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      Robert Barnard

    


    Robert Barnard was a well-established crime writer. He won the prestigious Nero Wolfe Award as well as the Anthony, Agatha and Macavity Awards, was been nominated eight times for the Edgar Award and was the winner of the 2003 CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger Award for a lifetime of achievement. He also wrote crime novels under the pseudonym of Bernard Bastable. He lived with his wife in Leeds and had over 45 titles published in the UK and US. 


	

    

      1. The Unpleasantness at the Prince Albert

    


    It was Saturday night, and the saloon bar of the Prince Albert was nicely full: there was plump, jolly Mrs. Corbett from the new estate, whose laugh—gurgling with gin and tonic—periodically rang through the whole pub; there was her husband, her teenage daughter looking bored, and her old mother looking daggers—all on a family night out; at other tables there were would-be-smooth young men and their silly girlfriends, fat men with fishing stories and thin men with fishy handshakes, and in the corner there was the inevitable sandy-haired man on his own, with his whisky and his evening paper.


    From the public bar came the dull, horrendous thud of the jukebox, concession to a civilization in decline; but on good nights the saloon bar could make enough noise to forget it, and tonight was a good night: Jim Turner, the publican, had early cottoned on to the fact that nobody cares anymore about the quality of beer in a pub, and that all they are interested in is pub food. Thus, on a Friday and Saturday night he did a roaring trade in pies, plates of beef and turkey, scotch eggs, and sizzling sausages—all washed down with a brew that looked like dandelion juice and tasted like poodle’s urine.


    “Here’s a nice bit of breast for you, sir,” he would say, bustling up with a plate, “and I can’t say fairer than that, can I?”


    Around the bar stood little groups of men and their wives and ladies, telling stories and waiting to tell stories. But at the end of the bar, nearly squeezed into a corner, was one solitary young man, his eyes concentrated on his pint mug. He was quite well dressed in his way: his dark suit was new, almost sharp, his shirt good quality, though not very clean. He was good-looking in his way, too, but it was not a very well-defined way: his lips were full, but self-indulgent, without line or determination; his cheeks were unfurrowed, almost hairless; and his eyes were large and liquid—so large and liquid that he seemed as he stood there to be near to tears of self-pity.


    He was, in fact, rather drunk. This was his fourth pint of best bitter, and though it was not very good he had declined Jim Turner’s suggestion that he go on to stronger stuff. His trips to the lavatory had become frequent, and last time he had nearly knocked over Mrs. Corbett’s glass, and had been given a piece of that lady’s tongue. He talked to no one, read no paper: he merely stood or sat on his stool, contemplating his glass as if it were his curriculum vitae. Now and then he smoked—nervously, carelessly, and always stubbing out the cigarette before he was halfway through it.


    At the nearest table to him a local couple from Hadley had met up with “foreigners” from Bracken. Bracken was a new town, thirty-five miles away. It was full of Londoners and Northerners, all of whom could be treated with friendly contempt by locals when they motored out of their brick and glass Elysium and stopped for the evening at a real pub. Tonight Jack and Doris were doing the honors of the vicinity, and Ted and Vera from Bracken were being quiet and humble.


    “’Course, a lot of the old places have been bought up for cottages,” said Doris, “places I knew when I was a girl, real rundown and awful—well, they’ve been bought up, by outsiders, you know, and you wouldn’t believe the prices!”


    “Lot of well-known people, too,” said Jack, “because we’re still pretty convenient for London. There’s that Penny Feather, for example, the actress—”


    “I don’t think I’ve—”


    “’Course you have. You know: ‘Why is your hair so soft and shiny, Mummy?’ She does the mummy.”


    “Oh, yes, I—”


    “’Course you have. Well, she’s got a cottage just down the road. Comes down at weekends. Real smasher. Comes in here sometimes, with different men. You do see life here, I can tell you. Specially on a Saturday night.”


    “Then there’s Arnold Silver—Sir Arnold, I beg his pardon.”


    “The financier.”


    “That’s it. Got it in one. Always bringing libel actions. He bought the Old Manor. Wife sometimes lives there weeks on end. He’s just down here now and again, of course.”


    “We don’t see them—they’re never in here. Pity, really. We could ask him for a good tip for the stock market.” Everyone laughed jollily and drank up.


    “Then,” said Doris, “not in Hadley, but in Wycherley—that’s twelve miles south on the London road—in Wycherley there’s Oliver Fairleigh.”


    She paused, and gazed complacently down at her navy two-piece, knowing that Ted and Vera would need no prompting over the significance of this name.


    “Really?” said Ted, decidedly impressed. “I didn’t know he lived around here.”


    “Just outside Wycherley,” said Jack. “It was the old squire’s house, but the family went to pieces after the war. He’s lived there twenty-odd years now.”


    “I like a good thriller,” said Ted.


    “He’s ingenious with it,” said Doris, not quite sure this was the right description.


    “Yes, they’re more detective stories, aren’t they? People buy them, though, don’t they?”


    “He’s top of the bestsellers every Christmas,” said Doris, now swelling with vicarious author’s pride. She did not notice, by the bar, that Jim Turner was giving significant (and obsequious) grins at the drunk young man in the corner.


    “I’ve heard he’s a bit of a tartar,” said Ted. Jack and Doris were rather unsure whether it added more to the prestige of the neighborhood if he was or if he wasn’t a tartar.


    “Can’t believe all you read in the papers,” said Jack.


    “Well, he is, that’s true,” said Doris. “But he is an author. It’s different somehow, isn’t it?”


    “I suppose so,” said Vera, not quite convinced.


    “And he’s had his troubles,” said Jack, lowering his voice, but only by a fraction.


    “Oh?”


    “From his family,” said Doris, who had never set eyes on any of them. “You know how it is. They’ve not turned out well.” She shook her head enigmatically.


    “Well, there’s one boy,” said Jack, “plays with a pop group.”


    “There’s a lot of money to be made wi’ them groups,” said Ted.


    “It’s not that good. And it doesn’t go well with the image: his real name is Sir Oliver Fairleigh-Stubbs, you know, with the hyphen, and he’s always been very country squire. The children had nannies and all that—everything the best and no expense spared. Anyway, it’s not just him—the girl’s very wild they say—”


    “And the eldest boy, well, he really has been a case,” said Jack, quite unconscious of the fact that behind him Jim Turner’s face was creased in anguish and he was trying to get one of his other customers to dig Jack in the ribs.


    “Drifted from job to job,” said Doris, “never held one down more than six months.”


    “Debts here, there, and everywhere,” said Jack,“and not a matter of five or ten pounds either, believe you me. His father had to foot them, of course.”


    “Had the police up there once,” said Doris.


    “It’s the mother I feel sorry for.”


    “He’s a hopeless case, they say—a real ne’er-do-well. Still, it’s often the way, isn’t it?”


    “It makes you think, though, doesn’t it? A young chap like that, with everything going for him.”


    They were interrupted by the crash of an overturning bar stool. The young man from the corner lunged in their direction, paused unsteadily in mid-lunge, and then came to rest with both hands on their table, gazing—red, blotchy, and bleary—into their eyes.


    “He had everything going for him, did he? Well, he had his father going for him twenty-four hours a day, that’s true enough.” He gulped, his speech became still more slurred, and the lakes that were his eyes at last overflowed. “You don’t know what … You don’t know what you’re talking about. You never met my … my famous father. If you had you’d know he was a … swine. He’s a bastard. He’s the biggest goddamn bastard that ever walked this … bloody earth.” He turned to stand up and make a pronouncement to the whole bar, but he failed to make the perpendicular, and crashed back onto the table.


    “My father ought to be shot,” he sobbed.


  

    

      2. Oliver Fairleigh’s Week

    


    

      Sunday Sir Oliver Fairleigh-Stubbs sat in the backseat of his Daimler, surveying the world through bulbous, piggy eyes. Over his knees, and over those of his wife, who sat beside him, was a rug, although it was June and the sun was shining. Sir Oliver, though still enough to the casual glance, was far from asleep. His eyes were noticing everything, and sometimes sparkling as if in anticipation. From time to time he pursed his mouth up, or blew out his cheeks; at others he let out little grunts, like a sow in ecstasy.


    Lady Fairleigh-Stubbs knew the signs, and sighed. Oliver was intending to be difficult. Perhaps to make a scene. Against her better judgment (for she knew that nothing she said was likely to have any effect on her husband’s behavior, except to make it worse) she said:


    “Such a nice couple, the Woodstocks.”


    “Who?” or rather an interrogatory grunt, was the reply.


    “The Woodstocks. And charming of them to invite us to lunch.”


    The grunt, this time, was just a grunt.


    “They’re poor as church mice,” said Lady Fairleigh-Stubbs.


    “Must want something,” said her husband.


    “So brave, to set out on a writing career at the moment, when things are so difficult.”


    “Not brave, bloody ridiculous,” said Sir Oliver. “Deserves to land himself in the poorhouse, if by the grace of God we still had them.”


    He puffed out his cheeks to give himself an expression of outrage. Lady Fairleigh-Stubbs sighed again.


    “Drive slower!” barked Sir Oliver suddenly to Surtees, the chauffeur. “I want to look at the trees.” As the car slowed down, he let his great treble chin flop onto his chest, and closed his eyes.


    “Oliver, we’re here,” said his wife—a thing he knew perfectly well. He opened his eyes wide, and surveyed the landscape as if he had just got off an international flight.


    “Not that,” he said, as the Daimler pulled up at a wicket. “Good God, I thought artists’ cottages went out in my youth.”


    “They’ve knocked two together and done them up,” said Lady Fairleigh-Stubbs, as if that excused the decidedly twee effect. “I think it’s awfully pretty. I gather this is one of the few bits of property the Woodstocks have left.”


    When Surtees came round to open the door, Oliver Fairleigh remained seated in the car for a full minute, his hands spanning his monstrous tummy, gazing with distaste at the orange-painted cottage, and knowing perfectly well he was being observed from inside. Then he climbed puffily out and stood by the gate. When the front door opened—the minimum acknowledgment that he was looked for—he condescended to open the gate himself.


    “You’ve got no hollyhocks!” he bellowed to the young couple in the doorway.


    “I beg your pardon …!”


    “You’ve got no hollyhocks,” he repeated, at twice the volume. “Cottages like this have to have hollyhocks.” He gave his arm to his wife and stumped into the house—past his hosts and straight into the living room.


    “Eleanor!” said a washed-out-looking lady by the fireplace, coming forward to kiss her. “So good of you to come. And Oliver! How well you’re looking.”


    Oliver Fairleigh-Stubbs surveyed the elder Mrs. Woodstock. Her gentility, like the colors of her woollens, seemed not to have been fast, and to have come out in the wash. “I have got gout, impetigo, and athlete’s foot,” he announced, “but no doubt to the casual observer I look well.” He sank into the best armchair and looked ahead, as if contemplating mankind’s extinction with gloomy relish.


    “Harold Drayton you’ve met,” said Mrs. Woodstock vaguely. Oliver Fairleigh grunted. Harold Drayton was a walking gentleman, a tame nobody who could be counted on to make up a lunch party, one who valued a reasonable meal more than he disliked the company of Oliver Fairleigh (there were few such). He was worth, in the estimation of the guest of honor, no more than a faint grunt.


    By this time the host and hostess were back in the room, having been exchanging glances in the tiny kitchen. Benjamin Woodstock was tall and willowy in the Rupert Brooke manner, though without the good looks. In fact, like his mother, he looked indefinably mangy. Celia, his wife, was, at that moment, looking frankly terrified.


    However, with the offer of sherry, Oliver Fairleigh’s mood changed. He sat back in his chair, beaming in his porcine way at all and sundry, and responding to conversational advances. His voice, something between a public-school sports master’s and a sergeant major’s, was not adapted to polite conversation, but nevertheless everyone in the room began to relax a little—except Eleanor, his wife, who knew him too well.


    “They tell me you write, eh?” boomed Sir Oliver, baring his teeth at Ben Woodstock.


    “Well, yes, just a little,” said Ben. Then, thinking this did not sound too good in view of his purpose in inviting the great Oliver Fairleigh, he added: “But I’m hoping to make a living out of it.”


    Oliver Fairleigh left, for him, quite a short pause.


    “Oh, yes? What at? Eh?”


    “Well, I’ve just had a detective story accepted.”


    Oliver Fairleigh snorted. “Detective stories? No money in them. You’ll starve in six months. Write a thriller.”


    “Oh, do you think so?”


    “Write a thriller. One of those documentaries. Somebody trying to shoot the pope—that kind of nonsense. Fill it full of technical details. Those are the things people buy these days.”


    “I’m not sure about the technical details—I don’t think I’d be too good on them.”


    “Make ’em up, dear boy, make ’em up. Only one in a hundred knows any better, and he won’t bother to write and correct you. You’ll never get anywhere if you overestimate your public.”


    “Trying to shoot the pope. That does sound a good idea,” said the elder Mrs. Woodstock meditatively. Oliver Fairleigh turned to her urbanely.


    “Ah—you feel strongly about birth control, I suppose?” He looked at her in a frankly appraising way, and then laughed.


    This comparatively bright mood lasted Sir Oliver just into lunch, as his wife knew it would. Such a mood was never to be trusted, and was the prelude to (and was intended to contrast with) some other mood or series of moods which would be launched on his companions’ lulled sensibilities.


    The fish was a very uninteresting little bit of plaice, hardly able to support the circlet of lemon on top. Everyone went at it as if fish were a duty which there was no point in trying to make into a pleasure. Not so Oliver Fairleigh. He gazed at it with a beam of anticipation, then set about masticating it with an elaborate pantomime of savoring every succulent mouthful. He devoted himself to the miserable triangle of nutriment with all the zest due to a classic French dish. Periodically he wiped his mouth and beamed with simulated enthusiasm round the table, as if to ensure that the other guests were properly appreciating the gastronomic distinction of it. They looked at him in dubious acknowledgment of his sunny temper. His wife looked at her plate.


    Over the crumbed cutlet that followed a new performance was enacted. Oliver Fairleigh sank into a mood of intense depression: he gazed at the cutlet as if it were a drowned friend whose remains he was trying to identify at a police morgue. He picked up a forkful of mashed potato, inspected it, smelled it, and finally, with ludicrously overdone reluctance, let it drop into his mouth, where he chewed it for fully three minutes before swallowing. Conversation flagged.


    It was the wine Ben Woodstock was worried about. Oliver Fairleigh was acknowledged a connoisseur of wine: every other book he wrote was studded with some item of wine lore or some devastating judgment designed to wither the ignorant. He was consulted by experts, and had been quoted by Cyril Ray. As he took up his glass, Ben’s heart sank. It wouldn’t be right. In spite of all the advice he’d had, all the money he’d spent, it wouldn’t be right.


    Sir Oliver looked, frowned, sipped, frowned, set down his glass, and stared ahead of him in gloomy silence. Once or twice he made as if to say something to his host (sitting beside him, and looking more meager than ever) but each time he stopped himself, as if he had had second thoughts. Finally he took up his glass and downed the contents in one go.


    Over the pudding—something spongy, which had gone soggy—Ben Woodstock felt the weight of the silence had become too heavy to bear, and began once again to make conversation with his guest of honor.


    “I suppose you find it’s very important to establish some kind of routine when you’re writing, don’t you, sir?”


    “Eh? What? What do I find important?”


    “Routine.”


    “Who says I find routine important?”


    “I said I suppose you find routine important in writing.”


    “Oh. You suppose, do you? Hmm.”


    The silence continued until the pudding had been eaten, when Ben tried again.


    “I was wondering if you could give me any advice—”


    “Eh?”


    “I was wondering if you could give me any advice—”


    “Sack your cook,” said Oliver Fairleigh-Stubbs in a voice of thunder that silenced all the lesser voices around the table. “Best piece of advice I can give you.”


    Celia Woodstock got up and darted toward the kitchen in the fearsome silence that followed. Then they all adjourned for coffee. Having made a scene, Oliver Fairleigh was for the moment peaceful. Ben Woodstock noticed the change of mood, and knowing the reputation for brevity of his guest’s good tempers, he felt he had to take advantage of it. Greatly daring, in view of the quality of the coffee, he approached the subject which the meal had been intended to lead up to.


    “I was wondering about publishers, sir—”


    Oliver Fairleigh fixed him with a stare. “Thought you’d got a book accepted,” he said.


    “Well yes, I have, actually. By Robinson and Heath.” The firm in question was tiny, and of no repute. Oliver Fairleigh grunted. “Of course I’m terribly grateful to them, taking a chance on an unknown author, and all that, but naturally I’m thinking a little of the future too. I know you’re a Macpherson’s author yourself, and I was wondering—”


    “Quite exceptionally good firm, Robinson and Heath,” interrupted Oliver Fairleigh with unusual energy. “You’re in really good hands there. Nothing like these small firms for taking care of you. Keep out of the hands of the big boys. Never know where you are with all these amalgamations. Next thing you know you’re being paid in dollars or Saudi Arabian yashmaks or God knows what. No, stick to Robinson and Heath, my boy. You’re in real luck if you’re in with them.”


    He rose, panting and snorting, to his feet. “Come, Eleanor, we must be off.” He made for the door, and accepted gracefully the ritual gestures made to a departing guest. “So nice to have a meal with old friends,” he boomed. “Good-bye, Mr.—er—er—” and he gazed at Harold Drayton for a moment, as though trying to think of a reason for his existence, bared his teeth at the elder Mrs. Woodstock, and then sailed out through the door. As he shook hands with his young host and hostess he grunted his thanks, and then fixed the luckless Ben with an eye of outrage.


    “One thing I wanted to say, my boy,” he said in his voice of thunder. “That wine, that wine you served. It was …” the pause ran on, and on, and Ben Woodstock remained transfixed by that terrible eye, unable to stir a muscle “… very good,” concluded Oliver Fairleigh. “Quite exceptionally fine. Come to dinner with me next Saturday, eh? You and your wife? We’ll expect you.”


    And he turned and made off to his car.


    As they drove home, Sir Oliver folded his hands once more over his ballooning stomach, shook now and then in delighted self-appreciation, and stole glances at his wife out of the corner of his eye.


    “I’m glad I told that lie about the appalling wine,” he said finally. “It does one good, once in a while, to make simple people happy.”


    

      Monday Oliver Fairleigh-Stubbs sat in his study, glaring resentfully at a glass of water on the table by his side. At his feet sat his boxer dog, Cuff, grunting periodically. In this and in other respects Cuff resembled his master, and had in fact been acquired with a view to his providing a canine variation on the Oliver Fairleigh theme. So he grunted, snuffled, snapped periodically at inoffensive callers, and generally gave people to comment on the well-known idea that dogs grow like their owners. Which was unfair, for taken by and large Cuff was a harmless animal.


    Oliver Fairleigh was dictating, in his overloud voice, the last chapter of his latest detective story. It was one of his Inspector Powys ones, and it had to be with his publishers before the week was out, if they were to make the Christmas market.


    “‘The thing that nobody has remarked,’ said Inspector Powys, wagging an admonitory finger at his fascinated audience, ‘is the curious position of the body. Now, Mrs. Edwards was cutting bread, look you—’” Oliver Fairleigh paused. “Have we had a ‘look you’ in the last three pages, Miss Cozzens?”


    Barbara Cozzens (whose efficiency was such that she could take perfect shorthand while her thoughts were miles away) flicked irritatedly through her notebook. “I don’t think so, Sir Oliver.”


    “People get annoyed if there are too many and annoyed if there are none at all,” said Oliver Fairleigh testily. “Personally I’ve no idea whether the Welsh say it or not. Do they, Miss Cozzens?”


    “All the Welsh people I know are very Anglicized,” said Barbara Cozzens distantly, adding rather acidly: “It’s a bit late in the day to start worrying about that.”


    “True, true. I’m stuck with it now, just as I’m stuck with the oversexed little Welsh idiot who says it. Where were we? ‘Mrs. Edwards was cutting bread, look you, to take upstairs for the family tea. Now to cut bread—you perhaps would not be aware of this, Lord Fernihill, but I assure you it is so—the body must lean forward. Many a time I’ve watched my old mother doing it, God rest her soul. Now Mrs. Edwards was a heavy woman, and she was stabbed from behind—and yet she fell backward. Now …’”


    For the next hour Miss Cozzens let her thoughts wander. When she had first come to work for Oliver Fairleigh she had followed his works with interest, had been eager to hear the solution, and had once pointed out a flaw in Inspector Powys’s logic. But only once. Sir Oliver had fixed her with his gob-stopper eye and said: “Any fool could see that. But my readers won’t.” And he had gone on dictating, unperturbed. That was a long time ago. Then Miss Cozzens had often read detective stories for pleasure; now she shied away from them at station bookstalls, and hated the sound of the name Powys. She sat there, upright, her hand making dancing patterns over the paper, her mind full of Amalfi last summer, the widower who had made advances to her there, and the sensitive novel she was writing about the episode—a fragile, delicate story, gossamer light, every adjective chosen with loving care and Roget’s Thesaurus.


    “‘And as Inspector Powys drove back along the stately drive to Everton Lodge, he shook his head at the pity of it, and smiled his sad, compassionate smile. THE END.’ That’s it. Thank God I’ve done with that Welsh twit for another year or two. Next time it will be a Mrs. Merrydale murder. Or I’ll just have a common or garden policeman. A drink, I think, Miss Cozzens.”


    “The doctor—”


    “Damn the doctor,” roared Sir Oliver, kicking Cuff to make him growl in sympathy. “I don’t take orders from any quack. I don’t get shot of Inspector Powys every day of the week. Now, unlock the bottom drawer, there’s a good girl, and we’ll both have a glass of sherry. You know where the glasses are.”


    With a sigh Miss Cozzens complied. If Sir Oliver was going to start this sort of thing regularly, he’d be well on the way to killing himself. At least nobody could say she hadn’t warned him. She found the concealed bottle, got two glasses from the cupboard, and poured two not-quite-full glasses.


    “Full!” roared Oliver Fairleigh, like a baby in a paddy. Cuff got laboriously to his feet and growled at her in an ugly manner. Miss Cozzens, with another sigh, filled her employer’s glass, and—after a moment’s thought—her own too. Then all three of them settled down to a rather frosty celebration.


    “Did you enjoy the book, Miss Cozzens?” inquired Sir Oliver Fairleigh-Stubbs, after his first sip.


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “The book, Miss Cozzens. The masterwork that we have been working on together.”


    “I’m afraid I haven’t been paying much attention, Sir Oliver. I’m sure it will do very well.”


    “Of course it will do very well,” said Sir Oliver testily. “Other people like my books, even if you do not.” He softened under the influence of the sherry. “You’re quite right, though. They’re very bad. And especially the Inspector Powys ones. They are quite beneath me. Perhaps I won’t write any more. Get myself a new detective. Someone who’s a gentleman.”


    “I believe the trend is all the other way these days,” observed Miss Cozzens.


    “I SET MY OWN TRENDS!” roared Oliver Fairleigh. He impressed Cuff, but Miss Cozzens declined to jump, and went on calmly sipping her sherry. “The best thing,” went on Sir Oliver, as if he had never raised his voice, “would be to write just one more, and kill the little beast off in the course of it.”


    Miss Cozzens nodded her approval. “Inspector Powys’s Last Case,” she said. “I’m sure you could think of a good way to get rid of him. Something lingering with boiling oil in it would be nice.” She found her spirits rising already at the very thought.


    “Absolutely,” agreed Sir Oliver. “There’s a project we might both enjoy collaborating on. It would cause a great sensation.”


    “People would be desolated. The letters would flow in.”


    “Exactly,” said Sir Oliver. “The lights would go out all over Wales.” He considered the prospect benignly for some minutes further. Then the practical sense which had gained him his present position and kept him there reasserted itself. “And if the new man didn’t catch on,” he said, “after a few years we could somehow or other bring Powys to life again.”


    Miss Cozzens’s spirits sank.


    

      Tuesday Sir Oliver Fairleigh-Stubbs was assisted into the BBC studio by the producer. He did not normally need assistance when he walked. Sixty-five years, and habits of self-indulgence, had left him less than spry, but he did manage to get around on his own, with a good deal of puffing and blowing. On the other hand, it was a common practice of his to lull his victims into a false sense of security, whether by an assumed geniality or by putting up a pretense of being but a shadow of his former self.


    He’s a shadow of his former self, thought the producer to himself with relief.


    A show of geniality would not have worked at the BBC. His brushes with that institution had been too many. He had disrupted innumerable talk programs, driven the audience of Any Questions to throw West Country farm produce at the stage, turned on inoffensive interviewers with accusations of communism (the more embarrassing since most of them were prospective candidates in the Conservative or Liberal interests). No. Geniality would cut no ice at the BBC.


    Today Oliver Fairleigh was to broadcast for The Sunday Appeal and the producer congratulated himself that nothing could go radically wrong. He would be alone with his script, with no one to antagonize or be antagonized by. He led Sir Oliver to the table, sat him comfortably in the chair, and drew his attention to the glass of water placed at his right hand.


    Oliver Fairleigh sat still as a gargoyle on a waterspout, staring beadily at the microphone while the technical preparations went on around him. Finally the producer smiled ingratiatingly.


    “If we might just test for voice, Sir Oliver …?”


    Oliver Fairleigh cleared his throat with a bellow, and began:


    “I am speaking to you today on behalf of the Crime Writers’ Benevolent Association.…”


    The producer nodded his head in appreciation. It was an admirable radio voice, rich, resonant, redolent of pheasant, port wine, and good living in general.


    “Right,” he said, “I think we can go ahead.” And at a signal from him, Oliver Fairleigh began again.


    “I am speaking to you today on behalf of the Crime Writers’ Benevolent Association,” he said. “I have no doubt there are few among you who have not at one time or another whiled away the tedium of your summer holidays with a detective story.” The producer smiled sycophantically. It was a good script as these things went—different, made people sit up. “I leave it to the sociologists to explain the fascination of crime stories for the public at large—as no doubt they can do, at least to their own satisfaction. For myself I have no idea whether we incite people to crime, or deflect the impulse they feel to commit it, and it is not germane to my purpose today, which is quite different: it is, quite frankly, to ask you to put your hands in your pockets. The Crime Writers’ Benevolent Association—which I might describe as a very harmless sort of trade union—has acquired a large country house in a nonviolent part of rural England, and aims (if public support is forthcoming) to set up a home there for elderly and infirm writers of crime fiction.”


    Still gazing intently at his script, Oliver Fairleigh went on:


    “Picture to yourselves the condition of these poor hacks, whose mastery of their miserable trade is so uncertain that they have proved unable to provide for themselves a comfortable autumn to their lives.”The producer looked at the technician, and the technician looked at the producer but Oliver Fairleigh, apparently oblivious, continued gazing at his script. “Picture to yourselves the condition of mental debility to which a lifetime of locked-room murders, rigged alibis, and poisons unknown to medical science has reduced them. Imagine them in their final days quoting to each other the feeble catchphrases of their fictional sleuths. If such a picture of mental and physical decay does not evoke from you feelings of benevolence, then you are, I fear, beyond the reach of calls upon your Christian charity. Good night to you all.”


    As the technician switched off the tape, the producer got up, wringing his hands, with a wide smile on his face.


    “That was most amusing, Sir Oliver. If we could record the last paragraph again, as it stands in the script—”


    “Script!” bellowed Oliver Fairleigh, pushing back his chair and making for the door with astonishing speed and agility. “I’ve been reading the script. Must have sent you an early draft. Take it or leave it, my dear chap. Take it or leave it.”


    And he disappeared out of the studio in the direction of the lifts.


    The producer sank back into his chair, looking very depressed.


    “I suppose I’d better get on to Dick Francis,” he said.


  

    

      3. Oliver Fairleigh’s Week (Two)

    


    

      Wednesday Oliver Fairleigh had arranged to meet his daughter at Manrico’s, a restaurant on the less seedy outer fringe of Soho where he knew the food would be up to his requirements. He did not meet her at any of his more usual haunts because he was afraid she would turn up in patched denim and raucous check.


    As it was, Bella turned up crisp and delectable in a ravishingly close-fitting shirt and slacks which cried aloud of fashion and expense. The faces of middle-rank executives, pink from expense-account wine, swiveled at her entrance and followed her greedily and regretfully until she seated herself opposite her father. Bella, when she wanted to, could epitomize style and breeding, and use both qualities to add to her desirability. She had beauty, of a slightly pixie quality, she had a glorious mass of auburn hair, she had a body which moved confidently, knowing it would be admired and that a chair would be there when she sat down. Bella was Oliver Fairleigh’s favorite child. Indeed, she was the only one he liked at all.


    Over the antipasti Bella looked at her father—that hoydenish look that made strong men grovel—and said: “What’s this I hear about you at the BBC?”


    Oliver Fairleigh, biting on an olive, burst into a great wheezy chuckle of delight, which turned into a choke.


    “How did you hear of that?” he asked.


    “We in the newspaper world hear everything—you should know that by now,” said Bella.


    “Newspaper world!” snorted Oliver Fairleigh. “A gang of pimps and informers! A fine crowd for my daughter to mix with.” He paused, and then it was his turn to look roguish. “Anyway I should hardly think the Gardening Gazette deserves to be dignified with the title of newspaper.”


    “It’s a start,” said Bella, shrugging with indifference. “One makes contacts.”


    “Hmmm,” said Oliver Fairleigh, looking displeased. “I suppose that means you’re sleeping around with the editors.”


    “The editors, Daddy, are far too old to be interested,” said Bella. “And anyway, they keep such peculiar hours.” Oliver Fairleigh looked far from satisfied with this answer. “But the BBC,” said Bella, noting his mood. “What exactly did you do?”


    A great wicked grin spread over Oliver Fairleigh’s face.


    “I wrote a new script. I’ll give it to you if you like. You should have seen the producer’s face. He’s been hearing these bromides week after week, and suddenly I pumped an enema into him!” The great wheezy chuckle emerged again, pushing itself out like reluctantly emitted wind. It stopped short when the wine waiter appeared at his elbow. Oliver Fairleigh was never frivolous about wine.


    “Are you allowed to drink?” asked Bella suspiciously.
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