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A classic murder mystery by acclaimed crime writer Bernard Knight, set in London and Moscow at the height of the Cold War.


Simon Smith, an ex-Army man with a gift for languages, is drafted in by a shady businessman to do some ‘work’ in the USSR. Simon thinks it’ll be an easy job with an ample reward…but what with multiple murders, beautiful femmes fatale, and devious master criminals, it’s not as simple as he’d hoped! Meanwhile, the Russian detectives set to trail a suspected thief have all their expectations confounded… A thrilling tale of international politics and police work on the other side of the ‘Iron Curtain’.


To Boris, Raya, Natasha, Polina Semyonovna, and all my forensic colleagues in Moscow – with apologies to the Hotel Metropol for having a murder in their backyard!




Author’s note


The Sixties Mysteries is a series of reissues of my early crime stories, the first of which was originally published in 1963. Looking back now, it is evident how criminal investigation has changed over the last half-century. Though basic police procedure is broadly the same, in these pages you will find no Crime Scene Managers or Crown Prosecution Service, no DNA, CSI, PACE, nor any of the other acronyms beloved of modern novels and television. These were the days when detectives still wore belted raincoats and trilby hats. There was no Health and Safety to plague us and the police smoked and drank tea alongside the post-mortem table!


Modern juries are now more interested in the reports of the forensic laboratory than in the diligent labours of the humble detective, though it is still the latter that solves most serious crimes. This is not to by any means belittle the enormous advances made in forensic science in recent years, but to serve as a reminder that the old murder teams did a pretty good job based simply on experience and dogged investigation.
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Prologue


It was one of those cold, windy Sunday nights, when torn newspapers tangled around empty milk bottles and even the tomcats cowered behind their dustbins.


Already early May, it felt like Christmas. It was even raining.


‘Like sumpt’n outta goddam Dickens!’ muttered the American, as he paused under a gas lamp in the Covent Garden backstreet to peer at a scrap of paper. He pushed the address back into his pocket and stared at Crouch Street with distaste.


The grimy windows of the tall grey houses scowled back at him with Victorian disdain. A row of overfilled garbage cans stood like a line of crippled pensioners along the edge of the pavement.


Glimmers of light struggled reluctantly from behind shabby curtains, but further along the street he could see a brighter glow over a doorway. Kramer shrugged his expensive overcoat higher around his neck and moved up the street until he could read the illuminated Perspex sign.


‘Happy Dragon!’ he sneered under his breath. ‘What a helluva place to pick for a meeting!’


He turned in off the dismal street and began to trudge up the surprisingly well-carpeted stairway to the first floor.


In the restaurant above, Simon Smith waited with mounting impatience. He had eaten three exotic Chinese dishes, none of which he had wanted. He’d had to justify his sitting there for forty minutes beyond the arranged time. Never a lover of oriental food, his stomach was now reminding him that egg foo yung and curried prawns were incompatible. A brandy, a lager and three coffees had failed to put out the fire in his abdomen and he was beginning to wish that he had told Harry Lee Kramer to meet him in a Wimpy Bar instead of the Happy Dragon.


He looked at his watch for the second time in a minute and hissed with annoyance. His gaze strayed around the dimly lit room.


There were open tables in the central part, but all around the walls were alcoves formed by heavy brocade curtains. In these discreet niches, a few courting couples and furtive co-respondents lurked in the gloom. A slim Chinese youth glided by with empty dishes, his almond eyes flickering briefly over Simon’s face.


Where the hell was Kramer? Surely even a Yank could find this place, not a hundred yards from the Strand. Simon’s nerves were as good as the next man’s, but after the broad hints about the nature of the proposition that Kramer had dropped on the telephone, he had every right to be a bit on edge. The delay did nothing to soothe him.


He played restlessly with his coffee cup, half-full of cold brown mud, then flicked a microscopic crumb from his lapel. A very smart, if not actually ‘sharp’, dresser, his normal fastidiousness was heightened by the waiting. The thirty-five guinea suit was less than half paid for and even his glassy elastic-sided shoes were not yet wholly his own. In fact, he thought sourly, unless Kramer showed up and the deal went through, his creditors would have him going around London in his underpants before the month was out.


A corner of his eye saw the swing-door open and his head jerked up in anticipation. A lean, tall figure sidled in, muffled in a tweed overcoat, which was soon spirited away by a dinner-jacketed Chinese who materialized from nowhere. After a few whispered words, the manager waved regally towards Simon’s alcove.


Harry Lee Kramer came across and scowled down at the younger man.


‘Say, pal, I know we’re supposed to be going into the cloak-and-dagger business, but ain’t this carrying it a bit far?’


Simon rose and shook hands briefly with the American, whom he had never seen before. Kramer’s long, dyspeptic face turned even sourer. He slumped down into a seat opposite and began massaging his stomach with two fingers slipped between his waistcoat buttons.


‘You going to eat?’ asked Simon.


‘Naw, I’m not having this Hong Kong chow. I had a decent steak back at the hotel … but I’ll have me a drink.’


The Chinese boy appeared like the genie of the lamp. They waited in stony silence until he came back with two brandies.


Simon Smith sat primly attentive, hands folded in front of his glass, bottling up the seething fears and excitement within himself.


‘Well?’ he said, when he could stand Kramer’s heavy silence no longer.


The American took his heavy horn-rimmed glasses off his executive-style face and began to polish the lenses with maddening slowness.


‘Did you get the visa and the tickets?’ he asked, ignoring Simon’s question.


The other man nodded impatiently. ‘They cost me every penny of that hundred quid you sent.’


Kramer ignored that as well.


‘I represent a member of a big stateside corporation,’ he began heavily, as if launching into an hour’s lecture, ‘It don’t matter which one. I’m not supposed to know, so I’m sure you’re not! ’


Satisfied with his spectacles, he put them back on his nose and nudged them into place with an almost obsessive grimace.


‘The research department of this outfit have had the tip-off that the Commies have developed a new kind of tool steel that’s really something … I’m no engineer, God knows, just a plain old undercover man, but it seems that this stuff will slice through metal like a hot knife through butter.’


He paused to gulp some of his brandy and take a long look at his companion over the rim of the glass. About thirty, Kramer thought – a bit more, perhaps. Nicely compact, well-built shape – make a good middleweight, though he looks too fond of his face for the ring. Bit of a ladies’ man – fair wavy hair, baby-blue eyes – be a good conman if he had the personality to go with it, he mused.


Simon suddenly spoke, his voice brittle with pent-up tension.


‘I hope you haven’t got any bloody silly ideas about me cracking safes or shinning over factory walls, have you?’


Kramer shook his head like a bull with an old sack caught in its horns.


‘Naw, naw, naw … jus’ let me finish, will yuh?’


He swallowed some more brandy as if it was cough mixture and winced as it hit his ulcer.


‘Look, it seems that this stuff will revolutionise automated production lines – our people will be able to cut the ground from under Ford and General Motors. So they want it fast – especially before the French or the West Germans get in on the act.’


He looked around furtively and lowered his voice.


‘We’ve already had the whisper that the Krauts have got wind of it, so we gotta beat ’em to it, see?’


Simon nodded, his eyes fixed on the other man. ‘And just where do I come in – and for how much?’


Kramer peered around again, more from force of habit than from fear of being seen. He dipped a hand into his inner pocket and slid a thick envelope across the tablecloth. ‘There’s a thousand bucks in there. Deliver the goods – like I’m gonna tell you – and there’ll be another two grand for you.’


‘Pounds sterling?’


‘Dollars – US.’


‘I want pounds.’


‘Nothing doing, bud – I got my orders. You ain’t the only pebble on the beach – just the first one we happened to pick up.’


‘Let’s hear the details – see what it’s worth.’


Harry grimaced his glasses back up his nose. ‘Right … we’ve got another feller to do all the graft – you’re just the legman. You contact this guy in Moscow and bring back a sample of the stuff for analysis.’


Simon’s hand jumped from the packet as if it had suddenly become red-hot. He leant across the table. ‘Bring the actual stuff back! You must be joking, chum.’ He snorted. ‘I thought you just wanted some bit of paper or a microdot or something … I’m not hawking a steel ingot through Soviet Customs, thank you!’


He sat back with the aggrieved air of one who has just been mortally insulted, though internally he was shaking with excitement. Kramer did another head-shaking act.


‘Naw, naw, naw … there’s nothing to it! What the hell, any idiot can get in and out of Russia these days, it’s not like it used to be. There’s nothing political in it,’ he wheedled illogically, ‘just a bit of good old-fashioned industrial competition, that’s all.’


‘Well, you get some other sucker to stick his neck out!’ snapped Simon, in a rash display of falsely nonchalant heroics.


‘Take it easy,’ placated the American. ‘We only dealt with you because it was such a cinch, even for a beginner. I know you ain’t done any of this before, but with you speaking the lingo so well, it’ll be a pushover. I told you, it’s only legwork, no risks involved. It’ll be a paid holiday!’


‘I could get shot.’


‘Naw, naw, naw!’ Kramer made vaguely conciliatory movements with his hands.


‘Or twenty years in a labour camp.’


Kramer sighed. ‘How much, then?’ He was never one for beating too long about the bush.


‘Make those dollars into pounds.’


‘You’re nuts!’


There was a stirring sound across the table as Simon prepared to get up.


Harry hurriedly raised a hand. ‘OK, OK … I thought it would come to this,’ he muttered, rubbing his belly mournfully. His duodenum always played him up at this point in every business deal.


Simon spoke again, his voice tremulous as fear wrestled with greed. ‘And you’re sure it’s just a simple pick-up job?’


‘Yeah, yeah … now listen, here’s what you have to do. And for Gahd’s sake, don’t louse it up, pal. If this contact man gets the chop, you, me and my ulcer will be outta work for a long time!’




Chapter One


An empty vodka bottle fell with a satisfying splash into the mirror-calm waters of the Baltic.


The sleek white ship slid past in the moonlight, her long wake pointing back towards the tiny flashing light that marked the Swedish coast.


The bottle had come from an open porthole on ‘A’ deck, which spilled light, music and a babble of voices into the quiet of the late evening. Shrill laughter and the clinking of glasses heralded yet another mid-voyage celebration.


‘Of course, I thought of taking a first class cabin, but then, I said “what’s the point?” … I mean, it’s supposed to be a classless society, isn’t it? … we all eat the same food, share the same decks, so why pay absolutely pounds more, just to have a private loo and an extra washbasin!’


The affected accents of the hostess battled against a transistor radio going full blast and the Assistant Purser’s attempts to render ‘The Foggy Dew’ in his native Russian.


Simon Smith clutched the brunette’s arm – a thing he did at the slightest opportunity. ‘Come on, Liz, let’s evaporate before the old dragon buttonholes us again.’ He referred to the formidable blue-rinsed widow who was giving the party, but his companion refused to budge.


‘No, not yet … I’m enjoying myself. Get me another drink, will you?’


Elizabeth Treasure spoke with the imperiousness of a beauty who is accustomed to having men trample one another to death in the rush to obey her every whim.


Simon meekly took her empty glass and began weaving across the cabin to the makeshift bar. His mind was churning with problems, all slightly awash in duty-free drink. Mission ‘Tool Steel’, as he had come to think of it, formed the backcloth of his worries but, at the moment, ways and means of overcoming Liz’s stubborn resistance to his dishonourable intentions were at the forefront of his mind.


She was easily the most attractive woman on the ship, in spite of some close competition from some Swedish and Finnish girls. A chic young lady of about twenty-six, she was wonderfully dressed and exquisitely made-up. She had a figure that made Simon ache every time he looked at it. Built for conquest, her petulance and moodiness were a challenge to the amateur secret agent. He had found out very little about her in the four days since leaving Tilbury for Leningrad, except that she ran an exclusive boutique in Chelsea, along with a partner, presumably another young socialite.


Her unshakeable resistance to seduction was plaguing Simon.


He had always thought himself a pretty fast worker when it came to the love game; he had no particular pride about this – results just showed it to be a fact. Other chaps were good at golf or poker – he was good at seduction. It irked him to admit that, after four nights aboard the Yuri Dolgorukiy, he could get no further than some fairly advanced necking with the delectable Mrs Treasure.


As he squirmed between the last pair of shoulders in the small cabin, to arrive at the ‘bar’, he muttered ‘It’s tonight or bust!’ to himself.


He rested his empty glasses on the bedside locker that was doing service as a bar.


‘What will it be, old chap? Vodka and coke – vodka and gin – or vodka and vodka. Haw, haw, haw!’


Simon peered down at the flushed face of their courier, Gilbert Bynge, who was acting as barman in the intervals between nuzzling the neck of a very young and very pretty Swedish blonde.


A shambles of bottles stood on the locker and surrounding floor, most of them empty. The courier had been pitching the finished ones with carefree abandon and, so far, fortunate accuracy, through the open porthole behind him. He was now getting tipsy and it was only a matter of time before he exploded one in a shower of glass over the guests. Simon studied the remaining drinks.


‘A straight vodka and one with coke … not too much coke, I’m trying to crank her up tonight.’


Gilbert Bynge leered at him and splashed vodka into the used glasses, keeping a firm grip on the blonde’s waist with the other arm.


‘How’s the campaign going, old boy … any joy yet?’


They had discussed the problem earlier that day over beer, Gilbert being the only other man on the Trans-Europa tour who was within a decade of Simon’s age.


‘Not a touch yet – I’ll get these drinks down and then slope off to the boat deck with her – she’s a hard case.’ He gathered up the glasses and set off across the cabin, leaving Gilbert to add to the line of empty bottles now floating every nautical mile across the Gulf of Bothnia.


Their overpowering hostess had thankfully not returned to Elizabeth’s side, but her place had been taken by a short, rotund man with a bald head. He was gesticulating with the enthusiasm of an Arab bazaar keeper, his pink baby face gleaming with perspiration.


‘Vodka and coke – that OK, Liz?’


The brunette took it with the air of someone accustomed only to the best champagne, and stitched her smile on again as she turned back to listen to Monsieur Fragonard. He appeared to be lecturing on the rival merits of Versailles and the Louvre.


Simon stood in the steaming fug, sipping his drink impatiently.


The short chappie was a Swiss merchant, voluble and boring, who latched himself on to anyone who would suffer him at any time of the day.


I’m going to draw another blank tonight if I don’t get her out of this place soon, he fretted, as Fragonard jabbered on to Elizabeth.


He was distracted by some commotion in another corner, where it appeared that the Assistant Purser had fallen in a drunken stupor and shattered his head against the door. Managing to fall full-length in this crush is an achievement in itself, thought Simon dispassionately. The Chief Purser dragged his colleague out into the companionway and the other occupants expanded to take up the space. Almost all the twenty members of the Trans-Europa tour were there, with the exception of a few of the most senile old ladies. A couple of Soviet crewmen and some hangers-on like Gilbert’s girlfriend made up the rest. Apart from Liz and the courier, not one of the tourists was under forty, and, more than once, Simon had the impression that he had joined an old folks’ outing rather than an expensive continental holiday tour. Still, at the short notice that Kramer had given him, he was lucky to get into anything going Russia-wards – and Liz was a more than adequate compensation.


Jules Honore Fragonard was still gabbling away and Simon failed to catch Liz’s beautiful eye. He was about to resign himself to yet another night without an attempt on her virtue, when Gilbert Bynge created a diversion by knocking the bar over.


The courier blithely stepped over the wreckage of bottles, leading his blonde by the hand.


‘Booze all gone, folks!’ he announced in his phoney Oxford accent. ‘Let’s all go to the main lounge –there’s a dance on and the bar will be open for another half-hour.’


His tall, thin form loped away, the girl skipping behind him. Infected by his gaiety, the passengers, though semi-senile in Simon’s view, trooped out after him in a noisy, tiddly throng.


Thankfully, the fat little Swiss man was caught up in the exodus and Simon managed to split Elizabeth away from him.


‘Come on, let’s get some air,’ he suggested, ‘Up on the boat deck for a few minutes – then we can go down to the Twist session, if you fancy it.’


Rashly, he slipped his arm around her waist.


If he wanted a response, he got it. She neatly turned out of his grasp and tucked her evening bag beneath her arm with a gesture of finality.


‘This cabin has given me a headache. I’m going to turn in, Simon. Don’t bother to see me down; go up in the fresh air – you look as if you need it!’


With this acid parting shot, she set off briskly for the stairs. Simon started to follow her, then subsided against the doorpost with a sigh. ‘Bloody women!’ he muttered with feeling. He wandered out to the deck and stared down at the racing bow wave until it made his stomach feel queasy. He had had a lot to drink – that vodka muck of Gilbert’s was catching up with him.


‘Bloody women! ’ he said again and started off somewhat unsteadily for the other bar, which was at the after end of the promenade deck. It was almost empty, most passengers being either in their bunks or in the main lounge. Simon draped himself over one of the high stools as the urbane Russian barman, resplendent in most un-Marxist dinner jacket, came to serve him.


‘I’ll have a Three Horses, George … no more spirits for me tonight.’


Crouched over the bottle of Dutch lager – several bottles, in fact – he moped about his troubles. The taste of amorous defeat lay bitter in his mouth, but he had long-term worries as well.


‘Should never have put that damn silly advert in the paper,’ he growled thickly into his fourth glass of Three Horses.


The advertisement was the root of all his troubles.


Five weeks before, he had added to his rapidly mounting overdraft by inserting a paragraph in the ‘Agony’ columns of the Times and Telegraph.


It read YOUNG EX-OFFICER SEEKS ANY UNUSUAL BUT HIGHLY REMUNERATIVE SERVICE. FLUENT GERMAN AND RUSSIAN. PREFER FOREIGN ASSIGNMENT, BUT ANYTHING CONSIDERED.


‘“Anything considered!”,’ he thought bitterly.


Of the seven replies, he had to go and pick the one that now seemed bound to get him either shot or imprisoned for life. The fact that it was the most highly paid by at least tenfold was of little consolation if he would not be around to collect.


His original idea was born out of boredom, poverty and frustration at civilian life. His eight-year commission in the regular army had left him ill-equipped for any chair-borne career. Active service in Cyprus and Malaya in an infantry battalion, but no university degree or technical qualifications, had left him high and dry when he was demobbed. A bachelor and an orphan, he had lived over-extravagantly on his gratuity for nearly two years. He failed at a variety of offbeat jobs and ended up as a second-hand car salesman. If he’d had the know-how, he might have turned to crime, as long as it was of the sophisticated ‘Gentleman Jim’ sort, but he had no idea where to begin.


The advertisement was the last hope. He was really looking for a military job – he rather fancied a major’s rank in one of the English-officered mercenary armies that were springing up in a dozen emergent African states. But no one seemed to want another ‘Mad Mike’ – six of his replies consisted of four offers of Russian translation work, a post as under-manager of a stud farm in Sussex and a proposal of marriage from a lady in Tonbridge.


The translation jobs, though quite well-paid, interested him not a bit. He had learned German as a boy, living with his widowed Army father in Cologne just after the war … the Russian came from a six-month intensive course in the Army. He had a natural flair for languages – about the only natural ability I have, apart from womanising, he reflected in melancholy.


The seventh, and only interesting reply, was a note, carrying no address. It stated shortly that if the advertiser would consider a small element of risk, the foreign travel could be coupled with remuneration in excess of a thousand pounds, all for only a few weeks involvement. The unsigned note gave a Mayfair telephone number which could be rung between six and eight any evening that week.


Simon had immediately dumped all the other replies in the bin and sat feverishly speculating on the offer until the hands of his watch crept around to six.


Drug smuggling? His conscience kept bobbing up against that, though the sort of money mentioned was enough to stifle most of his finer feelings. Espionage? No, one hardly became a spy via an advert in the Times.


He was little the wiser after he had made the call.


A nasal American voice introduced himself as Harry Lee Kramer and proceeded to do all the talking. Simon’s name, age and background were extracted in rapid-fire questioning.


‘Just want you to collect some little thing from Moscow – nothing illegal, nothing political, see … are you interested for three grand?’ He skilfully blocked all Simon’s questions. ‘Are you on, or not, huh?’


Simon said he was, and Kramer gave him some terse instructions, after promising to post a small advance payment for expenses. He was to get a Russian visa – took about ten days – then book a tourist trip on a round tour through Moscow. It was the start of the season and he would be able to find a vacancy easily, said Kramer.


Then they fixed up a meeting ten days or so ahead, which Simon suggested could be at the Happy Dragon.


The first pangs of doubt started at that meeting. In spite of the raised price, which in other circumstances would have sent him delirious with delight, he became progressively more apprehensive, during the day following the Happy Dragon episode.


But these regrets were nothing compared to his feelings at midnight that night.


Returning to his Bayswater serviced flatlet, he found it a shambles of overturned furniture, rifled drawers and torn cushions. That it was no ordinary burglary was only too obvious – an expensive camera, a wristwatch and a few pounds in cash were untouched.


In dismay, he sat down among the wreckage and slowly came to realize that he had just been ‘done over’ by someone connected with ‘Operation Tool Steel’.


But how connected?


What was the common factor? … his visit to the Chinese restaurant or his visa application, which had been granted that very day?


It must have been the Kramer meeting – thousands of people get Russian visas without having their homes turned inside out! So who was interested in his association with Kramer? Could it even be Kramer or his agents, satisfying themselves that Simon was on the level? Or the Soviets – or MI5 – or the Gehlen1 or even the CIA?


In the long sleepless night, his favours wavered violently between the various factions. He thought of rivals to Kramer’s organization, but kept returning to the Soviets as the most likely. Influenced perhaps by a literary diet of Fleming and Deighton, he came back every time to the KGB and even SMERSH, though he had a hazy knowledge of what they actually were.


Whoever it was, he wanted no part of it. At two that morning, he had tried to telephone Kramer’s number to tell him that he was opting out, but there was no reply. All through the following day, the Mayfair number remained unanswered. It seemed that the Kramer bird had flown; even the collection of the sample was to be by someone else – the American had given him a Mansion House number to ring on the thirtieth of May – the day after the Trans-Europa trip arrived home.


The next week, until the departure of the tour, was purgatory for Simon Smith. The thought of dangers unknown obsessed him. He stayed in his flat, a virtual recluse, trying to decide whether or not to abandon the scheme.


For the first day or so, he was firmly decided to pack it in – keep the money Kramer had given him and hope that the Yank wouldn’t turn up to claim it.


But as the week wore on and nothing alarming happened, his natural avarice asserted itself again. The middle of the week was marked by wild swings of indecision and the consumption of a lot of whisky. Then, as departure day approached, the swings of his mental pendulum gravitated to the side of ‘having a go at it’.


By the evening of departure from Liverpool Street he was resigned, if not actually determined. He decided to at least get on the boat train.


‘I can always just sit tight and enjoy the trip and do nothing,’ he had told himself. ‘The slightest sign of trouble and Simon boy will draw back into his shell like a winkle!’ He consoled himself with the thought that until he actually took some step towards obtaining the tool steel, he was doing no wrong and was entitled to all the aid and other guff printed on the inside of his passport.


So, on the fateful twelfth of May, he was installed in the Tilbury boat train, nattily decked out in an expensive sports suit, a legacy of the days when his gratuity was intact. His nylon case was in the rack above and sitting there with three inches of patterned sock exposed above his suede shoes, he looked more an off-duty executive than a tremulous spy off on his first assignment.


Though he would not have admitted it to himself, he rather enjoyed the mental image. A young, suave, good-looking chap, lolling nonchalantly in a first-class compartment, unsuccessfully trying to do the Telegraph crossword … but really secret agent Simon ‘008’ Smith!


In every man there is a little James Bond trying to get out, and as long as Simon was able to keep his mind on the pseudo-glamour and push the hideous risk of reality to the background, he was able to enjoy himself.


Much of this churned through his mind as he sat hunched over the bar in the Russian vessel. He was getting more and more fuddled. His capacity for beer after eight years in an officers’ mess was enormous, but the unfamiliar vodka earlier on had lost him his grip on sobriety.


Nothing further had happened to resurrect his fears about ‘the job’, but the Liz Treasure episode tonight needed drowning in drink. She had first crossed his line of sight when getting off the train at Tilbury. He had at once recognized an unusually attractive prospect and with his practised adroitness, had managed to stumble over her cases on the platform.


With profound, but not overdone, apologies he had contrived to help her through the Customs and onto the ship. Years of experience had taught him not to push things too fast at that stage, but from then on he had manipulated for their paths to cross with great frequency. Though he couldn’t manage the same table in the dining room, by the first evening he was buying her a drink in the bar.


For the first two days, things went with a swing, but then stuck when they were becoming most interesting. Though she was one of the most luscious women he had ever known, he soon realized that she either had a thick streak of ice down the middle or had an armour-plated lining to her velvety skin.


From the first, his intentions were entirely dishonourable, but she was able to guard her virtue with a ruthlessness and efficiency that he had never encountered before.


Normally, she did this with a deftness that caused no offence and merely invited him to come back for another try; but she had moods of petulance, and tonight he had been given the brush-off in no uncertain terms.


‘Must have been the liquor on my damned breath,’ he grunted, perversely beckoning George to bring him another bottle.


He began to drink with aggressive enthusiasm, but before he was halfway through, another member of the tour lurched into the bar and sat heavily on the next stool. Simon’s grade of intoxication became a pale shadow compared to his neighbour’s, though Michael Shaw carried it with the ease of long practice.


He was by no means a sociable drinker, and their common bond of drunkenness brought no more conversation than a mumbled ‘Hello there’.


Shaw ordered a double whisky from the smooth barman and when he received it, he subsided into a heavy-breathing reverie, the only outward signs of his bad state being the tremor of his hands and the way his feet kept slipping off the chromium rail beneath his stool.


Simon tried a few rather slurred openings about the weather, the recent party and the prospects of a good holiday, but was met with such a vague and sullen response that he soon gave up. As he finished his drink, he covertly watched the big Irishman from behind the hand that supported his own chin on the bar. Michael Shaw must have been an inch or so above six feet and had shoulders and limbs to go with it. He seemed to be a great athlete badly gone to seed. His eyes were watery and red-rimmed and he was growing a flabby paunch beneath the shapeless sports jacket.
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