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To

LAURA SCOTT PERRY

a friend in Nickel City


Civilized, and gay, and rotted, and polite.

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, on Baltimore




Part 1


CIDER ALLEY





    
1


The blind man smelled something new in Cider Alley, a new scent mixed with the old ones of urine and sweat, beer and whisky, coming from some doorway (he imagined) where a little cluster of men liked to gather. Often when he cut through this narrow street there would be tentative greetings—a tap on his shoulder, a hand on his arm, a shouted hello. He resented and resisted pitying gestures and lachrymose words. For he did not regard himself as on the same level as the other homeless: he had, through tenacity and a sharpness of mind and tongue, held on to his own place for over a year. His spot, his grate. People knew him.

The blind man loathed being approached unless he himself sought help with directions or the time. He refused to fan the pavement before him with a white cane, but he did have a briar walking stick, and he was not averse to using it if anyone started any funny business—or just plain annoyed him.

It wasn’t the walking stick but the toe of his shoe that hooked into a pliable, unfamiliar obstacle that nearly toppled him. But he was used to obstacles and had become quick at regaining his balance.

What his foot struck was the source of the unfamiliar smell. He knelt and ran his hand over rough cloth and softer skin.

A man. Fallen, drunk, probably. He felt carefully; his sense of touch was even better than his sense of smell. What he touched was familiar, a kind of rough cross that his friend had always worn around his neck. John-Joy. His fingers ran over, first, the familiar topcoat and then went to the suit jacket beneath. Before he could fight with his conscience, he quickly removed the jacket and exchanged it with his own. John-Joy’s was infinitely better; it was fine wool, expensive, and he’d always wondered who would ever throw such a garment in the rubbish. Now John-Joy would wake up, come to, find he was wearing Milos’s old gray seersucker. Not the best thing for a night in January. But he could take a joke, John-Joy could.

Or could he?

For drink wasn’t the smell. Quickly Milos ran his hand from head to feet. The air was clotted with the smell; he did not have to feel the stickiness on his hand to know.

His tongue, his mouth formed what he knew was an audible cry, though he himself heard nothing. “Police!”

One of his hands scrabbled against the cold stone of the building; the other thrashed with his cane as he put more force behind the word: “Police! Police!”

What surprised people (and he revelled in their surprise) was that, although almost totally deaf, he could speak perfectly clearly. The accident which had caused his gradual loss of sight and hearing had happened only ten years before. If someone trumpeted directly in his right ear, he could sometimes make out what they were saying, but that was the extent of it. He shouted again.

Then he felt a presence; he felt someone there, and he wondered if the someone was joining in his shouts. He told this person he was deaf and that he must go for the police, but there was no movement. He did not know what was happening. He thrust out his hand and said, “Write on my hand!” He felt an arm. “Write on my hand!” he said again. This was his one means of communication. He felt the touch of the other person’s finger, but the finger was moving too quickly, the finger on his palm. Stupid bastard! he thought, furious. What did they think he was, a fucking computer? “Slower, slower! I can’t understand what you’re telling me!” he shouted.

    The finger drew the letters “I A M.” Then there was no movement, only a rustling. He could feel the other person go down, rise up again, as he himself was forcing breath out and yelling, “What? You goddamned fool! ‘I am’ what? What’s ‘I am’?” The blind man had never been known for so much as a shred of patience.

The other hand grabbed at his. Now, very slowly, a finger formed the letter “I.” Then “AM.” Then “POL.” There was a pause. Goddamned fool was taking his time—but at least the bastard had the sense not to write home to his mother. “Then ICE.”

Angry—Milos was always angry, often mutely angry, always had been, even before the accident—he shouted: “What the fuck’s that? ‘Ice’? What the hell’s that?”

Again, the other hand held his and wrote, more quickly this time:

“I AM POLICE.”

“Goddamned motherfucker!” shouted Milos. “Why didn’t you say that before?”
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I

The girl’s name was, ironically, Beatrice. And her skin was pale and her hair red, but not Rossetti-red, not the diaphanous red of the Beata Beatrix on the wall before her.

The girl and the boy, even in the face of the immortal paintings that surrounded them, could not keep their mortal hands away from each other. They clung and kissed, regardless of the people nearby who looked at them with vague disgust. They were too self-absorbed to care for anyone else in the gallery and too selfishly young to care that they presented a picture no artist would give a damn to paint. Purplish-red hair and black leather (the girl), a band of purple through brush-cut brown hair and black leather (the boy) suggested they could have been twins; but their groping hands suggested otherwise.

One felt, glancing at these two, that they were not in the grip of worldly or otherworldly passion; not even, really, of lust. Their public display was simply for its own sake, something that would convey to the world that they didn’t give a flying fuck for the sensibilities of others, not the ones walking about, or standing to gaze at these marvellous paintings, or sitting near them on the bench.

One such patron of the museum sat nearly shoulder to shoulder with the girl, who was at the moment pronging her tongue into the mouth of the boy and moaning unconvincingly. When she felt the woman slightly behind and to her right, felt the burden of the woman’s shoulder against hers, she moved sharply (still tongue-in-mouth with her boyfriend), trying to shrug off the unwelcome burden. The burden, however, grew heavier and heavier as the woman listed farther into the girl’s back, until the girl turned and told her to stop it, the stupid old cow.

But the woman, middle-aged, very richly and tastefully dressed, did not stop. Her weight grew heavier, and she might have been seeking refuge for her head on the shoulder of the girl.

“Hey—!” the girl began, wrenching away from the boy. Her movement put a distance between herself and the dozing woman. “La-dy!” she said with searing impatience.

The lady didn’t answer, simply fell slowly sideways, onto the bench.

“Bloody ‘ell,” whispered the girl, suddenly rising.

II

Her name was Bea and his was Gabe, and the irony of this was not lost on Richard Jury, though it must have been on the guards at the Tate Gallery.

The girl hadn’t stopped chewing gum for even a minute. The red hair was teased and spiky; the black leather skirt barely covered her rump. If anything, she was the underground version of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Beatrice.

It was the boy, Gabe, who was doing the talking at the moment, though Bea cut across his guttural vowels with her own. “ ’Ow was we t’know, then? Coulda been pissed, couldn’t she?”

“Or on the needle,” said Gabe, in his worldly wisdom.

Richard Jury assumed these two couldn’t imagine the mind’s light flickering out in any other way. Dead, pissed, stoned—it was all the same.

The dead woman had been trundled away on a stretcher across the polished floor. Her going had been overseen by Inspector Marks of C Division, who was now talking (and clearly relieved to be doing so) to Scotland Yard CID, represented by Superintendent Jury. He had got to the room before Marks and, with the help of the gallery guards, had kept the people—about a dozen of them—from leaving.

Jury had been in the Tate, coincidentally, to see the Swagger Portrait exhibit, which was closing. He felt himself to be dull-witted about art and thought perhaps he could educate himself in the differences between Reynolds and Gainsborough. More than any other gallery in London, Jury loved the Tate. And his favorite room was the one he was now standing in, the one in which Bea and Gabe had made their dreadful discovery. Rossetti, Burne-Jones, William Holman Hunt, Millais’s Ophelia—he found them indescribably romantic. The boy and girl had been sitting on the end of the bench, opposite the Rossetti painting; the dead woman had been sitting on the side of the same bench, across from the famous painting of Chatterton.

“Mrs. Frances Hamilton,” said Inspector Marks, looking at his notes. “Warminster Road, Belgravia. She had ample ID—six credit cards, checkbooks. No driver’s license, though.”

Why did the address sound familiar? Jury frowned, unable to place it. He had been standing to one side while the crime scene people and then the medical examiner took their photographs and prodded the body of Frances Hamilton. The ME said it was probably a stroke, but he couldn’t be certain. The late Mrs. Hamilton appeared to be a middle-aged woman, early sixties, in good health. He could not, until a more thorough examination, tell them more.

“Any of them see what happened?” Jury nodded towards the nervous little knot of gallery-goers at one end of the room. They were being questioned by Marks’s men.

“No. Only the two kids. And they didn’t actually see anything—not until the body slumped. Funny about these kids, how they act like they’ve seen it all, like nothing can jar them; but just let somebody peg out, let there be an emergency, and they completely lose it.”

III

Chatterton, skin like blue ice, lay with his arm draped over the edge of his narrow bed, his fingers barely touching the floor, as if he might retrieve the fragments of manuscript pages that looked, in the painting, like confetti tossed across the bare boards. The pages the poet had torn up before he drank the fatal draught.

The marvellous boy. Wasn’t that what someone had called him? wondered Jury. He was sitting on the same bench, in about the same place, that the dead woman had sat little more than two hours before.

Jury had always thought the life of Chatterton to be one of the saddest lives ever lived. At seventeen, most of the kids Jury had run into were shooting up, or joyriding, or else charging on their parents’ Barclaycards. It all depended on whether he was operating in W1, SW4, or EC12.

By the age of seventeen, Thomas Chatterton had dazzled the literary world with his cycle of poems. And Jury doubted very much that anyone had really given a damn that the “Rowley poems” were a deception except for Horace Walpole, who’d been taken in by them, to his embarrassment—everlasting embarrassment, apparently. Despair and death by the age of seventeen. Jury shook his head. A life without visible reward, without money, without enough to eat, and then betrayal by his benefactor. Chatterton hadn’t even been guilty of literary theft; he’d orchestrated the entire production, imagined the whole thing. What had he done to deserve such an end?

Jury wondered why he of all people was thinking of life in terms of justice. He looked now at the young woman in the Holman Hunt painting, rising from the knees of the lover who would almost certainly abandon her. Jury was particularly fond of the inscription Hunt had painted on the frame: “As he that taketh away a garment in cold weather, so is he that singeth songs to an heavy heart.”

He passed the Rossetti; the Burne-Jones; Millais’s Ophelia; the three-part painting of the hapless end of an unfaithful wife; and the painting, a print of which he held in his hand, of a wife and mother mourning the sailor drowned at sea. A Hopeless Dawn: every imaginable shade of gray washed over this painting—the morning light at the window, the waves beyond, the pewter candlestick with its guttered candle, the shadows, the color of the clothes. Their world was one drained of color. He had come back to the point at which he had started his stroll of the Tate, and sat down again on the bench. The death of Chatterton, he supposed, was his favorite. A wall of woe.

He had been on leave for two weeks now, had been to Leeds and decided no, he wouldn’t be able to stand permanent removal to Bradford. His next stop would be Stratford-upon-Avon, and after that, Northampton. He was fairly certain Superintendent Pratt would welcome him; provincial CID units were always overworked. And he knew Sammy Lasko of the Warwickshire police would. But of all the men he could imagine working with, the irascible, arrogant, determined Macalvie topped the list. Sitting on the bench in the Tate, he recalled the telephone conversation.

“Exeter? Devon-Cornwall? Me?”

“Right three times in a row. That’s a record even for you, Macalvie.”

“I don’t know, Jury. I don’t know if you’d fit in. No one else that works here can tell the difference between sexual asphyxiation and strangulation. Pardon?”

This last word was apparently addressed to the owner of the voice that was there with Macalvie, chirruping away in Exeter police headquarters.

“I take it,” said Jury, “Gilly Thwaite just imparted one of those two bits of information to you?”

“One of those two bits, yes. So which is right?”

“I’m not there, for God’s sake.” Jury laughed.

“So what?”

“Is this a test?”

“Sure . . . why not? You want a job here, don’t you?”

Jury smiled. “Asphyxiation. Plastic bag over head?”

“Right.” Macalvie turned away from the phone again.

Jury heard the already high-pitched voice of Gilly Thwaite—at least, he assumed it was Macalvie’s scene-of-crime expert—escalate even more, and then something that sounded like a sideboard falling, and then what sounded like a lot of glass breaking, and then a wail that segued into an awful scream.

“She says hi. Listen, you’re hired.”

“I was just guessing.”

“So was I.”

In Exeter, the receiver fell into its cradle. Macalvie’s way of saying goodbye.

Jury sighed. If he was tired of London, he must be, as Dr. Johnson had predicted, tired of life.

Chatterton certainly had been.

Jury left the Tate.
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“I really think, Mr. Jury,” said Mrs. Wassermann, pressing her anxious fingers hard against her black bag, “that Mr. Moshegeiian is making a mistake allowing Carole-anne to be in charge of renting our first-floor flat.” Her fingers whitened against the black leather, and her face beneath the black hat was pale. Mrs. Wassermann was dressed for one of her rare outings to her cousin’s in Bromley. She was about to leave for the Angel tube station. Right now she was in Jury’s flat, one of the four in the terraced house, but her eyes were trained on the ceiling—the floor of the first-floor flat in question.

“I wouldn’t worry about Carole-anne letting to someone unsuitable, Mrs. Wassermann. You know her—she’s fussy.”

Carole-anne Palutski lived on the top floor, in the smallest and cheapest of the flats, made still cheaper by her understanding with the landlord; she’d take the management of the empty flat off his hands for a reduction in rent. Mr. Moshegeiian, a Latvian or Lithuanian, was clever enough to realize that if Carole-anne was showing people round the flat, it was a dead cert it would get rented, especially if the viewer was male. But that aside, he would still have succumbed to the blandishments of Miss Palutski.

“And Mr. Moshegeiian is nobody’s fool,” Jury added.

“Slum landlords never are,” Mrs. Wassermann said sweetly.

Jury laughed. “I’d hardly call this place a slum, Mrs. Wassermann.” He inspected a sock he was about to stuff into his bag. Hole you could put an elbow through. He tossed it into the rubbish bin. “And Carole-anne’s extremely particular.” That was certainly no exaggeration, although “particular” in this case took on a special Carolinian tincture.

“But that’s exactly the trouble, Mr. Jury. Now, there was a sweet young couple just the other evening who came to see it. All the way from Wandsworth. They’d just got married and said it was just what they were looking for. But no. Credit rating not up to snuff, she told me.” Mrs. Wassermann looked stricken, as if her own credit rating were snuff-less.

Mrs. Wassermann, who was nobody’s fool either, simply wasn’t tuned in to the Palutski wavelength. The Palutski wavelength could zap any male between twenty and sixty within sight of those lapis lazuli eyes. But when it came to sweet young couples, Carole-anne passed them by as if she had a white stick and a dog in harness.

Lately, the empty flat above Jury had become Mrs. Wassermann’s nemesis, a vast and empty cityscape that was in danger of being overrun by rats and ruffians. Mrs. Wassermann was here all day, pretty much alone, what with Jury gone and Carole-anne keeping her version of a “steady” (meaning, hours that suited) job in Covent Garden: whatever didn’t interfere with her novice acting.

The pressing problem now was that Carole-anne wasn’t here at night either, hadn’t been for the two weeks of the run of the play in Chiswick in which she’d landed a tiny part. Jury had taken Mrs. Wassermann to the opening night, and he (though not she, who believed Carole-anne could do anything) had been surprised to find that the girl could act. Indeed, the girl was the only thing worth watching in an otherwise dreary production that thrashed about like a fish unwilling to be reeled in. She glittered. Jury had met the director and producer that evening, a silly twit who said the production was headed for the West End. Carole-anne said it was headed for the river.

“You throw away a perfectly good sock,” said Mrs. Wassermann, who had rescued it from the wastepaper basket. “I can darn this with no trouble at all.” She opened her bag and stuffed in the sock. Dolefully, she looked at Jury’s suitcase. “And you are going away again.” Her tongue clucked.

“Not for long—only a few days. To visit my friend in Northants.”

“Ah, yes, the earl. Why does he not visit you?”

“Well, when he comes to London, he usually stays at Brown’s. You know, in Mayfair.”

Mrs. Wassermann opened and closed the clasp of her bag, growing thoughtful. Then she said, “Just think. Wouldn’t it be nice for him if he had, you know, a little pied-à-terre?”

Her eyes were on the ceiling.
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I

“I hear you caught the squeal, sir.” Wiggins looked up from his paperback when Jury walked into their office.

“Caught what?” Jury aimed his mac in the general direction of the coatrack and missed again.

Wiggins tilted his book from side to side in a paperback wave. “That’s what they say in the States, sir. In these Eighty-seventh Precinct books they’re always saying it. It means the ones who’re on rota when a crime gets called in. ‘Caught the squeal.’ ” Wiggins had clearly grown fond of the phrase. “Eighty-seventh Precinct. They’re by Ed McBain.”

“Well, I wish Ed had caught this one. I’m not on rota; I’m on holiday. If you can call it that.”

But the sergeant was not commiserating. He had, after all, just been forced to move into the muster room when the fresh paint was applied here in their office. He was allergic to paint. So it was either the smoke and smells of the muster room or paint fumes. Wiggins’s life seemed permanently caught between hell and high water, the devil and the deep blue sea, a rock and a hard place.

“He’s very good, sir.”

Jury was opening and closing drawers. “Who?”

“Ed McBain. Very authentic background. It’s a relief to read somebody who knows how the police really work instead of these detective-story writers who just make up anything that suits them. You really get a feel for American cops here.”

“I didn’t know you read mysteries.” Jury slammed another drawer shut.

“I don’t actually, except these ones. I read one and thought it was pretty snappy, so I picked up another.”

The phone rang; Jury yanked it up before it had barely finished its initial brr-brr. A few “Yes”es and he dropped the receiver.

“The guvnor?” asked Wiggins, not bothering to look up from his paperback.

Jury winced. “No. Fiona. I caught the squeal.”

Wiggins sniggered and Jury walked out.

 • • • 

Fiona Clingmore lifted her towelled head from her portable steambath and said, “You’re supposed to be on leave, you are. Disgraceful.”

“So where is he? I thought he was desperate to see me.”

She shrugged her shoulder to indicate a room out of view. “With the AC. That’s where he called from. What you been doing on your holiday?”

Is that what they called it? “Been to eleven films in the last ten days. I thought I’d get it over with all at once.”

“Whyn’t you go somewhere sunny and warm? You’re the one ought to be having a holiday on the Costa del Sol, not him.” Fiona patted some astringent lotion on her face and squinted in her mirror to view the pore damage. “He says he’s taking Cyril with him next time he goes to Spain. He saw this animal rights stuff about the disgraceful things they do over there. There was this picture—can you imagine?—where this Spaniard has a cat by one leg and he’s swinging him round his head.” Fiona clucked her tongue and shook out her hair. “Well, any man that’d doctor a cat’s tuna. . . . Poor defenseless animal.” She took out her sponge bag.

Jury hunched down in the office chair and watched the poor defenseless animal. The cat Cyril was probably working out some equation in thermodynamics that would levitate him to the top of the water cooler. The small ledge was too tiny to hold him, accommodating nothing larger than a paper cup. One sat there beneath the spout. Jury wondered what fate the cat had in mind for Chief Superintendent Racer that involved the water cooler. Cyril wasn’t simply sitting there waiting for Fiona to turn the spout and make bubbles rise. After another moment of staring up at the water bottle, he swayed off towards the chief’s office.

Fiona sighed. “He’ll be at that fax machine again.” She made no move, however, to go in and collect him.

 • • • 

Jury sat down in the chair across the desk from Racer’s own swivel chair, occupied now by Cyril, whose head Jury could just see over the desktop. Some of the furniture had been shoved into one corner and covered with dust sheets preparatory to redecoration. In another corner, lengths of ceiling molding were leaning against the wall. It looked like some sort of major overhaul, inconvenient for working, convenient for spending even longer periods of time at one’s club.

Cyril’s eyes were on the new facsimile machine. Ever since Racer had laced Cyril’s tuna with tranquilizers and transported him to one of the pounds, Jury had imagined reprisals, in one form or another, taking shape in Cyril’s mind.

Cyril sat there and Jury sat there, both of them in their separate ways making plans. Jury thought again about the possibility of a unilateral transfer to the provinces and wondered if he should mention it to Racer. Thus far he had mentioned it to no one. He thought again of Macalvie, of Northants and Superintendent Pratt, of the Warwickshire constabulary and Stratford-upon-Avon. He would stop off in Stratford before going on to Northants.

The fax machine beeped twice and then started humming, and Cyril came to quick attention. Now he was on the desk, stalking the machine. Cyril and Jury watched the paper, listened to the machine spit it out inch by inch. Jury leaned over and read. The fax was from the assistant commissioner. He did not read the message, however; Cyril was on it in a flash, sending the paper fluttering to the floor. Then Cyril looked at Jury and slowly blinked, as if the cat were waiting for any suggestions Jury might have with regard to this fax. Jury shrugged.

Cyril slid down from the desk, caught up one corner of the paper in his teeth, and dragged it across the room to the outer office. At the door he paused and appeared to be scanning the room for Fiona, who, Jury saw, was not there. Probably gone to the ladies’ with her sponge bag. Jury moved over to the door to watch.

The fax now lay beneath the water cooler, on the little ledge that held the small paper cup, full of water. The cat did a quick, balletlike turn in the air and knocked the cup off the ledge.

They both stood there watching the water soak into the message, after which Cyril pawed and clawed it around into a soggy ball.

Fiona marched in. “Has that cat been at that water cooler again?” She put her makeup bag on the desk. Her lips were a bright and pearly red, her eyelids winged out in various mutations of blues and lavenders. “And you just standing there?” She picked up the cup and the stringy wad of paper and tossed them both into the wastepaper basket.

II

Racer flipped the intercom switch and barked at Fiona: “Hasn’t the AC called?” When she told him no, he switched the object of his spleenish displeasure to Jury. “If you don’t want trouble, then you shouldn’t be around.”

“I’m ‘around’ because you requested it.” If Jury were on the moon, Racer would send a space shuttle.

“This Hamilton person’s family knows the assistant commissioner. That’s what I’m waiting for. Information.”

Now Jury was sorry he hadn’t read the fax. “So? I know the AC too, but that doesn’t mean I’d put me on a case.”

“Well, for some reason—don’t ask me effing why, Jury—the family wants you.”

“The family doesn’t know me.”

Racer’s response fell somewhere between a smirk and a simper. “Apparently they do.”

“I don’t know any Hamiltons. Not one.”

“It was another name.” Racer punched the intercom switch again, told Fiona to get the AC on the line. “This woman—friend of the AC—had a nephew, or the dead woman did—hell, I can’t remember all the details—that was murdered somewhere around Philadelphia. The States.” Racer was searching around his desk, looking under the blotter. “Where the hell are those tickets? I left them right here. And where are my color chips? They were here, too.”

“I don’t get this. What does a killing in the States have to do with us?”

“Victim was born here.”

“So?”

Racer stopped his search for the color chips, flipped the switch, and asked Fiona if she had the assistant commissioner on the line. “And this woman’s a friend.” (Is this the way you treat your friends, Jury?)

“Look, I’m supposed to be on leave. I’m sure whatever cops caught the squeal over there, they can handle it. I’m sure they prefer to handle it.” Infuriated, Jury stood up. Usually, he had more patience. Not lately, though.

“You don’t have to get so damned shirty about it. No one’s telling you you have to do anything. Just go along and see this woman and mollify her. That’s all.”

The AC wasn’t there. “His temp sec”—Fiona always loved it when someone higher up had temporary help—“wants to know, didn’t you get the fax?”

“Well, did I, Miss Clingmore? How the fucking hell should I know, if I’ve been out of the office?” Racer was peering at the facsimile machine. “And where in hell are my air tickets, Miss Clingmore? I left them right here tucked into the blotter!”

Racer’s hols, naturally, took precedence over anything else.

Jury thought he heard a series of cracks of Fiona’s gum, like tiny pistol shots. “You’re the one wants that fax machine in his office. Maybe it fell on the floor.”

“I’ve looked on the floor.”

“Well, she says she sent it, that’s all I know.”

“Stop wasting my time arguing, and call her back. Bloody hell!” Racer flipped off the intercom. “I don’t know how this goddamned place operates with these civilians who can’t even count their toes. That effing cat would make a better typist.”

The fax machine burped and then stuttered out its message. Racer ripped it out, read it, said, “SW3, Jury. Warminster Road. Belgravia. Her name’s Cray.”
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She opened the double doors of the elegant sitting room with both hands, one on each of the brass doorknobs, making an entrance that would have seemed theatrical if it had been any woman other than Lady Cray.

And she looked, thought Jury, exactly as she had the last time he’d seen her in the Lake District. That had been at the inquest. Her well-tailored suit might have been the same one, a silvery-blue-grayish material of wool silk that exactly matched her eyes, eyes that were precisely the tint of crystal, that elusive gray called “Waterford blue.” The January afternoon was in league with Lady Cray. Slants of silvery light lay in decorous oblongs along the pale blue Chinese rugs and sparked the Waterford bowl on a little rosewood table. The sun, unusually clear for this time of year, striped the twin sofas and upholstered side chairs, all of them done in a shimmering crystalline-finished material the shade of Lady Cray’s suit.

“Superintendent, I am overjoyed you have come!” She looked brightly from Jury to Sergeant Wiggins.

If any miserable case could be said to have in it a pleasant turn of events, Lady Cray was just such a turn. He took her hand and accepted her offer of tea or champagne or both.

After she had settled them into chairs of cloudlike comfort, she said, “I know you haven’t called to talk about old times, but my God, those were the days, weren’t they?!”

No, thought Jury, they weren’t. Jane Holdsworth appeared to him, not as he had last seen her but as he first had, standing there in Camden Passage in a white macintosh, inspecting something from one of the rain-wet antiques stalls. The piece of clothing she was holding up, an amber-colored shift or something, exactly matched the color of her hair. A shift—or something? He remembered, of course, very precisely that it had been a negligee, taken from a rack of vintage clothing. And there had been a brooch she had held to the coat, testing its color and shape. That had been amber, too. This scene of a lifetime ago unrolled in his mind with a torturous slowness, as if warning him that, having remembered at all, he would have to look at every glint of light in the brooch, every wavering shadow that fell across the cloth, the folds becoming more palpable, as if each little fold were statue drapery set in marble. He felt this in a moment of blinding acuity. And this was a mercy, really: that he had remembered the first time he saw her and not the last. But Lady Cray had not known Jane Holdsworth, though she had known the family, finally. Jane was there at the beginning, Lady Cray at the very end.

He was only partly conscious of asking her about the Holdsworths, but he supposed he must have, as he looked away, through the french windows to the cold garden beyond.

“Of course I’ve seen them! Did you think I wouldn’t? Alex and Millie . . .”

Jury was only half listening as she talked on about Alex Holdsworth and the little girl, Millie. The smile frozen on his face must have looked natural enough, for she didn’t seem to notice anything absent in his responses.

“They live there now, you know, with Adam. He still goes to Castle Howe occasionally, just to drive them all crazy. We have an absolutely wonderful time, Alex and Millie and I. We go to violent films together—terminators, aliens, and so forth—and I get a few of my unsuspecting friends together and we all play poker. Alex does, rather. And we spend a good bit of time at Cheltenham races.”

“Winning?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Well, of course, winning. We’d hardly go to lose, would we?”

His smile now was genuine enough; it was hard not to smile, thinking of Alex and poker and the ponies.

A maid entered with a silver tray and ice bucket, managing to set down silver tea service and Dom Pérignon with practiced movements. Wiggins rose to help with tray and bucket and was rewarded with a timid smile; the deployment of the champagne in the ice bucket and the tall, fluted glasses was done in a dither of cast-down glances, as if she wondered if she had the right to be in the drawing room. To Wiggins’s kind murmurings, she made no reply.

Said Lady Cray when the maid had made her exit, “Afraid of her own shadow, I sometimes think. Don’t take a blind bit of notice, Sergeant Wiggins. Sugar?”

Wiggins had opted for tea, and when Lady Cray held the silver bowl aloft, he told her three, please. “But she seems quite good at her job,” he said, his glance having followed the little maid all the way out of the door.

Jury took his cup, and their hostess poured herself a glass of champagne.

“She’s certainly a superior cook. She’s clever, too, surprisingly enough. I always think it’s too bad to combine superb cooking with social awkwardness, but there you are. I put up with the speechlessness to get the cooking. Fanny was very fond of her, though.” Lady Cray sighed. Here she leaned forward and picked up an unusual bit of sculpture, a block of turquoise banded with silver and adorned with a little silver figure playing a flute. “I shall truly miss Fanny Hamilton, Superintendent. It’s her nephew I talked to the commissioner about. But may I first tell you something about Fanny?” She replaced the turquoise piece and sat back.

“Of course.”

“She moved in here with me about a year ago, after I came back from Castle Howe. . . .” She paused and gave Jury a look. “Incidentally, I’m not sure what might have happened had it not been for that whiz of a barrister.”

Pete Apted, Q.C. Jury smiled. He was the legendary barrister who had taken on the defense in that instance. “Yes. Mr. Apted doesn’t take hostages, does he?”

She went on. “Fanny was, in many ways, a silly woman. Well, perhaps I am too. But we weren’t very much alike, and I might not have had her here to live had it not been for the great friendship of our respective husbands. Bobby and Dickie—Dickie was Lord Cray, incidentally—were just the best of friends imaginable. Both of them were pretty silly, too; but they were lovable. And when it comes to the ‘male bonding’ thing, well, Bobby and Dickie could have given lessons.” Here she held up crossed fingers to testify to this close friendship, causing an enormous diamond to spark into life. “They lived together, and died together.”

“Died together?” asked Wiggins, his pencil poised over his notebook.

“Yes, Sergeant. On the cricket ground.”

“What?” said Wiggins, astounded.

There was too much opportunity for a risible response here, and Jury bit his lip and refused to look at Wiggins, although the sergeant’s capacity for comic reactions was not notable.

“Bobby was batsman, you see, and he had a tricky heart. Fanny was constantly after him to give up his damned sports—the cricket, the polo, the hunt, even—but Bobby wouldn’t hear of it. Trying to keep up with my husband, who was absolutely expert at sport.”

“So how . . . ?”

“Bobby had a bad heart, and so, giving one furious bat, he simply keeled over. Then my husband, seeing him go down, dropped the ball and dashed to his rescue. And he tripped.” Lady Cray took a long swallow of champagne. “Ran straight into the wicket! Can you imagine such a freak accident? He fell and hit his head. I was always telling those boys that they’d do better to choose sports that weren’t so damned dangerous. I can tell you, both of us—Fanny and I—were heartbroken. Fanny was deathly ill herself; I wondered then if she had a heart condition.” Her eyes glittered, and she took another long drink from her glass. “But to tell the truth, it might have been just as well they died that way. Dickie would have had a very hard time of it without Bobby. It was funny, really, to watch Bobby try and keep up with my husband. Dickie was Master of Foxhounds, and Bobby could hardly ride.” She sighed. “Accident prone, both of them. There were accidents at polo, at billiards, at the Chichester boat race. Fanny and I knew they’d come to it in the end.”

The way she rendered the antic histories of the two husbands was to pace before the fireplace, backlit by the jumping flames, brandishing her tulip champagne glass like a dagger so that “come to’t in the end” was absolutely Jacobean. Then Lady Cray heaved a sigh and said, “And of course, with both of them pegging out right there at the match, well, we’d certainly got something in common. We did get along quite well, in spite of her unabashed envy of my title. The Hamiltons had a great deal of money, much more than I, but she loved the British aristocracy. I think she was always in search of her pedigree, corresponding with professors at Oxford and Cambridge and one, even, in America. I don’t know why; it wasn’t the DAR that interested Fanny, it was Burke’s Peerage. I tried to console her by saying the title wasn’t, after all, anything I’d ever earned—I mean, it isn’t exactly the Victoria Cross, is it? We hardly ever earn them, do we? It’s all an accident of birth or marriage, unless you’re in the theater, or something like that. Like Olivier or Peggy Ashcroft—I expect they did earn theirs. Americans love nothing so much as a title, wouldn’t you agree?”

Thinking of Melrose Plant’s aunt, Jury had to.

“It was certainly so in Fanny’s case. Oh, Bobby didn’t care for a title; it was cricket he loved.” She hooted. “But there it is again. Cricket! The aristocracy and cricket. Well, it doesn’t even have to be a peerage—any lowly baronetcy will do. As long as it isn’t Irish, of course!”

Jury laughed.

“The British peerage! Sometimes I believe Americans think that’s England in a nutshell. I remember when I first met them, it was at Lord’s during the second innings. Fanny was a friend of one of the people I was with; we’d taken a hamper along—you know, cold chicken and white wine—and were having a lovely picnic in the mound stand. She was fascinated that I was ‘Lady’ Cray and almost immediately confided in me that she’d love nothing so much as a title. If only her husband had been born to the purple, she said. I laughed at that. They all think it’s terribly royal, don’t they? Americans are so romantic. Ermine and scarlet and all of us living in places like Woburn Abbey. ‘I do want a title,’ she said, ‘though Bobby doesn’t’—as if they were arguing over duck for dinner!”

Lady Cray topped up her glass and poured Sergeant Wiggins more tea. Jury declined.

“Tell me about her nephew’s death.” He knew she’d been avoiding this painful subject with all her chatter about titles and cricket.

“His name was Philip. He was killed—murdered.”

“I’m sorry. This was in Philadelphia?”

“Not in Philadelphia. That’s where he worked. Upper Pennsylvania somewhere. He had a little cabin in the woods, very isolated, and someone just walked in”—she shrugged her shoulders—“and shot him. It happened two months ago.” She shook her head, anticipating Jury’s question. “The police think it must have been robbery. Why, I don’t know. Philip had nothing of value. He’d gone to the cabin for one of his weekends—a friend of his told the police all this—and he might not have been found for some time if this same friend hadn’t got worried when he didn’t come back on the Sunday evening. They had some sort of date.”

Wiggins looked up from his notebook. “A lady friend, was it?”

“Yes. Helen, or Heather . . . well, I don’t quite remember. Philip had talked about her once or twice. Fanny flew over, of course. She talked to some sheriff or other in Pennsylvania, where it happened. Sinclair, his name was, I believe. Then she stayed on for a while, went to Texas, or . . .” She paused with a frown of attempted remembrance. “Somewhere out there. Abilene? She brought me this.” Here she retrieved the piece of turquoise from the table and held it up. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Jury agreed. “What about the rest of Philip’s family?”

“Fanny was his only relative. I should explain that the Calverts—Philip’s father and mother—were both killed when he was a little boy. Plane crash. Fanny wasn’t related by blood, but I can tell you she simply adored him. I’m convinced people really can die of a broken heart. Anyway, she’s dead.”

Lady Cray looked away, through the window, where a chill breeze scattered and rattled old leaves like copper. “I met Philip; he was here two years ago. And he got on famously with my own nephew, my great-nephew, Andrew.” Lady Cray stopped to handle the turquoise block again, regarding him with her wonderful silvery eyes, whose expression was now full of sadness. “The thing is, Superintendent, I feel I could at least do this for her: carry on with trying to find out what really happened to Philip. She was absolutely devastated by his death. You can’t imagine.”

Oh, yes I can, thought Jury. He stared at the silver flautist embedded in the turquoise. For something to do, to be able to turn his back on the room, he got up and walked to the tall window that overlooked the cold garden, dripping as if last night’s rain were still trapped here, the trees still raining. He had been sitting on that bench in the Tate where Fanny Hamilton had sat; the portrait of Chatterton swam before his eyes. White skin, red hair. Lying on his narrow bed. He shut his eyes. Some composure returned, he turned with a half-smile to Lady Cray. “And you thought perhaps I . . . ?” He left it as a question.

“Please. I know it’s asking a lot; I know you’re on holiday. But that also means you aren’t tied up. . . .”

“Lady Cray, there’s protocol. This killing happened in the United States. Scotland Yard can’t go messing around in the affairs of American sheriffs.”

“How bloody pompous,” she said, matter-of-factly.

He smiled. “It’s not really pomposity. I don’t mean to be difficult.”

“Well, you are being. A few days’ holiday in Philadelphia would make a change, wouldn’t it? Naturally, I’d pay your expenses. First class. Or take Concorde if you like.”

“That’s not really the point.”

“Oh, ho-hum, Superintendent.” She patted her mouth with the tips of her fingers, simulating a smile. “You know, when Alex plays poker he uses an expression I like. ‘Calling in markers.’ ” Her smile was bewitching, turning the face of this elderly woman into that of a much younger one.

“Uh-huh. You getting this, Wiggins? Bribing a police officer?”

“Pardon, sir?”

“Considering all the work I did for you at Castle Howe . . . well.” She smoked, regarding him. “With a great deal of help from Mr. Plant. How is he? Such a clever man.”

Jury smiled. “Yes. He is. And so I take it, Lady Cray, you’re calling—”

“Calling in my markers.”
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Staring through the plate glass window of the Starrdust, Wiggins was munching on some vegetarian melange he had bought over at Cranks in Covent Garden, and trying to muscle his way closer to the window and in between a little boy with spiky hair and a small girl wearing big glasses that dwarfed her face.

“Would you just look at that, sir?”

The Starrdust Twins, Joy and Meg, had outdone themselves with this window dressing. It was a replica of Covent Garden Market—not the new one that lay just over the street, with its collection of boutiques, health food restaurants, and space-age neon places, but the nineteenth-century marketplace. Jury felt a wave of nostalgia as he looked at the fruit and vegetable stalls, spilling over with tiny cabbages; at the floral hall and the flower sellers; at the miniature figures of porters balancing baskets on their heads or pushing carts. He could almost feel the bustle, smell the fish and game—two acres of it.

The Starrdust’s owner was an astrologer and antiquarian; given that the shop dealt only in celestial, astrological, or otherwise otherworldly matters (not the least of which were the fortunes told by Carole-anne Palutski in her silken tent), Jury wondered at this backwards look into London’s history. And while he was wondering, the scene changed from light to dark as the scrim, all but invisible until now, rose on a night scene of little dark streets, a square with a horse-drawn carriage, and gaslights.

All the children gasped and applauded. This included Wiggins.

To enter the Starrdust was to step not back in time but out of it, much as if one were walking through a doorway open on nothing else but sheer blue sky and brilliant white clouds in a surrealistic painting. Light flowed and winked from the ceiling-sky, across which spilled a backlit Milky Way and planets which lit up and faded as the hidden lights brightened and dimmed. The shop was long and narrow, and the farther end was in total darkness except for the blue neon sign which spelled out “HorrorScope.” This must be a new sign, one Andrew Starr had made for the Wendy-house-like structure at the rear of the shop, which was the children’s favorite part of the Starrdust. Starr was a man in his late thirties chronologically, but one who seemed never to have grown out of childhood. Perhaps this was why he was the only shopkeeper Jury knew who never tossed unaccompanied kiddies out the door.

“Super!”

Out of the darkness walked Carole-anne Palutski, carrying a plate with a huge slice of coconut cake that she forked up as she advanced. “Want some?” She held out a forkful.

“No thanks, Madame Zostra. You look gorgeous, as always.”

Madame Zostra, teller of dubious fortunes, lately taken to reading palms when she got bored with the tarot, was in her Pre-Raphaelite phase. The harem days of bare midriffs, gauze trousers, chiffon veils, and tinkling ankle bells had given way to the Spanish influence of mantillas and bejeweled combs; that in turn was dropped in favor of the Arthurian phase and the Guinevere look.

But now it was Rossetti and Burne-Jones stuff: long, floating gowns, shapeless except for the shape that Carole-anne lent them, which was plenty. After gazing at a few pictures of long-haired ladies reclining on fainting couches and chaise longues—doped up, Jury imagined, with laudanum—she again had changed her look. She had even invested in “scrunching” at Vidal Sassoon (something that she’d also put poor Mrs. Wassermann through, until Jury put a stop to it: he didn’t care for Mrs. Wassermann scrunched). Now she wore her red-gold hair in a waterfall of crinkly waves. No fancy combs, no coronets, thank goodness.

“So, Super, what’re you doing here?” Her mouth was full of cake, shreds of coconut dusting the air when she spoke. It was a wonder, with the stuff she ate, she kept her figure, but keep it she did.

“To have my fortune told, of course.”

“I told it once.”

In Carole-anne’s galaxy, Jury’s stars seldom shone and never moved. Despite all evidence to the contrary, she saw no relationships with women (except herself and Mrs. Wassermann), no moves or promotions, no trips, no travails. Whenever Jury did venture beyond the limits of Greater London, she told him he was tempting the Fates. And all of the lines in Jury’s hand appeared to be parallel ones, never meeting, never converging, just going back and forth uneventfully, like underground tracks.

“Things change,” said Jury.

Casually, she lifted his left hand, dropped it, and said, “Not for you.” She mashed the prongs of her fork down on cake crumbs.

“That’s my left hand. You said the left was just ‘what you came in with.’ I believe that was your way of putting it.” He held out his right hand.

She barely tossed the hand a glance. “What you came in with is what you go out with.”

“I thought maybe this time you might see the trip before I return from it.”

She frowned. “What trip? You just got back from Yorkshire.”

By now Wiggins appeared to be next in line for the HorrorScope. Probably shown the kids his warrant card, thought Jury. As Vaughn Monroe’s smooth rendition of “Racing with the Moon” was being scratched to death by a needle in need of changing, Carole-anne grumpily invited Jury into the tent where there were a small table and two big cushions. On one of these sat a huge stuffed Wild Thing animal that Jury had brought back from Long Piddleton. It was understood (at least by Carole-anne) that trips meant presents.

She moved the stuffed animal and set the cake plate near her crystal ball, used more for checking makeup than calling up her familiar. “How long you going to be gone this time?”

He smiled. “Can’t you tell?”

She drew his right hand towards her (having already given the left the cursory glance his birthright deserved) and said, “Well, trips don’t show up in hands, really. Where’re you going?”

“Northants. Long Piddleton.”

“Oh, there.” She dropped his hand, obviously relieved. Northamptonshire, by virtue of being the home of Jury’s faithful old friend Melrose Plant, did not qualify as a trip at all. Since there was obviously nothing (given all the times he’d been there in the past) in Long Piddleton to inflame Jury’s mind, there was consequently nothing to disturb Carole-anne’s.

Stratford-upon-Avon, now, he’d best keep quiet about. This was uncharted territory in the Carole-anne galaxy.

Jenny Kennington lived in Stratford-upon-Avon.

 • • • 

There had been, several months ago, a bit of an episode in his flat. When he’d come in, Carole-anne had been lounging (and dressed for it, too, in her new pajamas) on his sofa, leafing through a fashion magazine.

“Who’s JK?” she’d asked.

“Beg your pardon?”

“JK.” She’d taken a tiny wad of pink paper from the pocket of her cerise lounging pajamas and unfolded it, then refolded it into a small pink square, as she seemed to be considering its message. It was one of those “While You Were Out” sheets from his telephone message pad.

“Did the lady leave anything but her initials?”

“Janey? Something like that.”

“Jenny.” He snapped his fingers. “Hand it over.”

All of Jury’s lady friends were referred to by Carole-anne by initials only. She had managed to oust SB-slash-H from the lives of the Islington house (which was just as well, Jury had later realized); JH she had been truly remorseful about; JK was an unknown quantity.

 • • • 

He said now to Carole-anne, “I just thought I’d call in and say goodbye.” That had really been Jury’s purpose, hoping the Starrdust’s ambience and Vaughn Monroe would cushion what small blow there was. “And what happened to the nice couple who came to see the first-floor flat?” Jury uncoiled himself from the cushion.

“Those two?” Her frown was horrible. “You couldn’t have stood those ones overhead, Super.” She leaned closer to her crystal ball and wiped a bit of coconut from the corner of her mouth. “He walked with a walker and she needed two sticks. They’d’ve been clumping back and forth, back and forth all night. Said they never went to bed before one or two. Well, you’d’ve gone stark staring mad, wouldn’t you?”

“Thanks for watching out for me, love.”

“No problem, Super.”
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Sam Lasko had the same secretary, and age hadn’t mellowed her. She ran by fits and starts, like her typewriter. Lasko wasn’t a nervous type, but his office appeared to be. Lasko wasn’t there; he was out on a case. And his secretary’s tone implied that Jury should be, too, not mooning around here like the last time. Probably she had forgotten: “the last time” Lasko had dropped a case in Jury’s lap. Or maybe that was it; maybe she was afraid other cases might get dropped and Jury would become a permanent fixture in Stratford-upon-Avon. Perhaps she feared change. God knows, he could certainly understand that.

So she kept on typing, her back stern, her disapproving expression set like cement, until he commented on the color of her cardigan, how pretty it was, how it went with her coloring. The typewriter stopped clicking; her face softened a little. The cardigan was new; he had seen the price tag sticking up over the top of the collar.

 • • • 

The girl who answered the door was probably no more than eight or nine and wore a large apron. Jury’s heart sank. Jenny was always moving; he always seemed to be saying hello and goodbye to her in rooms full of packing crates and boxes. Now he was afraid the girl would tell him, Oh, she’s gone.

She did.

“But she’ll be back. She’s only gone to the top of the road, to get an aubergine.”

He loved the way she said it. But she seemed uncertain as to how to deal with him.

“I’m an old friend,” he said. He handed her his card and watched her trying not to be impressed by its origins.

Finally, she said, “Well, I expect it’ll be all right.”

She had been accompanied, in her visit to the front door, by a rough-looking black cat that was not impressed at all. Jury frowned over the cat: Didn’t he know it? Hadn’t he seen it before?

The little house was in the old section of Stratford-upon-Avon, off the road that wound around the Royal Shakespeare Theatre and the churchyard. He had been here a few years before, that time he was working on Lasko’s case. It had been just before she let the house in order to take an ocean voyage with an aging relation. The woman had since died.

Downstairs was a long sitting room that reached to the patio door at the rear and that, in turn, opened onto a little garden. This was the only room down here, except for the kitchen, from which must be coming that heady mixture of cooking smells that Jury couldn’t identify.

“I’m Elsie. I’ve come to help cook.”

“Well, Elsie, if my nose is any judge, you’re doing a great job of it.” Jury closed his eyes and sniffed. The mingled scents were absolutely voluptuous. For the last two or three weeks, he’d had no appetite to speak of; now he was starving hungry.

Said Elsie, importantly: “We’re doing a venison and beef casserole. It takes a lot of cooking—two or three hours. She—we—put a lot of red wine in it. And, let’s see, there’s some trout mousse for starters, and some soup that’s been cooking forever.” Here she put her hands on her aproned hips and sighed hugely, as if there never had been such a beleaguered cook as Elsie. “And for the sweet there’s pudding. It’s Guinness pudding—” she paused to give him a chance to show surprise; he did—“that takes over five hours steaming. So you’re smelling a lot of things.”

“With a menu like that, you must be having a dinner party. I expect I’ve come at a bad time,” Jury added, unhappily.

Quickly she said no, and told him to sit down. Having judged him to be a very appreciative audience, she was now anxious for more applause. “Oh, there’ll be quite a few people here, I expect. Though I haven’t laid the table with her best silver yet. I do that, you see.” Her feet, which barely reached the floor from the high wing-backed chair, were crossed, and she pulled the apron down over her knees in a gesture she’d no doubt seen many young ladies use. Elsie was herself trying hard to be a young lady, proper and aubergine-worldly. The persona slipped as a pot in the kitchen started to clatter and she jumped up and ran. Then back she came, complaining that the old gas cooker wouldn’t simmer properly and was really messy and she was trying to talk Lady Kennington into getting halogen. The pronunciation of that word went the way of “aubergine.”

“Does she entertain often, then?”

“All the time. She has ever so many friends. She goes to the theater a lot and knows all the actors. She knows Daryl Jackbee”—Jury thought that one over: Derek Jacobi, he decided—“and she goes to London a lot. She likes to shop. She has cupboards full of clothes.”

This did not sound like the Jenny Jury knew. He smiled. “A busy lady.”

“Well, she is, you know. A Lady, I mean. She has a title.”

Jury watched the black cat sway in from the kitchen and thought—could it be Tom? The cat they’d once taken to the vet? Oh, but that was years ago. “I don’t even like that cat,” Jenny had said, sitting in his car with the injured bundle of cat, a stray she’d found roaming around the house at Stonington, her old estate in Hertford. And here he was, still looking as imperious as a cat with mangy tail and a chewed ear could look. Stonington. Jury smiled a little and then felt saddened by the passing of those years. Something, he felt, had been wasted. He reached his hand out towards the cat, who was sitting on the hearth like a bucket of coal, and who ignored the hand and started washing.

At the sound of the door opening, Elsie jumped up and went out into the hall, and Jury overheard a brief exchange. Then Jenny Kennington was in the sitting room, smiling.

He had felt, until this moment, uncertain and even stupid, coming here unannounced. But when she spoke his name and smiled at him as if his appearance were the most wonderful surprise she could imagine, he no longer felt stupid.

“Hello, Jenny.” He glanced, smiling himself, at what she was wearing. For a woman with a cupboard of clothes, she certainly stuck to one favored sweater.

She noticed his expression, looked down at the sweater, and said, “Oh, lord! Same old sweater. I know you think it’s all I have to wear.”

It was black, shot through with some metallic thread, with too-big sleeves that she kept pushing up on her arms. She’d been wearing it when they first met. And the nervous mannerism still went with it. “According to Elsie, you’ve plenty of clothes. Always doing the London shops. Selfridge’s, Liberty’s.”

Elsie had shot off towards the kitchen immediately after Jenny had come in, and was now putting the silver on the table.

Jenny whispered: “It’s because I’m ‘Lady’ Kennington. She invents all sorts of romantic and expensive pastimes for me.”

“Like tonight’s dinner party?”

“No dinner party. Did she tell you the entire cast of Henry IV, Part II was coming?”

“Only Daryl Jackbee. If it’s no party, what’s that incredible menu for? Unless Elsie was exaggerating and it’s really cabbage and mash cooking?”
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