cul-de-sac to-night. There was a disused fountain half-way up, three darling girls each clutching an unresponsive dolphin.

  It might have been quite pretty when it was working, but weather and the hooligans round about had knocked off the girls’ noses and one of the dolphins’ tails, and there was a sort of

  greenish moss growing over the bowl. No water, of course.




  When we were free of the car I could see my companion a bit better, a roly-poly of a man wearing a ginger-coloured suit with a checked cap pulled over his eyes, which were a kind of red-brown,

  too. He made me think of what he’d been saying about obsolescent forms of life suddenly re-appearing. This one looked as if he’d be as much at home in a jungle as a pub. Which is saying

  quite something.




  We pulled open the door and there were the three steps leading to the dark interior. It was obvious that business at the Admiral to-night was pretty quiet. But you could tell it was never what

  you might describe as a clubbable pub. I’ve heard them listed as ports of call or in-and-out houses, chaps dropped in on the way back from the factory, and there was a fairly new betting shop

  run by a man called Henry Lite not far off, and that would account for a bit more custom, but it was too far out of the way to be really homely. Mind you, I daresay quite a number of tips got

  passed there, and even a few plots hatched that might interest the police, but you couldn’t imagine anything more than a drink or two, a few words, a nod, and so home to bed. As it happened,

  I couldn’t have been more wrong.




  The chap behind the bar looked ordinary enough, working single-handed, and not, to-night at all events, overworked. As we came in he was saying to a customer, “Television’s killing

  the pubs and that’s a fact. It’s in for a few bottles (it was an off licence) and back to the box.”




  My companion marched up to the bar as if he’d been coming here every night for a year.




  “All you need’s a bit of patience,” he said. “With things going the way they are, in no time you’ll have the chaps swarming back to get away from the

  telly.” He ordered a pint and said to me, “What’s yours?”




  I started to say this was on me, but he paid no attention. I got the impression he never paid much attention to anyone, though I found out later that was another mistake. Anyway, he paid for my

  whisky and the next second he was asking for another pint. The first went down in one great swallow; it’s a trick I’ve never been able to manage myself, you just open the uvula and the

  stuff falls into your stomach like milk into a pail.




  “Name of Ted?” he went on, and the barman said in a very formal sort of way, “That’s right, sir.”




  “Then I’m right, too. Like a word a bit later.”




  This chap, Ted, seemed to freeze, and I saw he was making my original mistake. Mind you, the police are supposed to declare an interest as soon as they come in, and they can’t hope to get

  much of a welcome. None of the brewers like the idea of their pubs being known as coppers’ ports of call, and Macraes are stiffer-backed than most. Well, nothing’s worse for the

  reputation than that.




  Ginger put his hand in his pockets, and I could see Ted was expecting a warrant to emerge, but instead the chap pulled out an outsize visiting card and chucked it on the counter. I

  couldn’t help seeing the name. Arthur Crook and an address in Bloomsbury and another in S.W.5. I looked sharply at Ted, wondering if it was going to register with him. The police would have

  recognised that name all right, and so would half London’s underworld. I’d heard of him myself—The Criminals’ Hope and the Judges’ Despair was what they called him. It

  was obvious Ted had caught on.




  “Later,” he said, and went off to serve someone else.




  Crook picked up the tankard and took a sup; his great red face split into a grin as wide as a door opening.




  “I don’t know what chaps are coming to,” he told Ted when he came back up the bar, “with beer like this you should be checking ’em in through a turnstile. A lot

  of the stuff they give you these days,” he confided, turning to me, “is half water and dirty water at that. If all the houses served beer like this there’d be so much whisky for

  export you wouldn’t be able to sell it.”




  I was taking a look around. The customers were still pretty thin on the ground, but I hadn’t been there long before I realised that what they lacked in quantity they made up in quality.

  Close behind me, two women were sitting at a table tearing strips off London Transport. Wait till you get to the spot and then ring the bell, said one. The other agreed eagerly. Same in the shops,

  she said, they don’t want to oblige you. They both looked as fat as butter, wore imitation fur coats—in midsummer, by the calendar at least—and carried huge plastic bags. It

  turned out they’d come from a bingo session where both had done well. A young Indian, dressed up to the nines, pink bow tie, bright blue suit, checked shirt, sat up at the bar, drinking

  whisky and beaming at everyone. He had that smooth gleaming skin and warm dark eyes they so often have. I thought if he’d come here for a pick-up he’d mistaken his mark. He might be the

  little friend of all the world, but he was drinking alone for all that. Most of those present were middle-aged or as near as makes no difference. Next to Ranji sat a woman, also on her lonesome,

  though you’d have sworn from her appearance she was born for company. Big and jolly-looking, handsomely curved, she was dressed in a bright satin blouse and ear-rings like pagodas swung in

  her ears. And whoever else was a casual here she was a regular, you can always tell. She was pushing the whisky, too; Crook, with his pint pot, must have felt like the Lone Ranger. I went on

  watching the woman; her hair was a lot brighter than nature had intended and the rings on her fingers wouldn’t have fetched much at an auction, but she made you think of those big cabbage

  roses you see on textiles, and practically nowhere else these days. A bit full-blown, but rich, colourful.




  Crook had taken his second pint and moved over to a table against the wall; he pulled an evening edition out of his pocket and settled down as though he had the rest of the night to spare. He

  might look dreamy enough, but I’d overheard what he said to Ted. He was out on the job all right, winkling some other offender out of the clutches of the law. They said if you clocked your

  wife one and hit her a bit harder than you intended, he was the only man who could persuade a jury she’d slipped and banged her head on the fireplace.




  Ted was talking to the woman at the bar. “You’re down to-night, Madge,” he chaffed her. He put a glass on the counter. “On the house,” he said.




  She pushed it back. “Don’t be daft, Ted. When I can’t afford to pay for myself . . .”




  Young Ranji here created a bit of an interlude by snapping his fingers—never popular in a bar and clearly out of place here—and saying, “Same as before and the same for the

  lady, too,” and tossed down a note and then laid one hand on Madge’s arm. He had beautiful hands, he’d never done any hard labour—and his teeth were something to notice,

  they’d have made his fortune on commercial television.




  Madge—her other name turned out to be Gardiner—shook her head. “Thanks a million,” she said, “but I’m like William Rufus there. I pay for

  myself.”




  She opened a big smart black bag and I saw the notes coiled inside, a great wad of them. She peeled one off and handed it over the bar. Ted looked in the till.




  “Haven’t got the silver, I suppose?” said Ted. “Everyone who’s been in to-night he wanted to change a note.”




  She looked through her purse, then shook her head. “I haven’t got it,” she said. “I’m sorry, Ted, I haven’t got it.”




  Something clicked in my brain. For an instant I was back in my flat, holding a receiver to my ear and hearing a voice say, “It’s no use coming round, I haven’t got it.”

  I’d known from the start I could never mistake that voice. I watched her like a hawk, playing it cool, though, asking the chap next to me if he had a tip for to-morrow’s big race,

  mentioning Red Maid. I didn’t want to attract attention, but I needn’t have bothered. She didn’t know I was born. I wondered what she’d say if I went over and told her,

  “We were having a bit of a barney on the phone say two hours back. Crete’s the name, Simon Crete. Remember?”




  Not that she’d remember my voice, why, she didn’t get a chance to hear it, and in the state she was in I doubt if it would have registered anyway. I can’t have shown any

  surprise because no one said, what’s up mate? or paid me any attention at all. I said something to Crook in a pretty clear voice that she couldn’t have failed to hear, but she

  didn’t even turn her head. As for me, it would have taken a machine-gun to get me off the premises. How could I guess how the evening was going to end?




  Meanwhile, up at the bar young India was sorting through a pocketful of change; he tossed some coins on the counter, telling Ted to give the lady back her money, the drinks were on him.




  I thought Madge might shrug and accept the situation just to stop the argument, but she didn’t.




  She said, quite pleasantly, but as definite as a key being turned in a lock, “It’s ever so kind of you, and don’t think I don’t appreciate it, but—well, if my

  friend was to turn up and find me drinking with you, well, he might not like it. Ever so jealous, see?”




  This Ranji—I hadn’t heard his name to date—was a real joker. He squared up and put up his fists—probably called them dukes, he was a great one for anything old

  English—and cried, “Pistols for two, coffee for one, is not that what you say?”




  “I don’t know, I’m sure,” said Madge, absently. Crook was grinning all over his big red face. “I’ve never been in the nut-house myself.” She picked up

  her drink and prepared to move to one of the small tables, when this young chap caught her by the wrist.




  “Do not be so upstage,” he declared. “It is lonely here, you should be friendly.”




  Madge, who clearly hadn’t the least idea she’d said anything that might upset him, pushed his hand away.




  “Now, look,” she said, “I told you—someone I know may be coming along any minute, and what’s he going to think if he finds you an me as thick as

  thieves?”




  That really did send the balloon up. This chap had a chip on his shoulder, no doubt about it; he thought she was putting up the colour bar, though even from what I knew of Madge, I’d have

  said she was the last person in the place to think of such a thing.




  “You will not have my drink, you will not sit beside me . . .”




  Ted came along the counter. “I don’t want any trouble here,” he said. “You heard Mrs. Gardiner—she’s expecting a friend—Bob was in some time

  ago,” he added to Madge. “Asking for you, he was.”




  “Anyone else?” She didn’t even pretend Bob was the one she had in mind.




  “Should there be? Oh, well, perhaps he’s got held up in the fog.”




  “Perhaps,” suggested the young Indian nastily, “he has fallen in the river.”




  I could see Madge’s face quite clearly from where I was sitting. “Oh, no,” she said, “that’s not very likely.” And you didn’t have to be a

  psychologist to realise she wouldn’t shed any tears if they fished him out next morning. She turned back to her neighbour to say, “Now, no offence—I don’t know your name .

  . .”




  It was like watching ice melt to see the change that came over him. She could put on the charm all right.




  “I am Mr. Seringpatam Cox,” said the chap proudly, and behind me I heard Crook choke into his beer.




  “What do they call you at home?” she asked.




  “They call me Sherry.”




  “Well, then, Sherry, thanks a million, but—some other night—see? I’m pretty regular—you ask Ted.”




  He seemed mollified and she took her glass and put herself opposite a long mirror on the wall that reflected everyone who came in. I’d noticed that whenever the door swung open she sent a

  quick glance over her shoulder; she was afraid all right. I didn’t pay much attention to young Sherry, except to wonder he didn’t look for some place where he’d find companions of

  his own age. How was I to guess he was going to become so important? No one, not even Crook, had an inkling of the situation that night.




  I took the stool she’d vacated and Sherry and I got into conversation. He said he was a student, though it never became quite clear of what, and at the moment he was planning a book on

  English life and customs in the nineteen-sixties. I supposed he was getting copy for his chapter on English inns. I remember his telling me, rather primly, that in his country women didn’t

  drink alone in pubs. He seemed to calm down somewhat, but the atmosphere of the Admiral didn’t. I realised Crook felt it as much as I did. Every now and again he glanced in the long mirror as

  if he’d find a solution to some unknown problem, but Madge’s friend didn’t turn up. What did were two young madams with beehive hairdos and heels about six inches high. The minute

  I saw them I decided they must have lost their way in the fog, or be pretty far out in their calculations. It didn’t seem likely there’d be anything for them here. They seemed to think

  so, too. They let their mascara’d gaze play over all of us and you could see they wouldn’t make a bid for anyone present in a jumble sale. But Sherry came to sudden new life. It was

  like having a young tiger at my elbow.




  “You must have got the wrong address,” said one of the girls.




  The two bingo-women spoke almost with one voice. “Disgusting,” they said. “A lady can’t have a quiet drink . . .”




  “Oh, is that what it is?” said the second girl. “Thought we must have stumbled into the mortuary.”




  “How about closing the door if you’re coming in?” suggested Ted. “You know I’m not allowed to serve anyone under eighteen in this bar, so, if you’re not

  ordering, this isn’t a Rest Centre.”




  “Sorry we haven’t brought our birth certificates,” said one of the hussies.




  “Your mistake,” agreed Ted, smoothly.




  But, whoever was glad to see the back of them, they had an electrical effect on Sherry. Springing down from his stool he showed them all his teeth; if you’d been out with him in a fog

  you’d never have needed a torch.




  “I buy you a Coke,” he offered, expansively. “Come in, take a pew, a dirty night.” He turned to Ted. “Two Cokes, and another of these.” He flicked his

  glass with a long shining finger-nail.




  Ted didn’t lift a finger.




  “I hope you like Cokes,” said one of the girls. “We didn’t come here to be insulted.”




  That, as Sherry himself might have remarked, put the tin lid on it. I honestly think the girl meant she wasn’t the kind to be offered a soft drink, but he took it as one more insult to the

  colour of his skin. It actually darkened, though I didn’t know they could. He started threateningly towards them, Madge, hardly raising her voice, said “Beat it, girls, there’s

  nothing doing here.” One of the fat women told the other they’d try elsewhere next time, and Sherry was only halted in his mad rush by Ted catching him by the arm, and saying, “That’ll be four shillings you owe, sir.” Sherry began to fumble for his wallet, the girls slipped away, everyone else returned to their drinks except Crook who called out, “It’s not worth it, Ranji, take the word of a man who knows. I don’t say they’d hang you, but even ten years in the cooler gives you an awful long time to repent.”




  Sherry paid no attention; he pushed a note at Ted, who took a long time to find the right change, then he bounced out. During the mêlée the two fat women had removed themselves. As

  they went one remarked to the other, “High time we were going. You never can tell with these foreigners, whip out a knife as soon as look at you.”




  As I said, I’d realised from the start this wasn’t a cosy pub; I hadn’t guessed it was all set for a Lyceum melodrama. Because that was only the beginning. Even Crook seemed

  impressed. He came over to the bar for the usual reason and asked Ted, “Been here long?”




  “Two years give or take a month,” said Ted. “There’s time I think I should have my head examined, leaving the country for this. Talk about the bright lights. . . .

  Trouble is, this isn’t really a residential district. You get a few regulars, but mostly they come in, down a couple and off they go. Always on the rush.”




  “You can’t complain it’s not lively,” suggested Crook.




  “I could do with a bit less of that sort of liveliness. Mind you, it’s not usually as empty as this. But the weather—and, of course, it’s Wednesday.”




  That made perfect sense to Crook. “I suppose the factory pays out on a Thursday?”




  “That’s right. The boys come in here before they have to hand the whole packet over to the missus; by Wednesday they’re always skint.”




  For a minute the tension seemed to dissolve; we stood there drinking in a kind of easy companionship; one or two chaps drifted up and joined us. But I was watching Madge Gardiner. Whoever else

  had relaxed, she hadn’t. She watched every new-comer as if she thought he might have got a knife up his sleeve. One or two of the drinkers stopped by her table and murmured a word as they

  went out, but she hardly seemed to hear them. Ted went over to her once with the third whisky she’d had since our arrival, and she took it as if it were water.




  “Life and soul of the party as a rule,” murmured Ted, coming back.




  Then he arrived—not the one she was expecting, you didn’t have to be a magician to tell that—but the one who was going to set the wheels in motion, and get all our pictures in

  the Press. He was a young chap, no older than Sherry, and he came storming in like the wrath of God. He looked about as restful as a stick of gelignite as he stormed up to the bar and asked for

  Scotch on the rocks. He seemed to me too well-dressed for a man casually dropping into a pub for a pint; I wondered if he’d been stood up by a girl, which might account for his manner, or had

  a row with someone. He took the glass and his change and moved to the table beyond Madge’s; and he walked past her as though she were invisible. Whatever was wrong with him, it was bad. Madge

  didn’t seem to take any notice either, whoever she was expecting or fearing it wasn’t this fellow. I watched them, each wrapped in a mantle of gloom, indifferent to the rest of us, two

  brooding explosive figures. It was like waiting for the siren when you know an air-raid’s on the way.




  It was Madge who broke it up; she seemed to come to a sudden decision. She threw up her head, she smiled, she turned with apparent impulse to the boy and asked for a light. It’s the oldest

  trick in the world, of course, but it seldom fails. He groped in his pockets, produced a box of matches, and struck one. He had to get up to bring it close enough to her cigarette, and she offered

  him one of hers.




  “No, thanks,” he said. “I don’t. Smoke, I mean. I just carry the matches—well, just on chance.”




  “Lucky for me,” said Madge, lightly. I suppose his girl smoked, if he didn’t, and that’s why he had them.




  He’d have sunk back into his mood of inspissated gloom, but Madge wasn’t having that. It was as if she’d made up her mind on a certain course of action. He might prefer to

  drink his cup of cold pizen in solitude, but he never had a chance with her.




  “All on your owney-oh?” she said, and he muttered something about filling in time until his train went.




  “You couldn’t choose a nicer place,” said Madge. I suppose she needn’t have married very young to have a son of his age. “Still, no sense not being sociable. My

  friend won’t be coming now.”




  He said awkwardly, “I’m sorry, what a shame!” He still hardly seemed to see her as a person.




  In my ear Crook murmured, “Doesn’t realise he hasn’t got a chance, poor chap. Talk about snake-charmers! Oh, well, he’ll learn.”




  I’d never met Crook before, though I knew his reputation, of course, but I could sense his keen interest in Madge Gardiner. He watched her as I’d seen Doggett watch a promising

  pup.




  I saw Ted had noticed what was going on; rather to my surprise he looked a bit put out. Suddenly he put back his hand and switched on a radio from the back of the bar, possibly with the idea of

  cheering things up.




  “I don’t want to live for ever,” snivelled a nasal voice, and Madge looked round to observe derisively, “Well, who does, for Pete’s sake?”




  That gave Crook his chance. “Me for one,” he said, promptly. “Every day is a fresh beginning and there can’t be too many of them for me.”




  She laughed; it was a lovely sound. “Must have become a habit,” she teased him, but all her eyes were for the young chap who still hung uneasily about her table. He said in an

  embarrassed sort of voice, “Can I get you something to drink?” and she told him, “Well, a bit later p’r’aps. Why don’t you bring yours over if you’re not

  waiting for anyone? Oh, come on,” she rallied him, “whatever it is it can’t be that bad. As William Rufus has just reminded us,” and she grinned at Crook, “every day

  is a fresh beginning and this one’s nearly over. What’s your name? Mine’s Madge.”




  He seemed suddenly to make up his mind. He picked up his glass and joined her at her table, and she let out a great sigh more telling than any speech could have been. It was as if she’d

  been waiting for this ever since she came in.




  I heard Crook say admiringly, “Marvellous, ain’t it? Can’t be far off retiring age, now they’ve got us all in the pen, but it ’ud be a deaf hippo that didn’t

  leave its pool during a heatwave when it heard that voice. There’s something to be said for looking like first cousin to an orang-utan,” he went on, cheerfully. “None of the

  dames ever want to vamp me.”




  But I wasn’t so sure. I’d heard a lot of stories about Crook, but the old bird who lived in the oak had nothing on him when it came to keeping his lip buttoned.




  Only Ted looked disturbed. “I wish she wouldn’t do it,” he said to Crook, who’d come up for a refill. “I don’t say this young chap isn’t all right but

  one of these days she’ll miss her step and pick a wrong ’un. She’s lonely, of course, lives in some god-forsaken flat, without even a cat for company.” He looked round him.

  “We’ve got one here, Bobby, she makes no end of a fuss of him, don’t know where he’s got to to-night. Out courting, perhaps. The fog doesn’t worry them. Still, could

  be they don’t allow animals in her flat.”




  “I once knew a chap who kept a cheetah in a flat,” volunteered Crook, who was clearly never at a loss for an answer. “No dogs it said in the lease, but no one had thought of

  puttin’ a ban on cheetahs. Friend of yours, is she?” he added, in practically the same breath, buying Ted the first drink I’d seen him accept that evening.




  Ted stiffened a bit. “She’s one of the regulars,” he admitted. “Well, living alone, it’s not natural. She’d want a bit of company.”




  “No Mr. Madge?”




  “I understand she’s a widow.”




  “No little Madges?” It beat me how Crook could do it so unblushingly, seeing he’d never set eyes on her before, but perhaps that mysterious sixth sense with which even the

  police credit him warned him that this evening was a beginning not an end.




  “There was a little girl, but she lost her when she was two or three years old. Usually she’s the life and soul of the party, it’s not often she has to walk home alone. Well,

  I suppose it makes a change from the wife. Her trouble is she will believe everything she’s told, and she’s got a heart as big as Piccadilly Circus. One of these days, I tell her,

  you’ll wake up and find yourself with your throat cut, and no one will be more surprised than you.”




  It was pretty obvious that the old black magic was working with young Colin Bruce—we didn’t know his name then but everyone was going to know it pretty soon; he was a good-looking

  chap when he wasn’t scowling, as dark as I’m fair, and they seemed to be getting along like one o’clock. I stole a glance at Crook. It was hard to tell what was going on in his

  mind, but if he had a heart as big as Piccadilly Circus there was a lot more than the statue of Eros in it. I suppose to a chap like that it’s natural to look for the macabre in the most

  obvious situation, and, however popular Madge might be with the husbands, you couldn’t imagine the wives taking her to their bosoms.




  “Another conquest,” I murmured and Crook turned sharply.




  “Be your age,” he said. “It’s nothing to her if he’s the Belvedere Apollo or the Minotaur, he’s just someone, a human barrier.”




  “Against what?” I asked.




  “How should I know? Your guess is as good as mine.”




  But I didn’t have to guess; her voice still rang in my ears. I haven’t got it—I can’t get it—tell him it’s no use coming round—




  “But if you can’t see that,” Crook was going on, “you should apply for a pair of National Health glasses. What’s she scared of?” he asked Ted, abruptly.




  It was young Bruce and Madge all over again. At first sight Ted had seemed a bit stand-offish, as if he resented Crook’s easy questions about a woman he’d never seen before; but some

  quality—it couldn’t have been charm—in this bumptious notorious lawyer, mowed down his original opposition and he confided, “I wish I knew. Been like this quite a while

  now. Came in one evening looking as if she’d seen a ghost.”




  “That could be it,” said Crook. “Nasty undependable things, ghosts. Never know where you’ve got ’em; even when they’re in a corner they just melt away if

  you take a swipe at ’em.”




  Ted, clearly not a facetious type, continued his story unmoved.




  “‘Why don’t you go and see a doctor, Madge?’ I said. ‘Might give you some pills. Not sleeping well, see?’ But I could have saved my breath. Madge likes

  doctors the way I like teetotallers.” Then it seemed to occur to him that he was going a bit far with a stranger—not two strangers, I don’t think either of them really counted me

  as a person, and I found that a bit galling—and he said, “You were saying something about a word—when you came in, I mean?”




  I took the hint and started to move down the bar, but before I went I murmured, “I’d like a word, too, if you have the time, before the bar closes. About Mrs. Gardiner,” I

  added.




  I think that was the first time that evening either of them had really noticed me as an individual.
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