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CHAPTER I
 INTRODUCING SIX VICTIMS

	The period of this story is the Pre-Atomic Age. The world had not yet become terrorised by its tiniest particles, and the power of the atom was still an entertaining, unproved, Wellsian theory. But scientists, working secretly and hopefully, knew they were on the verge of a revolutionary discovery which would either smash the world or save it to be smashed a little later on, and a worrying fellow called Hitler was about to provide them with their excuse for hurrying on with the job. Meanwhile other less potent forces had exploded the horse-bus, the silent film, the quiet evening at home, and the inevitability of the marriage service.

	More to the point of our tale, no socialistic government had yet clasped to its bosom the myth of economic security. If you did not work, or were not sufficiently clever or privileged to make others work for you, your future was a very uncertain thing. It was in this atmosphere of uncertainty that the staff of Spare Parts Limited sat one Friday morning discussing their absent employer, but we may begin by discussing the members of the staff, who were shortly due themselves for a somewhat startling transformation.

	They were six in number. The feminine element was supplied by Madeleine Trent, dark, slim, attractive, and despite her good looks a very efficient secretary. Before answering the advertisement of Edward P. Bloggs, who had not engaged her on account of her efficiency, she had held positions in three small hotels and one large stores, but she had not held any of the positions for very long, partly on account of the troubles of beauty and partly on account of an unsettled disposition. Ever since her parents had died and her childhood home had been broken up, she had been trying to find out what she wanted, and at the age of twenty-three she was still searching. She never quite understood why she had accepted the secretarial job in Spare Parts Limited, still less why she had agreed to invest her small savings of £90 in the business. Had she believed Mr. Bloggs when he had assured her that, in addition to her generous salary, she could double her capital in six months? “I am giving all my chief employees an opportunity to participate in the profits,” he had said, “because, for one thing, I believe as a moral principle that profits should be shared, and for another, it is only when a staff has such an interest that it—ah—works with full enthusiasm and—ah—gives of its best.” It all sounded rather grand, and it doubled one’s status as well as one’s capital. In six months her £90 would be £180. In a year it would be £360. In three years she would be able to sign a cheque for four figures and go round the world. She had accepted the job.

	As she had left the rather dingy little room where the interview had taken place, a room in which the only actual sign of anything doubling was dust, she had bumped into a young man standing on the pavement outside. “Sorry!” they both sang out, and then laughed. It was the sound of Madeleine’s laughter and the memory of her smile that had ended Jerry Haines’s hesitation and had sent him up the narrow staircase Madeleine had just descended to interview the man who had engaged her. A few moments previously, Jerry had been wondering whether he were a fool. It did not occur to him that now he was confirming his folly.

	Edward P. Bloggs received him graciously, his large rather flabby cheeks expanding into welcoming curves. They never remained expanded for long at a time, going suddenly flat again like pricked balloons. They were back in their punctured, deflated state when, greetings over, Mr. Bloggs got down to business.

	“You look the sort of man I want,” he said bluntly. “Young, alert, keen, intelligent. I’m a judge, Mr. Haines, I’m a judge. I can spot the brain behind the forehead just as I can smell money behind a business proposition. I claim no credit. I’m just made that way. But there may be a snag in this from your angle, so let’s dispose of it at once, or part on it at once. I’m looking for an assistant manager who will have a financial stake in the business. You know why? Wrong! I don’t need the capital. But it’s my moral principle that profits should be shared—that is, of course, by the more responsible members of the staff. It is only when such members have such an interest that they—ah—work with full enthusiasm and—ah—give of their best.”

	Then Mr. Bloggs had explained how any capital invested in Spare Parts Limited would double itself in six months. By a stroke of ill luck, Jerry Haines had just been left £250 by his one and only aunt. He was not going to risk this, however, until he knew a little more about the situation.

	“By the way, I bumped into a young lady who was just leaving as I came in,” he said, casually, “was she after a job here, like myself?”

	Mr. Bloggs had not been wholly wrong when he had described himself as a judge. He saw his chance, handed to him on a platter, and he leapt at it. His elastic cheeks became momentarily inflated with bulging curves. But they were flat again, and his own voice was casual, as he answered:

	“Eh? Oh, Miss Trent. Yes, she will be my—ah—our secretary. Yes, yes, she will be with us. But you must not join us, Mr. Haines, if you feel unhappy or in the least doubtful. I never urge anything. No. It’s a moral principle.”

	Jerry Haines did not feel at all unhappy, or in the least doubtful. While final details were being arranged, he was doubling £250 in his mind till it became £4000. Then he chopped off £1500 for a house in the country, and £20 for a pram . . .

	But just before he left, a tiny qualm of conscience did cause him to confess:

	“By the way—you’ve not asked, but perhaps I ought to mention it—I’ve had absolutely no experience of business.”

	Mr. Bloggs just saved himself from responding, “No need to tell me that, my boy!” Instead, with cheeks swelled almost to bursting point, he exclaimed, “Don’t worry about that—you’ve got something else! But—ah—just as a matter of curiosity—what have you experience of?”

	“Well, really, I’m an actor,” replied Jerry, adding with the charming ingenuousness that sometimes got him undeserved engagements, “but not a frightfully good one.”

	Edward P. Bloggs grinned. “I’m a bit of an actor myself,” he said, and then pushed his new assistant manager out rather hastily.

	William Fingleton, clerk, could not plead lack of experience. His hair was prematurely grey with it, his flat, spectacled eyes were dull with it. At the age of twenty-one, yielding to the requests of neighbours and the urgings of a depressing knowledge borne out by his own ears, he had sold his violin and entered the service of Brown, Holding & Temperence. He had faithfully added up figures for them for thirty years, and had attended the funerals of all three. They had died, rather neatly, in the order mentioned on the firm’s note-paper, and within a sufficiently short time of each other to allow one silk hat to do for the lot. The demise of Temperence had preceded the demise of the business, and for the first time in his uneventful life William Fingleton, at the age of fifty-one, found himself out of a job. Which, he told himself gloomily, was exactly eleven years too old.

	It was not to Fingleton’s discredit, but rather to the discredit of Brown, Holding & Temperence, that during these thirty years with the firm their clerk had only been able to save £127 5s. 8d. The total would have been a little higher if, at the age of twenty-nine, he had not commented on a lovely evening to a rather pale-faced girl feeding the ducks in Regent’s Park. This unusual audacity led to further meetings in the park, at first allegedly accidental, then admittedly deliberate. They were both lonely creatures. In six months they were married. In another six she died, leaving a strange memory that grew fainter and fainter as he added up his figures till it seemed at last to belong, not to him, but to some almost-forgotten person of whom he had once heard. Like that young chap who had once hoped to become a second Kreisler. Yet, despite the faintness and unrealness of the memory, William Fingleton always felt in an incoherent way that his one year of courtship and marriage was the only period in which he had really justified his existence. It was quite worth the loss to his standing capital at the age of fifty-one.

	Unlike Madeleine and Jerry, he did not join the staff of Spare Parts Limited through answering Mr. Bloggs’s attractive advertisement. Bloggs had had some dealings with his old firm shortly before its demise—dealings, we may be sure, which did nothing to sustain the expiring spark of life—and he had already met the patient, hard-working clerk. He had even had a heart-to-heart talk with him. Fingleton had not been out of work a week when he received a sympathetic note, asking him to call. The interview was short, startling, and to the point. Fingleton remembered every word of it.

	“Sit down, Fingleton,” Mr. Bloggs had said. “I am going to make a proposition to you, and I am making it to you because I am a judge of character and I have judged yours. I understand you were with your last employers for some thirty years?”

	“Thirty years and four months,” replied Fingleton.

	“Thirty years and four months,” nodded Mr. Bloggs. “And—from our little conversation when I last saw you, I gathered you—ah—did not amass a fortune in all that time?”

	“No, sir,” blinked Fingleton.

	“Now I don’t expect you were able to set aside more than, say, fifty pounds a year? That would be—ah—fifteen hundred.”

	Fingleton became slightly pink at the surprising suggestion.

	“Very much less than that, sir,” he murmured.

	“Come, come! Less? Did you say less? Bless my soul, it’s scandalous, the way some good men are treated! Surely, after your long service, you were given a little interest in the firm?” And when Fingleton shook his head, Mr. Bloggs exclaimed, “Then what on earth have you been able to save? If that isn’t an impertinent question?”

	“Er—one hundred and twenty-seven pounds, sir,” replied Fingleton, leaving out the five-and-eightpence.

	Mr. Bloggs thumped his desk.

	“By heaven, you shall increase that!” he cried. “You won’t have to wait thirty years this time! You shall join my firm at the same salary you were getting, but—BUT, Fingleton, you shall be more than an employee, you shall be a shareholder, as well! I’ve a financier here who wants to invest three thousand pounds in Spare Parts Limited, but I’ll tell him he can only have—let’s see—two thousand eight hundred and seventy-five poundsworth. That will leave one-twenty-five for you. Don’t thank me, don’t thank me. I believe in this sort of thing! You might almost call it a moral principle. Members of a staff—trustworthy members—should share in the profits, for it is only when they have such an interest that they—ah—work with full enthusiasm and—ah—give of their best.” He leapt to his feet and held out his hand. “Though you would give of your best, I am convinced, under any circumstances. No, no, no! Don’t thank me. Turn up next Monday, and we’ll fix up the details then.”

	Fingleton staggered out of the office and had a cup of strong coffee at a shop at the corner. Before the coffee he had not been sure whether he would turn up next Monday. But after the coffee, he decided that he would. He also decided that he would retire on his fortune at sixty, and grow roses. He liked roses. . . . He might even buy a violin.

	In an excellent humour, Edward P. Bloggs went to a theatre that night, and continued his good work with the commissionaire who got him a taxi. “Pity this show’s coming off,” he remarked. “How does that affect you?” “We’re closing for a bit,” answered the commissionaire, “and if I don’t lose my job I’ll lose my tips!” “Bad luck! Ever thought of a change?” “If it’s a change for the better!” “What’s your name?” “Smith.” “What’s your lunch hour?” “One o’clock, sir.” “Come and see me tomorrow between one and two, Smith.” And he added his business card to the tip.

	Smith had done quite well on tips. Mr. Bloggs discovered, between one and two next day, that he had twenty pounds to play with. . . .

	The commissionaire, whose new duties were to give Mr. Bloggs’s enterprise a wholly fictitious atmosphere of importance, brought the staff up to four. The other two, completing the half-dozen, were drawn by the advertisement. Tim O’Hara beat other applicants for the position of traveller by requiring no salary. This seemed such an excellent qualification to Mr. Bloggs that surely it was a waste of time to discuss any other. O’Hara refused to let the matter rest there, however, and insisted in extolling his virtues as an outside man. “For if I’m to be of any use to ye, Mr. Bloggs,” he declared, “I must show ye my persuasive qualities, and maybe ye’ll be thinkin’ now that if I can sell an article like meself I’ll be afther sellin’ anything!”

	“Well, you’ve sold yourself,” replied Mr. Bloggs, “so you can keep the rest of your breath for the firm’s business.”

	“Ah, but wait a minute, wait a minute!” exclaimed O’Hara, “Did I tell ye now about me car?”

	“Do you want to sell me that, too?” enquired Mr. Bloggs, with noticeably less enthusiasm.

	“Ah, now, would I be playin’ ye a trick like that?” answered the Irishman, looking hurt. “ ’Tis the divil of a car. Me very name for it is Satan. But ye’ll not be requirin’ to get me a car, that’s what I’m tellin’ ye——” Mr. Bloggs had never had any intention of getting his traveller a car. “—and what it lacks in quality it makes up for in quantity, for ’tis larger than life and will take all the Spare Parts ye could pack into her. Faith, she needs a few herself!”

	“You certainly know how to talk, Mr. O’Hara,” commented Bloggs.

	“Would I earn the salary I’m not gettin’ if I were dumb?” retorted O’Hara.

	“I’m not complaining,” smiled Bloggs, “though I’ll admit I’d rather have you for an outside than an inside man. Then it’s all settled?”

	“All but one thing, Mr. Bloggs.”

	“Oh! And that is?”

	“Ye’ll give me a salary afther the first month, and, of course, I get me commission from the start.”

	Mr. Bloggs smiled again. “I thought there was a catch in it,” he said. But he promised. Promises were his one form of lavishness.

	The last, and least, member of the staff was the office boy. Seventeen boys of all ages, shapes and sizes applied, and because it was impossible to judge how any of them would turn out, Robert Tonsil was selected entirely on account of his name. It had amused Mr. Bloggs at the end of a tiring day.

	


CHAPTER II
 DAWNING OF THE TRUTH

	Madeleine glanced at the office clock.

	“Two hours late,” she remarked, grimly. “How much longer do we go on before we do something?”

	“And what do we do when we do it?” added Jerry.

	Fingleton cleared his throat. When he had been out of a conversation for some while he always cleared his throat before re-entering it. Smith called it his signature tune.

	“Mr. Bloggs has been late before,” he mentioned. “We must remember that.”

	“Yes, he was so late on Wednesday that he never turned up at all,” retorted Madeleine, “and yesterday he was here for just forty-five minutes—which, in my humble opinion, was forty-five minutes too long!”

	She tossed her dark head. Jerry Haines looked at her with a slight frown.

	“Is that a generalisation,” he asked, “or did something happen during the forty-five minutes to cause the opinion?”

	Tonsil stopped drawing rather rude cupids in the Stamp book. He recalled having seen the pretty secretary emerge from the Chief’s private sanctum with a high colour.

	“If you would all like to know,” she answered, “I boxed our dear boss’s ears.”

	“Dear me!” blinked Fingleton.

	“Lummy, miss, wot for?” asked Tonsil.

	“I don’t think we need worry Miss Trent for particulars,” said Jerry, quickly.

	Madeleine gave a short laugh.

	“It wouldn’t worry me in the least,” she replied, “only I shouldn’t think they were necessary. What do girls generally box men’s ears for?”

	“Cave—’e’s comin’!” warned Tonsil, glancing towards the door.

	Fingleton cleared his throat again. The operation was not merely his signature tune, but also his method of applying the closure. In silence they listened to ascending footsteps. But when the door opened it was Timothy O’Hara who saw them relax from their stiffened attitudes. His mood was so buoyant that he did not notice the heavy atmosphere he had walked into. He had been on the road a week, which represented half the firm’s active existence.

	“Well, and how’s business?” he exclaimed. “Have ye all had your salaries doubled yet? I’ll be havin’ mine, though faith that won’t cost the firm much for at the moment ’tis nothing! Chief in there?”

	He jerked his head towards the door of Mr. Bloggs’s office.

	“No, he is not,” answered Madeleine.

	“Ah, that explains why ye are sittin’ on the table swingin’ your legs!” laughed O’Hara. “ ’Tis busy ye all look, I’ll be sayin’! Is this all ye do while I’m sweatin’ round the country gettin’ business for ye? Out, eh? When d’ye expect him back?”

	“We don’t expect him back,” said Madeleine. “He hasn’t arrived yet, and one can’t come back till one’s been.”

	“Not arrived, is it?”

	“Yesterday he was here for three-quarters of an hour, and the day before he didn’t come at all.”

	“In fact,” added Jerry, “this morning we haven’t a very high opinion of our Mr. Bloggs.”

	“Ah, well, I expect he’s just been waitin’ for me to start the ball rollin’,” said the Irishman, with a wink. “I’ve baited the ground in four counties, and I’ve interested ninety-five people who didn’t know what I was talkin’ about any more than I knew myself, but who agreed that it sounded grand! Now all we need are the goods, and we’ll get goin’.”

	“Yes—exactly,” murmured Jerry, dryly.

	Fingleton rubbed his nose thoughtfully, and looked a little pained. He was old-fashioned, and felt rather at sea with new methods of conducting business.

	“You must have been somewhat handicapped, Mr. O’Hara, without any samples,” he remarked.

	“ ’Tis true, I was,” admitted O’Hara, “and it takes an Irishman to talk successfully on nothing at all. But that’s what I’m wantin’ to talk to Bloggs about. I hope he won’t be long.”

	“So do we, Mr. O’Hara,” said Madeleine. “It’s pay day.”

	“Yus, and so it was last Friday,” chimed in Tonsil, “but I didn’t get nothink!”

	“Now, then, my boy!” exclaimed Fingleton, admonishingly.

	O’Hara raised his eyebrows, and glanced enquiringly at the assistant manager.

	“We were none of us paid,” explained Jerry, “and we agreed to the postponement because—well, it was only a postponement. Something about—what was it?—delay in the procedure of starting the banking account.”

	“On the wireless they call it a technical hitch,” said Madeleine.

	A chilly little silence followed her remark, and the atmosphere which had been temporarily lightened by the Irishman’s buoyant entrance began deteriorating again.

	“Bloggs promised I should have some stuff when I go out again on Monday,” said O’Hara. “Any sign of it?”

	“Nothing has arrived here,” answered Fingleton.

	“You handle the correspondence, Miss Trent?”

	“There have been three letters to firms containing vague orders,” replied Madeleine. “When I say vague, I mean the goods ordered weren’t specified. They were called just goods, but the value ran into hundreds. Mr. Bloggs told me, when I ventured to ask a question, that these letters were follow-ups of previous business begun by him over the telephone. You’ll find the copies in the file.”

	O’Hara walked to the file, and turned up the copies. Jerry joined him. They read the letters gloomily. The addresses of the three firms to whom the orders had been sent were in Bristol, Newcastle, and Glasgow.

	“Have you had any letters from them, then?” asked O’Hara:

	“No,” Madeleine told him.

	“And was it yourself posted the letters that went out?”

	“No. Mr. Bloggs posted them.”

	“Did he now?” murmured O’Hara. “Did he now?”

	Jerry looked at him uneasily.

	“What’s that mean?” he asked.

	“Of course, ye couldn’t guess?” said O’Hara. Then suddenly shot out, “What’s his private address?” Receiving no immediate answer he exclaimed, “What! Don’t any of ye know it?”

	“Do you?” retorted Madeleine.

	Fingleton thought it time to play his signature tune.

	“From next Monday,” he said, “Mr. Bloggs will be at No. 19a, Fenner Crescent, W.2. Meanwhile he—er—is staying at an hotel.”

	“What hotel?”

	“He did not mention that to me. Perhaps——?”

	The clerk glanced around, to be met by silence. It was clear that Mr. Bloggs had not mentioned it to anybody. O’Hara asked:

	“Is there a directory in the office?”

	“Telephone,” answered Madeleine.

	“That’s not the one I’m thinkin’ of,” said O’Hara, and ran out of the room.

	He was away ten minutes. During the first eight no one spoke a word. A horrible depression was strangling speech, and the only creative work performed lay to the doubtful credit of the office-boy, who added twenty-six more cupids to the stamp book. It was the commissionaire, ascending from the lonely street, who broke the long silence and prevented the birth of Cupid No. 27. Poking his head through the doorway, he enquired:

	“When’s the Ole Man expected?”

	“What makes you ask that?” demanded Jerry.

	“I lent him half-a-crown yesterday,” said Smith. “For his taxi.”

	“You’re lucky if that’s all you lent him,” murmured Jerry, which was hardly the way to speak of a Chief to a commissionaire.

	“What?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Oh!” After a moment’s hesitation, Smith went on, “Anything up?”

	“We hope not,” replied Madeleine.

	“If there is, we shall all learn in due course,” added Fingleton.

	“P’raps, but I was never one for due course. I like to know. Same as at race meetings. When Mr. O’Hara went out jest now he acted, as you might say, peculiar. Very peculiar. ‘Smith,’ he sez to me, ‘Smith,’ he sez, ‘I hope you’re not too fond of your present job.’ ‘Doing nothing suits me all right,’ I sez. ‘Well,’ sez he, ‘if you ain’t soon looking for a job doing nothing outside somebody else’s office,’ he sez, ‘Bob’s me uncle.’ That’s his words. Bob’s me uncle. Now, what did he mean by that?”

	“You’d better ask him,” suggested Fingleton, shortly.

	He would like to have been able to tell the commissionaire he was interfering with their work, but there wasn’t any work. It may have been because of his consciousness of this that Smith lingered, and a few moments later O’Hara returned.

	“I’ve some pretty news for ye,” he announced breezily, as he entered. “I’ve been to a post office, and I’ve consulted our old friend Kelly. There’s no 19a in Fenner Crescent, W.2, because there’s no Fenner Crescent, W.2. In fact, there’s no Fenner Crescent anywhere. So, lads and lassies, what?” He turned to the commissionaire. “It’s as I was tellin’ ye, Smith. You’ll have to be afther a new job.”

	“Not till I get my half-crown back!” retorted Smith, feelingly.

	“Is it only half-a-crown he owes ye?”

	“No, sir, he owes me a darn sight more’n that. Two weeks wages. Ay, and twenty pounds on top of that!”

	Madeleine and Jerry looked up sharply. Fingleton kept his eyes on his boots. They were rather dazed eyes, and they stared at the boots as though unable quite to take them in. The boots looked a bit misty.

	“Twenty pounds?” said Jerry.

	“It’s a fact,” answered Smith.

	“How does that happen?”

	“Well, see, I’m sort of in the business—if you get me?”

	“I’m afraid, Smith, it’s Mr. Bloggs who’s got you,” replied Jerry, gravely, “and he’s got me, too.”

	“How much for?”

	It was Madeleine’s question. She coloured after asking it, and Jerry looked at her with growing anxiety.

	“If you want to know—and I don’t feel this is a moment for any of us to hide anything—I’ve put £250 into the business.”

	“My God!” exclaimed Madeleine. “That makes my ninety look like dirt.”

	Jerry moistened his dry lips, and it was a good thing for Mr. Bloggs that he did not walk in at that moment. Controlling himself with difficulty, Jerry turned to the clerk.

	“I—I hope——” he began.

	But Fingleton’s expression dashed the hope. Fingleton was looking green.

	“Er—yes—I did think, so to speak—a little flutter,” he gulped. “I—er—yes.”

	“I hope, old chap, it was only a very little flutter?”

	The size of the flutter suddenly overwhelmed William Fingleton, and he leapt to his feet.

	“One hundred and twenty-five pounds!” he shrieked. “One hundred and twenty-five pounds!”

	Then he looked ashamed and astonished at himself, and sat down again quietly. In answer to enquiring glances, O’Hara shook his head.

	“I’m luckier,” he said. “All I’ve lost is me time, me petrol, and the wear and tear of me tyres. How about you, Winkle?”

	Robert Tonsil, thus unceremoniously addressed, grinned. He had not yet developed any high spot of altruistic sympathy, nor shed any of his youthful keenness for sensation. Sensation of any kind. Wars, murders, corpses, fallen horses, things going up, things going bust. It didn’t matter what. Anything that cut across the disastrous sameness of one ordinary hour to another.

	“I never ’ad nothink to lose,” he retorted. “See, I ain’t no fernancier!”

	O’Hara made a swift calculation.

	“Then it looks,” he said, at the end of it, “as if our Mr. Bloggs—if he doesn’t turn up—has walked off with four hundred and eighty-five pounds, two-and-sixpence. Excluding unpaid salaries.”

	“Yes, and these,” added Madeleine, taking a little pile of papers from a drawer, “are unpaid bills!”

	Desperately clinging to hope, Fingleton reminded them that they were only pursuing a theory, and that calamity, though probable, was not yet certain.

	“There is one calamity, Mr. Fingleton, that grows more and more certain,” responded the Irishman, and he spoke with impressive conviction, “and that is the calamity that is goin’ to fall upon Mr. Bloggs when we find him!”

	“Meanwhile, it falls upon us,” said Jerry, dryly, “and what are we going to do about it? I’m afraid, Fingleton, there’s no doubt that Bloggs is a rascal—and that we have all been mugs! The facts that he never mentioned the name of his temporary hotel, and that he invented the fictitious address he said he was moving to—well, they just shout! But, by Jove, we’ll——”

	He was interrupted by the telephone bell. Madeleine, seated nearest to the instrument, seized the receiver.

	“If it’s Bloggs,” whispered O’Hara, “call him every name ye can think of!”

	But it was not Bloggs.

	“Spare Parts Limited,” said Madeleine. “Yes. No, I’m afraid he isn’t. Who——? No, he didn’t mention it. He—he may be in at any moment. That is—— Oh, you don’t think so? . . . Anyone else? Well, the assistant manager, Mr. Haines. Er——” She glanced towards Jerry. “Wait a moment, please. I’ll just find out.” Placing her hand over the mouth of the receiver, she asked, ironically, “Would you be free, Mr. Haines, to see a lady who wants to call on urgent business?”

	“When does she want to call?” replied Jerry.

	“She says she can be here in twenty minutes,” answered Madeleine, “and I don’t much like her tone.”

	“Nothing, this morning, is strictly likeable,” said Jerry. “Tell her to come along.”

	Madeleine poured the information down the receiver, and then asked, “Just one moment, please. I didn’t quite catch the name? What? . . . Yes, thank you. Good-bye.”

	She replaced the receiver.

	“Her name is Lucy Clover,” she said, “and she told us not to expect a four-leaf one, and her final remark was that she would have come whether you’d been engaged or not!”

	“Aren’t we a happy family, now?” murmured Tim O’Hara.

	


CHAPTER III
 VICTIM NUMBER SEVEN

	Lucy Clover, at her end of the line, laid down the receiver, waited a few moments, and then dialled a taxi rank. While the taxi was on its way, she went into her bedroom and put on her hat.

	It was a very pretty hat. Some might have thought it a little too pretty, but Lucy Clover had always liked pretty things, and she always would. And, after all, she was only thirty-eight, and that was just nothing at all in these days of beauty parlours. But even without her full war paint, as for instance when she woke up in the morning and blinked her eyes open to another day, she was still attractive and did not feel in the least ashamed when the maid, or anyone else, entered the room. Indeed, it was something of a triumph to be able to hold your own under such obvious disadvantages. Perhaps she did keep a small powder-puff under her pillow.

	The figure now reflected in her mirror was rather small and rather plump. Not grossly plump—there was nothing barmaidish about her, though barmaids are not necessarily gross—but just attractively curved to emphasize, without any doubt, the difference between the sexes. The good-looking secretary with whom she had just conversed over the telephone, and whom she was presently destined to meet, had almost the slim figure of a boy. Another difference between her and the secretary was that Madeleine’s hair was very dark, and Lucy Clover’s was very light. In former years it had dazzled the stalls across the footlights, and been responsible for more than one engagement. It may have played its part, for it had a lovely luminous natural sheen, in her final engagement to George Harrington Clover, who took her to the Savoy one evening and earnestly described a succession of sleepless nights.

	“I shall never get a full night’s sleep till I am married to you,” he had declared.

	“Is that a compliment?” she had queried, opening her wide innocent eyes.

	He had barely understood. He had more money than brains, and Lucy would really have appreciated both. But the years were passing, and she did not want to be “the third girl from the left” all her life, and when this had happened she was not the hell of a way off forty. And so, a week later at the Ritz, she had agreed to become Mrs. George Harrington Clover, which may not have been an heroic name but was a marked improvement on the name of Gummeridge with which she had set out.

	She had enjoyed two years of married life. After the first raptures had worn off, it had been amusing to discover herself living with someone more brainless than herself. Indeed, to her interest and surprise, the business of marriage increased her intelligence, while with her husband, some years her junior, it seemed to have the opposite effect. For her, therefore, it may have been a blessing in disguise when George Clover fell off a Swiss mountain. She did not realise it, and although she had never possessed any passionate love for George, she mourned him sincerely, and dreaded the prospect of being once more at a loose end. And it was in this mood, after a year of widowhood, that she had met a gentleman named Edward P. Bloggs. . . .

	The taxi stopped outside a tall rather shabby building. The shabbiness was accentuated rather than diminished by a smart commissionaire standing on the pavement. In a lower window was a sign: “Offices to Let.” The commissionaire advanced to the taxi importantly and opened the door.

	“I have an appointment with Mr. Haines, of Spare Parts Limited,” said Lucy Clover, as she alighted.

	“Ah, Mr. Haines,” repeated the commissionaire, still with his air of dignity. No one should learn from Smith that matters were not as they should be. If this were indeed his last duty, he would end with a flourish! “I’ll take you up, madam. This way.”

	He led her up the narrow stairs, pushed open a door to back premises—the door was marked “S.P.L.—Enquiries”—and announced in an impressive voice:

	“A lady to see Mr. Haines.”

	As Lucy entered the outer office she received an impression that four limp people had suddenly stiffened. She wondered whether this always happened, or whether it was due to her forbidding atmosphere. She rather hoped the latter. She felt forbidding.

	“What name, please?” asked the dark-haired girl sitting at a desk.

	“Lu—Mrs. George Harrington Clover,” answered Lucy. “I have an appointment.”

	“Yes, it was I who spoke to you over the telephone,” said the girl. “I’ll find out whether Mr. Haines can see you.”

	“Mr. Haines is going to see me, so there’ll be no need for you to find out!” retorted the visitor. “Is that his door over there?”

	“Yes.”

	“Thank you. Don’t trouble.”

	And she marched to the door, flung it open without knocking, and passed through, closing it noisily behind her.

	“As an entrance, I think that will pass!” murmured Madeleine.

	“Sure, I couldn’t do it better meself,” said O’Hara.

	“Lummy!” blinked Tonsil.

	William Fingleton made no comment. He was still suffering from an earlier shock.

	On the other side of the door, Lucy Clover gave the astonished young man she had called to see her most baleful expression. Once, in her musical comedy days, an irate producer had roared at her and five other girls, “Fer Gawd’s sake, stop looking as though someone was giving you sugarcandy, and glare!” Now she glared with a ferocity that would have sent the producer into a seventh heaven of delight. The effect was telling.

	“Are you Mr. Haines?” demanded Lucy, without even giving him time to say good morning.

	“I am,” replied Jerry.

	“Oh! You are! And what’s your position here? Are you the manager?”

	“No, the assistant manager,”

	“Oh, yes, so they told me.”

	“Mr. Bloggs is the manager.”

	“Is he!” said Lucy Clover, vehemently. “Well, then, if he is the manager, why isn’t he here to attend to his business?”

	The answer was obvious. There was no business to attend to. But Jerry kept this to himself.

	“Er—may I know your business, Miss Clover?” he enquired.

	“You certainly may,” replied the visitor. “My business is Spare Parts Limited!”

	Jerry’s eyes opened wide. His surprise was so ingenuous that the hardness within Lucy Clover’s breast began to soften.

	“I don’t quite understand,” murmured Jerry.

	“Then it’s time you did,” retorted Lucy. “Do you know how much capital is invested in your company?”

	Jerry knew of £485 2s. 6d., but he did not mention that. Instead he answered, “No.”

	“Don’t you?” Lucy looked at him curiously. “I should have thought, being assistant manager, you might have known it. However, Mr. Haines, I’m not a business woman, or I’d never be in my present position. My conscience, I wouldn’t! The capital of this business is ten thousand pounds, and two thousand of it is mine!”

	“Was!” thought Jerry, and wished the floor would swallow him.

	Lucy waited for the comment that did not come, while Jerry waited for his mind to unwhirl. Two thousand pounds! Two thousand pounds! That made two thousand four hundred and eighty-five, two-and-sixpence. Lucy’s voice broke in on his further calculations.

	“Didn’t you hear me?”

	“Er—yes—I heard you.”

	“Well, then!”

	“What?”

	“I’ve come to talk about it, and as Mr. Bloggs isn’t here I suppose I’ve got to talk about it to you!” Suddenly she exclaimed, “Where is Mr. Bloggs?”

	“I don’t know,” replied Jerry.

	“What—you don’t know where he is?”

	“I’m afraid not, Miss Flower.”

	“The name is Clover, and it’s Mrs.”

	“I beg your pardon.”

	“That’s all right. But please tell me, Mr. Haines, and don’t think me rude—do you know anything?”

	Jerry Haines took a deep breath, and accepted the situation.

	“Very little,” he admitted. “If you’re not a business woman, I’m afraid I’m not a business man——”

	“Then how——?”

	“Do I become assistant manager of Spare Parts Limited? Because, Mrs. Clover, I am a mug. And Mr. Bloggs collects mugs.” He flushed. “I beg your pardon——”

	But Lucy Clover had not taken offence. Indeed, by now, she had lost her balefulness, and she almost smiled. She had been told so many lies in her life that the truth always refreshed her.

	“Don’t apologise,” she said. “I can take it. But, please, just tell me what is happening here?”

	“Yes, of course,” answered Jerry. “You’ve a right to know. But I wonder whether you’d mind giving me your information first? Would you? Mine will follow.”
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