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    After the war he turned to full-time writing of detective and adventure novels and produced more than forty-five books. His work was serialized, televised, broadcast, filmed and translated into some twenty languages. He is noted for his varied and unusual backgrounds – which have included Russia, newspaper offices, the West Indies, ocean sailing, the Australian outback, politics, mountaineering and forestry – and for never repeating a plot.
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      Chapter One

    


    At ten o’clock on a cool March evening Anthony Bliss returned to 15 Brampton Gardens, the large Victorian house in Hampstead where he lived. He left his grey Mercedes convertible in the street and walked with springy stride up the semicircular drive. He was a good-looking man in his early thirties, tall, slim, immaculately groomed, and, at the moment, dinner-jacketed.


    He paused at the table in the high chandelier-lit entrance hall to see if anything had come for him by the evening post. The various postmen all dumped their letters on the table for the tenants to sort out, saving themselves a three-storey climb and a trek round ten fiats. Sometimes they had little choice, when mail arrived with the house address on it and no flat number. There were two such letters at the moment, Bliss noticed – one for a Mr Ertz, from Switzerland, and one for a Mr Edwards, from Swansea. Now who were they? Neither of them was a resident. House guests of residents, perhaps? Or former guests? Or people just using the place? With postal arrangements so casual, and the front door of the building never locked, Bliss had often thought number 15 would make a splendid accommodation address. Anyone could come in and collect a letter and no one would bother. However, it wasn’t his business. Live and let live.


    There were two letters for him; both, by the look of them, bills. He pulled a face, and went on up to the top floor flat, number 10, which had a landing of its own, and let himself in. The flat, converted from the nursery quarters of some opulent nineteenth-century merchant, was spacious, warm, and comfortably furnished. The thick walls and solid, close-carpeted floor ensured reasonable quiet. From the front windows there was a view over trees and tennis courts; from the back, where a fire escape spiralled down to a walled garden, a much wider view over northwest London. There were three rooms, one of them a well-equipped study; a large bathroom; a moderate kitchen, which Bliss used minimally; and a very big walk-in store cupboard under a sloping roof, that opened out of the study. The apartment suited Bliss admirably. It was attractive without being at all flashy, it was conveniently situated for his haunts in Central London, and the tenants in the other flats were mostly elderly people without families who kept themselves to themselves. The fact that the house had no resident porter was, from Bliss’ point of view, an additional advantage.


    He poured himself some whisky at the little bar he’d had fitted up in the sitting-room, added ice from the fridge, and idly switched on the radio. A girl was singing a song about a boy who’d been killed on his motor bike and she wanted him to wait for her at heaven’s gate. He switched off with a shudder and opened the bills. One was from his service garage, one from his wine merchant. Both were for considerable amounts. He went into the study and looked through some other bills, totting them up. Altogether, they came to nearly three hundred pounds. Several had been running for some time and ought, Bliss thought, to be settled. In his line of business, where confidence was everything, he couldn’t afford to be lax about his debts. He had his image to think of. A good, honest citizen, reliable, well-heeled, credit-worthy, and as well behaved as a bachelor needed to be. He’d worked hard at that image. The flat, in its pleasant, respectable road, was right for it. So was the Mercedes – a quality job and a joy to drive, but not flamboyant. So were the clothes he wore – tailored in Savile Row, fashionable but not extravagant. The thing was to avoid extremes. That way you escaped unwelcome attention, inspired trust, and kept out of trouble.


    With the bills in his hands Bliss crossed to his desk, unlocked a drawer, and took out his bank statements. Unlike most people he had several bank accounts, not all of them in England – a precaution against the travel allowance vagaries of politicians and the curiosity of tax inspectors. He quickly added up his credits. As he’d supposed, the position wasn’t too healthy. When all his bills were paid, he’d be down to his last five thou. And five thou was the figure he’d come to regard as the danger point, and amber light. Anything less than that, and his freedom of manoeuvre began to be restricted … What it meant was that he’d have to start thinking about work again.


    He didn’t feel particularly worried by the situation. He had a sanguine temperament, and he knew his abilities. He’d been at this point many times before, and he’d always managed to fall on someone’s feet. He began to review various little ploys, humming softly to himself. He often hummed when he was planning a coup or working out a problem – usually hymn tunes, the vestigial result of much compulsory chapel-going in his youth. This time it was ‘Fight The Good Fight’.


    He considered, for a fleeting moment, the possibilities of Lady B. She’d be good for any amount, on her own terms – but to Bliss, a man of spirit and independence, the role of gigolo to a titled hag was humiliating and unsavoury. No, he could do better than Lady B. There was the widow in Bournemouth, whose faith in his financial judgement was equalled only by her wealth. She’d happily give him fifthy thou to invest for her – but that kind of operation usually brought a day of reckoning, requiring ultimate flight. There were, of course, several people he could blackmail. He quite enjoyed blackmail as a battle of wits, a test of nerve – but on the other hand he didn’t like to cause people mental distress if it could be avoided. What else, then? Nothing very promising at the moment, it seemed. Only small-time stuff – and Bliss had the deepest contempt for small-timers. The little man who made ice coins for gas meters, forged half-crowns, wrote cheques that bounced, left hotels without paying. They not only got caught, they deserved to. No, what he needed was a new idea – a big idea, so that he could make a real killing. Something he’d get pleasure out of, as well as profit; something that would stretch his talents, something with a spice of danger and commensurate rewards. Something that would set him up for years, if not for life.


    Well, he wouldn’t make a killing by hanging about in his flat. He must meet people, people with big money. And the night was young. What about that gambling club off Park Lane that he’d been introduced to a couple of weeks before? The Queen of Hearts. It wouldn’t do to become known as an habitué – bad for the image – but he could certainly allow himself a second visit. And something interesting might emerge.


    He went into the bathroom, brushed up the wave in his dark hair, and briefly studied his appearance. Yes – very elegant. Spotless shirt front, black tie in a carefully asymmetrical bow, neatly folded silk handkerchief. Chin still smooth from his five o’ clock shave. No changes needed for his man-about-town role. No problems in that role, either – it was the easiest act in his chameleon repertoire. Quiet assurance – polished manners – sophisticated, amusing talk. A slightly drawling public school accent – completely phoney and a bit vieux jeu these days, but it still seemed to go down well. Especially with women.


    He finished his whisky, checked the wad of money in his wallet, and went down to the car.


    There was no space to park in front of the club, but Bliss found room for the Mercedes in a quiet mews round the corner, and walked back.


    The Queen of Hearts, though technically a club, was in character and appearance more like a casino – and a casino deliberately modelled on classic Monte Carlo lines. Its interior was very plush, with a gilt-and-crimson décor, deep-pile carpets, a glitter of mirrors and chandeliers, and a lot of reproduction Louis Quinze furniture. It had a stately commissionaire on duty outside its revolving mahogany doors, and an inside staff resplendent in Ruritanian livery. No expense had been spared.


    Bliss showed his card and sauntered into the ‘chemmy’ room, sniffing the Havana-scented air. There were a lot of people gathered at the tables, playing or watching in a hushed cathedral atmosphere. Most of them were in evening dress. Bliss strolled around, glancing occasionally over someone’s shoulder at the play, but mostly inspecting the company. He identified a film starlet, a Labour peer, and a man who was enjoying transient fame as a TV personality. The Queen of Hearts was very much an ‘in’ place just now. He saw no one he knew, no one who might provide him with a useful introduction to a credulous millionaire. He nodded to the owner of the club, Lou Savona, a bald, big-bellied man in a wine-coloured dinner jacket and dark glasses. Savona was padding softly around with a brandy and soda in his hand, chatting nonchalantly to his friends while keeping a watchful eye on the spots where the big chips were going down.


    For a quarter of an hour Bliss followed the fall of the cards and the slight changes of personnel at the tables. Apart from the play, which at times was tense, he found little to interest him. These people had come to gamble or watch others gamble, not to get into conversation with strangers. The women, in particular, seemed completely absorbed. Maybe the Queen of Hearts hadn’t been such a good choice after all. He moved on, paused briefly at a baccarat table, and passed through into the roulette room. He might as well have a modest flutter, he decided, now that he was here. He collected fifty pounds’ worth of chips and when a seat became vacant he took it.


    He played with an air of cynical pessimism, which proved to be well justified. He tried various combinations, won a little, lost more. Roulette was really a frightful bore. He tried doubling up for a while, until zero ended a promising run on black. He was just thinking of calling it a night when the player on his left departed and a girl took the empty chair. Bliss gave her a neighbourly smile, which she coolly returned. She was a blonde, extremely attractive, in her late twenties, he guessed. She was wearing a white dress whose simple cut revealed a lot of very attractive bosom and shoulder. She had an eye-catching solitaire diamond ring on her right hand, nothing on her left. She appeared to be unescorted.


    Bliss continued to lose. The girl was making small, cautious bets and just about breaking even. She seemed, Bliss thought, more interested in his play than her own. Between games, they began to exchange comments.


    ‘Curious how so many people go for the numbers that haven’t turned up,’ Bliss said, as some large stakes were swept away. ‘On the principle that things must change, I suppose. Quite wrong, of course. It’s like the weather. The better it is, the more likely that it’ll go on being good. And vice versa.’


    The girl glanced pointedly at his much-diminished pile of chips. ‘You don’t seem to be doing very well.’


    ‘I never do. Long on advice, short of achievement, that’s me.’ It was the reverse of the truth, but it sounded snappy. ‘Anyway. I reckon this table’s on a slope.’


    The croupier looked sharply at him, decided it was a joke, and called for the next game.


    Bliss counted his remaining chips, cashed a cheque and bought some more. ‘I feel like plunging,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t like to suggest a number, would you?’


    ‘All right,’ the girl said. ‘Seven.’


    Bliss stacked all his chips on seven. The wheel spun. The ball slotted in 28.


    He smiled, shrugging off the loss. ‘Well, I guess that’s that.’


    ‘You take it very well,’ the girl said.


    ‘What do you expect me to do – go out and shoot myself? It’s all in the game. I thought you might change my luck, but it seems you haven’t.’


    She gave him a long, cool look. ‘Isn’t it a bit early to judge?’ she said.


    Bliss eyed her speculatively. ‘Maybe it is. Perhaps you’d care to join me for a drink – they’ve a quite imaginative bar here. It would soften the blow.’


    ‘I’d be happy to,’ she said. She got up, wafting a delicious scent around her, and set off through the crowd. Bliss, following a step behind her, noted the easy gracefulness of her walk. She had, he saw, beautiful legs.


    In the bar, with the drinks set up, Bliss took a closer look at the rest of her, checking over her points with a connoisseur’s eye. Ash-blonde hair, shoulder length with a long, loose wave, swept back over one ear – looked soft to the touch. Small, perfectly shaped nose. Exquisitely modelled mouth – its lovely line accentuated by the merest touch of a pale lipstick. Very large, wide-open blue eyes under long lashes, that gave her a look of innocent surprise. About five feet six. Shapely all over. Pleasant low voice. Quite delicious …


    He offered her a cigarette from his case, lit it for her with a snap of his gold lighter, and raised his glass. ‘Cheers … My name’s Anthony Bliss, by the way.’


    ‘Mine’s Corinne Lake.’


    ‘M’m – that falls pleasantly on the ear. I don’t think I ever knew a Corinne before.’


    ‘Aren’t you sure?’


    He laughed. ‘I guess I asked for that … Tell me, do you often come here?’


    ‘No – this is my first time.’ There was a slight pause. ‘I was supposed to be meeting a friend, but at the last minute he telephoned and said he had to fly to Los Angeles. I thought as I was already here I might as well stay and see what the place was like. I had to take out membership, of course – but it seemed to be only a formality.’


    Bliss said ‘Ah!’ non-committally. He was trying to size her up. Whether or not she’d originally intended to meet someone, the fact remained that respectable girls didn’t stick around by themselves till one in the morning at joints like the Queen of Hearts. And she certainly wasn’t hooked on gambling, if her desultory play at the table was anything to go by. But she wasn’t a common tart, either. She had poise and style. More like a top-flight courtesan. Looking for a tycoon, perhaps – but willing to pass a little time with a presentable younger man who seemed to have money to fling about … She was certainly attractive. One of the most attractive women he’d ever met – and he’d met plenty. Not what he’d come for, of course – no good, businesswise. A taker, not a giver. Not of cash, anyway. But a dream of a girl. Worth a detour.


    She said, ‘What about you? Have you been here before?’


    ‘Only once. I thought I’d look in again as I’d nothing special on tonight – but the truth is I’ve no great taste for gambling. I think it’s a mug’s game – especially in a place like this.’


    ‘The house always wins, I suppose?’


    ‘You bet it does. No one can beat the odds for long – that’s why they can afford such lavish appointments.’ Bliss shook his head sagely. ‘Not my line at all.’


    The girl’s clear blue eyes surveyed him. ‘What is your line?’


    ‘Work, do you mean? Oh, I dabble here and there. My passport says I’m a journalist.’


    ‘Then I suppose you are.’


    ‘In a modest, free-lance sort of way. I do occasional articles – travel experiences, oddities of the social scene – that kind of thing. Mostly for the Sundays. I even get paid for them.’


    ‘Very well paid, I should think, if you can afford to lose all that money at roulette without turning a hair.’


    ‘Oh, I have other resources. Anyway, I was showing of a bit tonight. Would you care for another drink?’


    ‘Thank you.’


    Bliss ordered the same again. ‘And you – do you have a line?’


    ‘I’m a beauty specialist,’ Corinne said.


    Bliss smiled. ‘I should have known. Are you a free-lance, too?’


    She nodded. ‘I was with Wanda’s in Piccadilly for a while – but I prefer having my own clients. It’s so much pleasanter to be independent, don’t you agree?’


    ‘I do indeed.’ With a twinkle he added, ‘I imagine we see eye to eye about a lot of things.’


    ‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised.’


    Bliss met her innocent blue gaze, and smiled again. They understood each other – there was really no more to be said. It had been a very efficient pick-up, on both sides. A quick reconnaissance, a little gentle fencing, a significant remark or two – and no nonsense. Just how he liked it. Urbane, civilized … He finished his drink, glanced at his watch. ‘M’m – nearly two o’clock.’


    ‘Yes, it’s time I was going.’ Corinne slid off her stool.


    ‘Have you a car?’ Bliss asked.


    ‘No, I left mine at home – I was relying on my escort. It’s all right – I’ll get a taxi.’


    ‘I’d be happy to drive you, if you’d allow me.’


    ‘Well – it’s very kind of you. I live in Knightsbridge. Is that much out of your way?’


    ‘Where you live could never be out of my way,’ Bliss said. ‘My car’s round the corner. I’ll get it, and meet you in the foyer in ten minutes.’


    He walked round to the mews in a glow of expectation. Unless his antennae were deceiving him, this was going to be a night to remember. His pick up wasn’t just a lovely piece of female flesh – there was something special about her, something that enormously excited him. Perhaps it was her cool reserve, her air of untouchability, that went so improbably with her behaviour. The contrast between the way she acted and the way she looked. Angelically innocent in that dress – ‘white flower of a blameless life’ and all that – or a bluebell in the snow, delicate and virginal. Bliss smiled at the extravagance of his fancies. All the same, there was something in it. A woman who looked pure and behaved earthy could be maddeningly stimulating.


    He turned into the mews. It was empty of cars except for the Mercedes, which stood in deep shadow beside a wall. He unlocked the door and slid in behind the wheel. For a moment he sat in the dark car, feeling for his cigarette case. As he fumbled, another car pulled up in the street a few yards ahead of him, opposite the mews entrance. A man in the passenger seat wound down his window and stuck his head out. Bliss was about to flick on his lighter when, to his utter astonishment, the man tied something over the lower part of his face and poked the barrel of a gun out of the window. Immediately, the car roared away. There was a screech of tyres as it took the corner – then a short burst of gunfire from the vicinity of the club and the crash of breaking glass. Someone screamed.


    Bliss lit his dangling cigarette and drew deeply on it. Then he drove round to the front of the club. Everything there was in chaos. People were streaming out of the foyer, milling about in the street, talking in loud, excited voices. The commissionaire and several other men were bending over a prostrate form on the pavement. A trickle of blood was snaking into the gutter. Bliss left his car at the kerb and pushed his way through the crowd to the shattered front door. As he passed the stricken man, he saw that it was the fat proprietor, Lou Savona.


    Corinne was just coming into the foyer. She was wearing a full-length coat of sapphire mink and looked, Bliss thought, quite stunning.


    ‘What’s everyone rushing about for?’ she asked. ‘What’s happened?’


    ‘Someone’s shot the owner.’ Bliss took her arm and propelled her gently out of the club and past the throng on the pavement. ‘I wouldn’t look if I were you – it’s a bit gory.’ But she did look, and he felt her shudder as she saw the trail of blood.


    By now the police were on the scene. A dark figure in a crash helmet was sorting out the traffic. Several others were questioning bystanders. Bliss guided Corinne through the jam of cars to the Mercedes, and helped her in. ‘Sorry about that,’ he said, as he settled himself in the driver’s seat. ‘Spoils a nice evening.’


    ‘It’s horrible.’ Corinne was pale and looked scared. ‘I hate the sight of blood.’


    ‘Well, I did warn you.’


    A helmeted figure appeared at the window. A police sergeant. ‘Excuse me, sir – did you happen to see anything?’


    ‘Yes, they were in a black car, Officer.’ It was professional instinct with Bliss, a part of his image-making, to help the police when he could; and his first response was automatic.


    ‘Did you see the men, sir?’ The sergeant’s tone was eager.


    Belatedly, Bliss realized where he was heading. Next thing he’d be having to give evidence. He backpedalled smartly. ‘Not really, Sergeant. Just a glimpse.’


    ‘Where were you, sir?’


    Bliss jerked his head. ‘Getting my car from the mews round the corner.’


    ‘I see.’ The sergeant took out his notebook. ‘I wonder if you’d mind letting me have your name and address?’


    ‘Do I have to?’


    ‘You don’t have to, sir, but it might be useful.’


    ‘Then I’d sooner not, Officer. Honestly, I can’t help you. Goodnight.’ Bliss pressed the starter and drove quickly away.


    There was a little silence in the car. Then Corinne said, ‘Did you see much?’


    ‘Quite a bit, as a matter of fact.’ Bliss told her about the black car pulling up, and the man at the window, and the gun.


    Corinne drew her coat more closely round her. ‘I’m terrified of violence.’


    ‘Who isn’t?’


    ‘Did you see his face?’


    ‘Sure I saw it. But I don’t fancy getting involved as a witness. They mess you about for weeks and they don’t even say thank you. Now, where are we making for?’


    ‘Everton Close, please. Just behind Harrods.’


    Bliss nodded. ‘I think I know it.’


    The journey was short and it passed mostly in silence. Bliss did try to chat a little at first, but Corinne was unresponsive and he soon gave up. As he set her down at her door she said, ‘I won’t ask you in if you don’t mind. I feel a bit shaken.‘


    ‘That’s all right.’ He’d already realized that the sizzling programme he’d planned would have to be postponed. ‘There’s always another day. What about having dinner with me tomorrow?’


    ‘Well, yes – thank you. I’d like that.’


    ‘The Gourmet in Frith Street. Seven-thirty. Okay?’


    ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’


    By the time Bliss got home and to bed the shooting incident was already fading from his mind. He slept soundly through what remained of the night and woke in the middle hours of the morning quite refreshed and in his customary cheerful spirits. It was true he’d made no progress on the fortune-seeking front but he felt sure something would occur to him before long and meanwhile he had a beckoning date – a prospect to dwell on pleasurably through the day. A little wine, a little food, a little dalliance with a whizzbang of a girl. What more could anyone ask?


    He had just finished dressing when there was a ring at the bell. He went unhurriedly to the door and opened it. Two men were standing on the landing, both strangers to him. One was stocky and solid-looking, the other tall and lanky. Bliss guessed they were policemen by their stance – authoritative, yet faintly defensive. As a lawbreaker who’d get away with it, he had a certain sympathy with policemen. Decent chaps on the whole, but rarely up to their job. Doggedly pressing on with their duties, but not exactly bright. Pushed around by the public, fair game for criticism, always having to watch their step.


    ‘Good morning, sir,’ the stocky one said. ‘Mr Bliss, isn’t it?’ He was a man in his early thirties, darkly handsome, with a penetrating gaze that Bliss felt he must have practised.


    ‘That’s right,’ Bliss said.


    ‘My name’s Kirby, sir – Detective-Inspector Kirby. This is Dective-Sergeant Groves. I believe you’re the owner of the grey Mercedes car that’s parked outside the house.’


    ‘I am,’ Bliss said. ‘What’s the trouble? Dirty number plates?’


    The inspector gave a perfunctory smile. ‘I understand you were in the vicinity of the Queen of Hearts club when a man was shot last night.’


    ‘Oh – that’s it.’ Bliss had rather thought it must be. He’d committed no indiscretions that he could remember in the recent past, made no mistakes, so there was no other reason why the police should call on him. All the same, their visit surprised him. ‘How did you get on to me?’ he asked.


    ‘The officer who spoke to you made a note of your car number,’ Kirby said, in a tone of slight reproof.


    ‘I see.’ Bliss did some fast thinking. The police were obviously going to work hard on him over the shooting, and they wouldn’t take kindly to stalling. So he’d better appear forthcoming. But he needn’t involve himself. It was just a matter of handling their questions skilfully. Cooperation without information – that was the line. The regretful good citizen … ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I doubt if I can tell you anything more than I told the sergeant – if I’d thought I could help I’d have given him my address at the time. Still, come in.’


    ‘Thank you, sir – we won’t keep you long.’ The two policemen followed Bliss into the sitting-room.


    ‘What happened to the man who was shot?’ Bliss asked. ‘Is he dead?’


    Kirby, whose eyes had been flicking round the room, brought his glance sharply back to focus on Bliss. ‘No, he was lucky, sir. So were several other people, considering that the front of the building was sprayed with a submachine gun. It could have been a massacre … A bullet went through his chest but missed everything vital. He’ll recover.’


    ‘What was he doing out there on the pavement, anyway?’


    ‘It seems someone rang him up with a bogus message, sir. Told him the police were out in front and would be grateful if he’d go and speak to them. So he went, and was shot down at the club door by the man in the car. Nice timing. I imagine someone must have given the driver a signal.’


    Bliss tut-tutted. ‘Shocking affiair! And you’ve no idea who might have done it?’


    ‘We’ve a few thoughts about it,’ Kirby said. ‘Nothing you could call evidence. Between ourselves, this fellow Savona is a pretty unsavoury character – we’ve had our eyes on him for some time. Again, we’ve no proof – but we think he’s concerned in several unpleasant rackets. The gunman could have been one of his rivals – he’s had gang trouble before.’ Kirby’s manner grew brisker. ‘Now, sir, I’d be much obliged if you’d tell me exactly what you saw.’


    Bliss’ brows drew together in a little frown of concentration. ‘Well – I was sitting in my car in Angel Mews without lights, feeling for a cigatette, and this black car pulled up. A man wound down the window and looked out but I didn’t pay any particular attention to him – not till he suddenly covered the lower part of his face and pushed the gun out. I was pretty shaken then, I can tell you – especially as the gun seemed to be pointing at me. But it wasn’t, and the car moved off, and that was that. The whole thing was over in a moment.’
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