




















Have you read these other titles in the Bunsen Book Club?




WITH VINEGAR AND BROWN PAPER




by Ariadne Oliver




When newly-wed couple Silly and Sausage decide their lives need a little spicing up, they get more than they bargained for! The odious Colonel Fleming is found stabbed through the ears on a golf links and only our intrepid twosome stand between local simpleton Tommy Wideawake and the gallows…




HELLO, MR QUARMBY!




by Todd Wakefield




Twelve mysteries from the acclaimed author of “Really, Mr Quarmby!”, “Stop that, Mr Quarmby!” and “Mr Quarmby Runs Riot”. Readers will welcome these new tales featuring the deaf, dumb and blind Welsh detective as he once again pits his wits against the most devious of criminals and the irascible Scotland Yard Detective, Inspector Pump.




LEAN BROWN




by Sandy Maltravers




Five years after his explosive introduction in “Clean Grit”, Ronald Stride finds himself pitch-forked into a one-man campaign against a crazed troupe of Prussian snorkellers hell-bent on resurrecting the Kaiser’s cause and planting the German flag in Parliament Square. It’s a tight spot for Stride but, as his mentor “Baba” Carrington puts it: “He was shut up at Mafeking with Baden-Powell and knows a thing or two.” Together, Stride, Carrington and the lanky American agent Teddy W. Greatorex get athwart of the enemy’s plotting and are soon set fair for a final confrontation with a grotesque Count Von Stummup.






“TERRIER” MASTERSON HITS OUT




by “Slapper”




Re-enter Tom “Terrier” Masterson! The hero of “The Darkie Gang” is once more bored with civilian life and determined to give the enemies of the Empire a good kicking. But will “Terrier” and his two fists be enough to foil the machinations of sinister mastermind “The Scallywog”? Another terrific “shocker” from the author of “That Hat Means Murder”.




THEY WORE DARK TROUSERS




by Tenacious Beatme




Plucked from semi-retirement by a desperate British Government on the eve of the Battle of the Somme, the Comte de Cointreau must re-unite his old pals for one last desperate venture that takes them to the very heart of the German war-machine! Can bluff Randy Robinson, wily Sacha Goldilox and the Comte himself outwit the combined forces of the Wilhelmstrasse and the heathen magic of the fabled lost continent of Atlantis? Another rattling tale of sorcery, flogging, high-adventure, whipping, facial disfigurement and spanking from the author of “The Bad Black”, Das Ist Verboten”, “Strange Document” and “Satan’s Succubus”.




UP PLUTO’S CORE




by Edward Fleisch-Cutter




The planet Pluto hollow? Absurd? Or so the world’s scientists believed until Professor Potty and his chum Douglas Strongarm turned their gigantic space-rocket-cum-drill towards it! Burrowing deep below the Plutonian dust, the intrepid adventurers happen upon the long-lost kingdom of Longlostikar–a land where Pluto-dinosaurs still roam and Pluto-men with a thousand heads and blue thighs battle for dominance! Part of the thrilling “Pluto” sequence that includes “King of Pluto”, “Ulnomia, Queen of Pluto”, “Lord Mayor of Pluto” and “Dirty Pluto”.
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Fallen Idle
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He was an American, so it seemed only fair to shoot him.




I’d already winged the beggar once–somewhere in the region of his flabby calves–and was now in hot pursuit with the tenacity for which I’m mildly famous. For reasons too dreary to dwell on, I found myself clinging to the running board of a motor car, wind whipping at my face, positively pelting through the choked streets of Manhattan. Ahead of me loomed the gorgeous elegance of the new Chrysler Building, thrusting like a sword into the cold, brilliant blue sky. Ice and sun glinted off its exterior; sharp as a pin in the eye.






For those of you not in the know (dear me, where have you been?), my name is Lucifer Box: painter, occasional memoir-scribbler and agent (most secret) for His Majesty’s Government. Sad it is to relate that my artistic career was somewhat in the doldrums. Fashion, that gay but inconstant dog, had moved on and I was regarded with some suspicion by the bright lads of the new school. Passé, old-hat, preWar (the Great one, you understand: although there’d been nothing particularly great about it from my point of view). Between the Surrealists and the Cubists and the Whatsists, there seemed precious little demand for a spectacularly good portrait painter such as yours truly. Oh, don’t protest! Modesty is for amateurs.




Even the landed gentry who had once positively drenched me in commissions seemed in thrall to the damned new religion of photography, and were busy cramming the green-damask walls of their country piles with horrid daguerreotypes of their scarcely smiling selves. And so here was I, the gorgeous butterfly of King Bertie’s reign: middle-aged and rather neglected, my hair shorter and greying–though my figure still as trim as a boy’s, thank you very much.




Crouched low against the cold metal of the motor, I peered at my distorted reflection in the window. Still a head-turner, no doubt about it, and those eyes no less blue, no less cold and clear.




So much for Art! Happily I had other interests and when not exhibiting my daubs to an increasingly bored public, I was engaged, as I’ve said, doling out death and violence as gleefully as I did Crimson Alizarin or Mars Yellow. Every man should have a hobby.




Trouble was, of late the glee had rather gone out of this too. But I mustn’t get ahead of myself.




The chap I’d been assigned to bump off on this charming December day was called Hubbard. Hubbard the Cupboard, don’t you know (the Colonials like their schoolyard nick-names), his curious moniker coming not only from his ungainly shape but from his being a dealer in stolen goods. It was said Hubbard’s cupboard was never bare.




The fat fool, however, had strayed somewhat from his usual territory of filched diamanté and crudely forged Demuths, being the brains, it was said, behind an influx of cheap cocaine that was currently drowning New York’s nightspots. So, before the hooters of all the hoofers were irretrievably rotted, Hubbard was to be removed from the scene forthwith.






I was in town, tying up the loose ends of another job (the startling history of the Sumatran Automata will have to wait for another day), and, at its conclusion, had been hastily shunted off in pursuit of this nefarious drug baron.




I kept my head low as the car slowed down. The fat man’s blood was visible in the snow, trailing in neat crimson curlicues as if fallen from a leaking paint tin. If I could finish him off by lunchtime, I knew a place down in the Bowery that did a smashing shad-roe-caviar club sarnie.




Dropping from the running board, I flattened myself against the grimy wall of the nearest brownstone and watched as the flivver chugged off with a backfire like a Lewis gun.




Inclining my trilby at a rakish angle, I paused a moment, knowing I cut quite a dash. I’m afraid I rather fancied myself–but then everyone else did, so why should I be left out of the fun?




The trail led off the pavement–or ‘sidewalk’ as I suppose I must call it–and I moved off, my breath billowing like exhaust before me. The air was heavy with the stink of Polish cooking and uncollected rubbish.




Hurrying through the churned-up, brown drifts and following the trail as it swung right, I found myself in a light-starved courtyard. At its centre, smothered in snow, stood a quaint little clapboard church, fragile and unremarkable–save for the polka-dot pattern of bright blood on the steps. The door to the church was slightly ajar. I had him.




As quietly as possible, I slipped inside, taking a moment to adjust to the musty darkness with its familiar odour of incense and damp. Rapidly I made out shadowy pews, a pulpit like a ship’s fo’c’s’le, a narrow spiral stair leading to the bell tower.




My gloved hand closed around my Webley. As I reached the well of the stair, there was movement above and a little rivulet of dust cascaded onto the brim of my hat. Stealing upwards, I emerged into a beam-ceilinged chamber where two great copper-green bells hung in their housings. The hunched figure of a man was silhouetted against the flat light pouring through an arched window. I raised my pistol and he swung towards me, his face a picture of fear. But unless Hubbard had hastily taken holy orders, this was not my quarry.




The priest’s face fell as he glanced over my shoulder.




I span on my heel, hearing the scrape of shoe leather on wood and realizing at once that Hubbard was right behind me. Suddenly there was something startlingly cold at my flesh and every instinct thrilled as I felt a coil of piano wire loop about my throat. Without a moment’s hesitation, my hand flew to my collar just as the wire tightened, allowing vital room for manoeuvre. I gasped as the deadly lasso bit into the leather of my glove.




Hubbard’s sickly breath hissed into my face as he crushed me in a bear-like embrace. I own I was in a pretty blue funk. Trying frantically to turn about and aim the Webley, I felt instead my wrist savagely twisted and the pistol went crashing down the stairwell.




Still the noose tightened. Jerking my elbow repeatedly backwards, I met only empty air as Hubbard the Cupboard swung clear. There was a cold, bright zing as the razor wire sliced cleanly through my glove and ripped at the flesh of my hand.




Yelling in agony, I dropped to my knees and reached desperately behind me, clawing at the rotten woodwork of the floor, striving to find purchase on my assailant’s ankle. The cold wire sawed into my palm.




‘Help me!’ I cried to the priest. ‘Help me, for Christ’s sake!’




But divine intervention came there none, the holy fool merely whimpering and wringing his hands.




Again I cried out in pain but then my fingers closed on the turn-up of Hubbard’s trouser leg. It was wet with blood and I realized at once that this was where I’d already wounded the fiend. Frenziedly, I scrabbled at the floorboards till my fingers found the rusty end of a bent nail. Croaking with effort, I prised the nail from the planking and managed to ram it with main force into the wound on my enemy’s leg.




Hubbard screamed, stumbled forwards and suddenly the wire noose slackened. I rolled away, nursing my damaged hand, then, leaping to my feet, finally came face to face with him.




He was broad as a meat locker and swaddled in a cheap fur-collared overcoat such as an actor-manager might have left out for the moths. His eyes–buttons in the burst upholstery of his ugly face–glinted black and tiny. I’d never met Hubbard, only shot him, so by way of an introduction I kicked him in his lardy throat, sending the brute flying backwards into the bells. At once, the great shapes rolled in their housing.




He tried desperately to right himself, but the bells moved like quicksand beneath him, clappers ringing off the ancient bronze. He clawed at their surfaces, nails scoring grooves in the thick verdigris; sliding, gasping, out of control.




‘This ain’t right!’ he squawked in a grisly Brooklyn accent, already slipping through the gap between the bells. ‘It’s a set-up!’




I scowled at him, cradling my wounded hand, totally unmoved by his imminent demise. ‘Tell it to the marines.’




Hubbard gasped as he fought to keep from falling, his little feet scrabbling comically at the wooden housing. ‘I’m a patsy!’ he screeched.




‘Cornish?’




‘A patsy!’ he cried. ‘Oh, God!’




The corpulent cur knew he was a goner and something nasty flashed in those black eyes. One hand flew to his overcoat, and in an instant a small snub-nosed revolver was in his chubby hand. He wasn’t intending to go down alone.




I stood powerless, my heart racing in time with the blood thudding onto the boards from my wet glove. Still the wretched priest did nothing, standing by in saintly inaction.






When the shot rang out I was surprised to feel no pain whatsoever. It took me a while to realize that this was intimately bound up with the fact that Hubbard now boasted a capacious and gory hole in his temple from which startlingly papal white smoke was pouring.




Hubbard gurgled most unpleasantly and then made his final foray between the bells, tumbling to the church floor below and setting the wretched things pealing gaily as though for Christmas Mass.




A cold sweat prickled all over me as I turned to greet my rescuer. He stood at the top of the stairs, still holding the weapon he had used on the ill-famed dealer in stolen goods.




‘You’re getting slow, old boy,’ said the lean, brown newcomer, stepping into the light.




‘Hullo, Percy,’ I said lightly. ‘Thanks.’




Percy Flarge grinned his infuriating grin, pocketed his pistol and tipped his hat onto the back of his head, setting his blond fringe bouncing. ‘Least I can do to help out a chum in his hour of need.’ He peered at my hand. ‘I say! You have been in the wars.’




I stepped away from him. ‘I’ll take things from here.’




Flarge shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t dream of letting you, old love. You should really put your feet up! Least I can do, as I say, for the great Lucifer Box.’




The great Lucifer Box suddenly felt a clammy sickness grip him and chose that moment to collapse onto the planking in a dead faint.




 




I awoke to a biting pain in my hand. I was stretched out on a pew, back in the main body of the church and sat up, blinking for a moment. The light had that strange, vivid quality as before a thunderstorm. The place was abuzz with what I knew to be Domestics–those terribly useful folk who clean up after chaps like me have been splattering haemoglobin all over the furniture–but there was no sign of Flarge.






I shook my head, groggily. My wound had been neatly and expertly stitched and was now being bandaged by a little ferret-faced chap in a short coat and yellow gloves. This was ‘Twice’ Daley–one of Flarge’s favourites. Unlike my own dear Delilah (presently cook, valet, general factotum, bodyguard and thug) back in Blighty, he was a local man of no particular distinction.




‘Hi there, Mr Box!’ he cried.




I nodded weakly. ‘You’ll forgive me if I don’t shake hands.’




He gave a short, barking laugh and tied off the bandage with his nimble fingers.




I flexed my own digits to assess the damage. ‘Thanks for the repair job, Daley. Everything cleared up here?’




He nodded, his rheumy eyes scanning the church. ‘Shoo-wer. We paid off the pastor with enough rubes to make a new roof, and the Cupboard’ll soon be doing the breaststroke in the Hudson–face down, if you takes my meaning.’




I did. ‘I have orders to bring back everything he had on him. I trust you took care to—’




‘Mr Flarge done all that,’ he interrupted.




‘Did he now?’




‘Oh, yeah. Nice and regular. He’s very per-spik-ay-shee-us, is Mr Flarge. He saved your ass too and no mistake.’




I ignored Daley’s taunting and looked towards the back of the church. ‘Is the body still here?’




‘Shoo-wer. You wanna pay your last respects?’ He grinned nastily, exposing tiny neat teeth like those of a deep-sea fish.




‘Why not?’




Outside, freezing night was creeping on. Daley handed me a pocket torch and led me into the yard, where a tumbledown outhouse had been pressed into service as a temporary morgue. Snowflakes as big as chrysanthemums were floating down from the drear sky and I bent down and scooped up a handful to assuage the awful throbbing in my hand.






Daley shuddered open the outhouse door and the body of Hubbard was revealed in the beam of the torch. We went inside.




‘What exactly did Mr Flarge take away?’ I asked, peering down at the powder-blackened hole in Hubbard’s head.




‘Whole bunch of stuff,’ said Daley, taking the stub of a fat black cigar from his waistcoat pocket. ‘Mr Flarge had a big carpet bag on him. Filled it with papers, mostly, and, you know, some merchandise.’




‘Cocaine?’




‘Uh-huh.’




Well, that seemed to confirm the theories. I nodded absently, and began to search Hubbard’s body. Flarge had certainly been thorough. There was nothing in the big man’s ghastly suit. No wallet, no identification, no driver’s licence.




More than anything, I wanted to spot something that young pup had missed, and Daley knew it. He smoked his spit-wetted cigar and watched my fruitless activity with obvious glee. I’d almost given up when something caught my eye.




It was Hubbard’s handkerchief. In sharp contrast to the dead man’s vile tailoring, the wipe was made of an exquisite ivory-coloured silk of obvious antiquity. It was folded into three neat triangles, like a miniature mountain range, and there seemed to be some sort of exotic pattern on it. It might be a mere trifle, but trifles ain’t to be sniffed at when you’ve not even been invited to the party…




Daley was watching me closely. I cleared my throat and straightened up as though satisfied.




‘Very well. There’s nothing more to be done here,’ I said. ‘Thanks for your help.’




Daley gave a little bow. I gasped suddenly, as though in pain, and dropped the torch, which rolled under the table.




‘Sorry!’ I managed through gritted teeth. ‘Damned wound!’




Daley bent down to retrieve the torch and I swiftly whipped the handkerchief from Hubbard’s breast pocket, stuffing it into my trousers just as the Domestic bobbed back up.




‘You get yourself to bed now, Mr Box, you hear?’ he said with a horrible grin. ‘Then maybe get on the boat back home to Eng-ur-land, huh? What with Christmas coming and all.’




I smiled tightly and stalked off into the gathering snowstorm, the silken rag tucked firmly into my pocket.
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You Might As Well Live
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Those who have followed these incoherent memoirs may recall that my long and rather lovely hands are not to be trifled with. A youth of my acquaintance once compared them to Our Lord’s as depicted in Caravaggio’s Ecce Homo. I was, naturally, immensely flattered, though my digits had been engaged in singularly un-Christ-like activity at the time.






Now, as blaring taxi cabs crawled around me in the sickly electric-yellow glow of the evening, I feebly raised my injured fingers and hailed one such, muttered the address of my hotel and slid inside the motor, avoiding the driver’s invective by studiously pretending sleep. The soft, wet patter of snow against the windows lulled me and I placed my bandaged hand on the wonderfully cold glass. The pain was somewhat tempered.




I’ve dealt with Art and its shortcomings. Now, as promised, we shall examine the state of my other pursuit, namely espionage. Once again, for the newcomers (Keep up! Keep up!), I must devote a short passage to the Royal Academy of Arts, that bastion of the Establishment in London’s Piccadilly (where else’s Piccadilly? Must I address you like simpletons?). Fact is, the RA is not what it seems. For strip away the facade of Burlington House–you can do that, you know. The whole Palladian front descends into a specially dug trench in case of mortar attack. No, really–and you’ll uncover a seething hotbed of plotting, counter-plotting and assassination. Of course, that’s what you’d expect to find in a building full of artists, but this is a different business altogether. For the RA is the true face of His Majesty’s Secret Service. Not that other lot of whom you may have vaguely heard: the blighters who go around destabilizing perfectly friendly democracies in Bolivia or knocking off the Nabob of Whatchamacallit. No, we’re the real thing: the ones who oil the wheels of the great machines of state; the ones who make it possible for you to sit down in Lyon’s Corner House with a cup of rosie and the ‘Thunderer’ without some greasy foreigner taking a pop at you with a Walther PP.7.65.




As I’ve said, to me it was always the merest hobby of a dilettante, a little like collecting stamps or mounting Red Admirals–but my exploits amongst the Russian navy will have to wait for another day. No, from my youthful adventures at the tail end of the old Queen’s reign to my ill-starred work against the Bosch during the last big show, I reckoned myself one of the brightest and best of the Academicians; trotting merrily from continent to continent; cutting, thrusting, derring and doing.




Now, though, the game seemed to be full of arrogant young-bloods like the odious Percy Flarge, an athletic Cambridge Blue of little discernible charm. If there’s one thing I cannot abide, it’s a smart alec. Unless that smart alec is me. And Percy Flarge was, from the crown of his trilby to the tips of his absurd coffee-and-cream brogues, smart as paint.




At first I’d taken him for one of the legion of doe-eyed admirers who have crossed my path over the years. My fan-club, I suppose you would call them. Like so many others, he’d cornered me on the grand staircase of the Academy, brimming with energy and stuffed with tales of my famous cases. The spectacular matter of the Spitzbergen Mammoth! That nasty business with the Italian volcanoes! The explosive urinals of Armitage Shankz and the colourful revenge of the Man with the Wooden Wig! (I’ve never written that one down, have I?). He was a looker too, which never hurts, forever bobbing aside his silly blond fringe and batting his lashes like a flapper at a Valentino flicker. I was absurdly flattered and rather let down my guard.




Then came a change of regime at the top (more of that later) and Flarge’s attitude began, subtly at first, to alter. Sly jibes here, stifled giggles there. Surely old Boxy was past his best? Time for younger talents to take the lead. Of course what really rankled was the fear that the loathsome creature was right. Hubbard the Cupboard, for instance, should have presented scant challenge for the great Lucifer Box but the bounder had almost bested me, had almost derringered me into oblivion, and if it hadn’t been for that deplorably wiry and sunburnt colleague of mine, he would have succeeded.




I was startled by the blast of the taxi’s horn and realized I had indeed flaked out on the cracked leather upholstery. At last we shushed through the filthy drifts and pulled up outside the snow-flecked frontage of my hotel. I felt light-headed still and the darkness, coupled with the ugly illumination of headlamps, conspired to make me giddy. Pressing a couple of dollars into the driver’s hairy hand, I clambered out into the cold, rubbing my neck and swiftly making my way into the December-dark lobby. Palm fronds poked out from tobacco-fogged niches where old men, already dressed for dinner, gleefully scanned the obituary columns.




Exhausted, and anxious to take a proper look at the ‘handkerchief’, I crossed to the lifts and jabbed impatiently at the button. Above my head, a gilded arrow on illumined green glass crawled slowly round. I sank against the wall and sighed heavily. A dull ache was banging behind my eyes and my hand hurt like billy-o. I’d had hell’s time that day.




When at last the lift arrived and the heavy lattice screen was dragged back, I stepped inside without looking up. The interior was all walnut.




‘Fifteen, ain’t it, Mr Box?’




I glanced over, and my scowl melted instantly away. It was a bellhop I’d noticed only that morning, red-headed and pale as a Tudor portrait, noticing me from under long-lashed eyes.




Now he held his head on one side, as though trying to dislodge a marble from his ear, one of those silly round hats at an acute angle on his well-oiled hair. He had huge green eyes and lips as red as raspberries.




‘Do we know each other?’ I asked at last.




He seemed flustered by this and looked away. ‘Um…old Van Buren–that is, Mr Van Buren, the manager, sir. He told me your name. There’s a package come for you and he said, “Rex, you be sure and take that up to Mr Box when he comes back.” And I says, “Is Mr Box that tall, refined-looking gentleman—”’




‘Yes, all right. Just bring me the parcel, Rex.’ I stepped out of the lift and looked him directly in his emerald eyes as the grille closed over his face. ‘Room Fifteen-o-eight.’




Smiling a little to myself and feeling much better, I let myself into said room. It was large and well appointed, a big white divan cover on the bed, cream-coloured leather armchairs in each corner. The warm aura from discreet lamps prevented the whiteness from appearing too stark and I found it immensely comforting after the privations of the outside world.




Throwing off coat and hat, I reached into my trousers, pulled out Hubbard’s silken rag and carefully unfolded it on one of the pillows.




Though roughly handkerchief-shaped, it had clearly been torn from a much larger piece of material. Two of the edges were ragged and bore crabbed text in what looked like some species of Latin. The bottom corners were highly decorated with coloured emblems, a picture of a mountain and dragon’s heads. There was a sort of fiery motif, embroidered rather beautifully, the flames licking over what looked like an animal on a spit.




I examined the thing until my vision swam then decided to abandon it for the night. After all, I was almost certainly clutching at straws. Perhaps Percy Flarge hadn’t bothered with it because it was nothing more than a snotty rag.




Pulling off my shoes, I padded to the bathroom and ran a tub. It was a huge relief to strip off the sweat-drenched togs and I stood naked for a moment, letting my bare feet sink into the deep white pile of the carpet, before plunging into the bath. The heat made me feel raw. I closed heavy lids and rested my injured hand on the soap dish.




That I’d failed pretty spectacularly at my mission to rub out Hubbard was scarcely in question. Also, I’d been somewhat humiliated by friend Flarge. But worse things happened at sea, as I knew from that funny old night on the Lusitania. And Hubbard was at least dead, so perhaps I was exaggerating the calamity. Come on, old man, I told myself. Chin up. I was sound in wind and limb and, most importantly, alive.




Something about this matter, though, didn’t add up. Why were my superiors so keen to bump off small fry like Hubbard? The dreary narcotics trade was surely a police matter. What did it have to do with the RA? And why hadn’t a local been pressed into service?




Yours not to reason why, Box old chum, you might well say. The doing or dying bit is what counts. But I suddenly didn’t feel like doing much doing–and certainly not dying–if I was being kept in the dark by my superiors.




Dimly, through the woodwork of the bathroom, I heard a knock at the main door.




I sighed and ignored it but the caller was insistent.






‘Come!’ I bellowed, causing a minor avalanche in the foam that covered my naked bod.




A creak from without and then a second knock–this time at the bathroom door.




‘Yes, yes,’ I barked. ‘Why don’t you come in?’




A muffled voice: ‘Um…Mr Box?’




I stood up in the tub, reached across for the handle and wrenched at it. ‘Don’t stand on ceremony. I’ve had a bloody day and I’m in no mood for–oh!’




I’d forgotten about the bellhop.




At the sight of him, the venting of my spleen was very much halted. The lovely red-head looked straight down at my pendulous tackle and blushed. Averting his face, he thrust a brown-paper parcel towards me.




I frowned at it, sat back into the water, then pulled at the ribbon that was wrapped like liquorice bootlace around the parcel. Inside was a little purple box and inside that, a block of whitish stuff.




‘Soap,’ I mused.




‘Sir?’ The bellhop was still standing there, his pretty face cast into shadow by the opalescent bulb above.




‘It’s a bar of soap,’ I explained. ‘Smelling of–yes–violets and bearing the imprinted word “DISSOLVE”.’




‘OK, sir,’ said the boy for no apparent reason. He cleared his throat. ‘Any answer?’




I looked up, twinkling naughtily. ‘What was the question?’




He gulped and looked down at his shiny shoes. He seemed new to this lark but was evidently game and just needed a gentle push in the right direction.




‘The question, sir? Um…’ He lifted his eyes and looked coyly at me from under his lashes. Nice technique. He’d undoubtedly go far. ‘Might I come in, sir?’ he asked at last.




‘The very question I hoped you’d ask. Yes. Come in, won’t you? Shut the door. That’s it. What did you say your name was?’






‘Rex, sir.’




‘Well, Rex, what do you make of it?’ I said, sliding lower under the foam and noticing how very tight and snug were my new friend’s blue trews. ‘Ever heard of a brand of soap called “Dissolve”?’




‘Can’t say that I have, sir,’ said Rex, his big Adam’s apple bobbing nervously.




‘No, no. Most odd. The manufacturers usually favour something more fragrant,’ I continued, then looked sharply at him. ‘Take off your shoes.’




The boy licked his lips and slipped off his patent-leathers.




‘“Dissolve”,’ I murmured, then flicked my gaze back to him. ‘Trousers–erm–pants, if you please. Could it be an instruction to knock about the remainder of our English monasteries? Shirt. Seems most unlikely, Rex, don’t you think? Underthings.’




‘I guess,’ said the charming youth, slipping out of the last of his clothes until he stood in only his white socks on the wet mat before me. His toes were outlined in black from the new leather like the brass rubbing of a crusader’s tomb.




‘Happily, I think I know its secret,’ I said, dropping the soap into the bathwater. The foam began to bubble and froth and then the whole bar liquefied, spreading a broad purple stain across the water. And lying there on the surface, as though scrawled with a magic wand, was a message.




Rex gawped and read aloud. ‘Moscow Tea Rooms. 10 a.m. tomorrow. Joshua Reynolds.’




I wafted my uninjured hand through the water and the message vanished, drifting in inky strands to the enamelled bottom.




‘Message from the office,’ I said quietly. ‘I’d’ve been happy with a telegram.’ I glanced up at Rex. ‘Better take your socks off, hmm?’




The youth hopped from one foot to the other as he divested himself of the last of his clobber, then I took his hand and helped him into the hot bath with me.






His long legs slid through the fading violet residue of the secret message. He had a smashing smile and shook his red-head wonderingly. ‘Gosh! I ain’t seen nothing like that before!’




A moment or two later, I presented him with an even nicer surprise.
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A Trip to Neverland









[image: image]


At eight the next morning, I left the cosy embrace of young Rex (sucked off and buggered if you must know) to keep my appointment with the boss.






I’d had an uneasy night–once my eyes closed–caught in a nightmarish New York of the future, all sky-scraping apartment blocks and rocket ships, as in those unpleasant German films. The dream-me, wearing only queerly tight underwear with President Coolidge’s name embroidered about the waist, sauntered past the Algonquin, the pavement transformed into a howling white tunnel of cocaine. Overhead, Hubbard the Cupboard was performing dazzling aerobatics like Lucky Lindy, but the smoke trailing from his rocket-ship transformed into narcotics too, falling on my shoulders like snow. As his machine roared past, I distinctly saw bright rivulets of blood pouring from the aviator’s nostrils and the dead man laughing at me, fit to burst.




Later, out in the real street, I darted between the yellow flashes of the taxi cabs, my brogues tramping through the drifts of mud-coloured slush. Despite the temperature, New York teemed with Christmas activity, the scents of coffee and perfume as vivid as incense. Shopping was approaching fever pitch and I found myself shouldering through crowds like a three-quarter in a greatcoat.




I was mentally preparing myself for the meeting that the soapy message had foisted on me. Joshua Reynolds awaited my pleasure.




He was not, alas, the dwarfish chap whom you may have encountered before: the cheeky fellah with the vivid little eyes who’d steered me through countless adventures too numerous or scandalous to mention.




No, he’d gone the way of all flesh, his titchy heart giving out just one month into the retirement he’d always craved. The name was then passed on like a title–I never did find out the dwarf’s real moniker–and a very different personage had ascended to the top of the Royal Academy’s secret staff.




We were about of an age but whereas I had taken strenuous efforts to maintain my superlative physique this new J.R. had run to fat. He had the look of a minor bishop–a colonial one, perhaps, always perspiring into his purple and wishing they’d given him the See of Leicester (or something just as dreadful). As I peered in through the window of the tea rooms I could see his rumpled, disappointed face glowing whitely in the gloom like the moon behind clouds in an Atkinson Grimshaw.




I had a hand on the door knob when I caught sight of a chap on the opposite side of the road. Tallish and well built, I noted a suggestion of tousled curls and pocked skin, briefly brightened by the flare of a match. He drew on his cigar and glanced briefly at me. Did I flatter myself that a flash of something passed between us?




Then he was gone, swallowed up in the great mass of humanity that surged down the canyon-like roadway.




I stood aside for a plump dowager in silver furs, then slipped inside the tea rooms. The din from outside was immediately replaced by reassuringly elegant chatter and the gentle tinkling of a grand piano. Waiters moved swift and silent as eels through the mahogany dimness.




Joshua Reynolds scarcely looked up as he stirred his coffee, ladling sticky wedges of brown sugar into its creamy depths.




‘Morning,’ I said brightly, unwinding my scarf. ‘I didn’t know you made house calls. Or are you here Christmas shopping?’




‘Sit down, Box,’ he muttered, gesturing towards the plump green velvet.




‘I say, public meetings in the Moscow Tea Rooms. Whatever next! Your illustrious predecessor was far fonder of the shadow and the whispered word…’




Reynolds’s fat face snapped upwards, the flesh wobbling slightly like the skin on cocoa.




‘Times have moved on, Box,’ he said, the voice oily and self-satisfied. ‘You’d do well to remember that. We live in a rapidly changing world. Everything’s faster. Motor cars, aeroplanes, even the Prince of Wales.’




This might have been a joke. I didn’t risk a smile. A waiter brought me a polished silver teapot which tinsel-glinted wonderfully in the dark.




‘As it happens,’ said Reynolds at last, ‘the business of the Academy has brought me this side of the Atlantic. A wretched crossing. I shall do my best never to repeat the experience. How do you find it?’




I allowed a pleasant memory of the bell-hop’s bum to surface for the moment. ‘Oh tolerable, tolerable.’




‘Speaking of speed,’ continued Reynolds, returning to his earlier theme, the suggestion of a sneer creeping onto his lips. ‘That chap Flarge, he’s certainly fast. Particularly when getting up the stairs of belfries, eh?’




‘Yes. Very nimble,’ I said dryly.




Unconsciously, my hand drifted to my breast pocket, where Hubbard the Cupboard’s curious hankie was safely stowed. Flarge wouldn’t be getting his mitts on that in a hurry. It might be important or it might be the airiest nothing but it was the only advantage over my rival I currently possessed. I’d hoped to have the thing deciphered and presented like prep to the boss, but the charming Rex had taken up all my spare time.




‘Flarge saved your bacon, by all accounts,’ continued the fat man. ‘Plays a straight game. Best man we have in the show. Clean. Lean. Healthy. Kind of chap the Royal Academy needs more of, eh?’




I took a sip of tea. ‘Is that a roundabout way of saying you need less of chaps like me?’




Reynolds smiled. ‘If you like.’




I shook my head. ‘I don’t like.’




He took a great slurp of his coffee and set the cup down so heavily that it rang off the saucer. ‘Look here, Box. I’ll not pussyfoot around. You’re getting too old for this game. No doubt you once had some flair for it all—’




‘I’m the best,’ I said coolly.




Reynolds harrumphed into his fat-knotted tie. ‘Not being hidebound by friendship or misplaced loyalty, however, I judge only by results.’




He glanced down at some papers on the table before him. Was this it, then? The great cashiering? I looked about, wanting to fix this moment in my mind’s eye, but a big-eared diner’s braying laugh cut through the chatter and I roused myself.




Reynolds mouth turned down, as though someone had stuffed a lemon in it. ‘Frankly, if it were up to me you’d be back on the boat and daubing your way into your dotage by now but it seems you still have some friends in positions of influence.’




‘How reassuring.’




Said friends he dismissed with a casual wave of his flipper-like hand. ‘There’s a job of sorts come up. Nothing too taxing. Just the thing for you to bow out on.’ He smiled and it was like a candle flaring into life behind a Hallowe’en mask.






I sighed. That it should end like this! Trailing a paltry little crook like Hubbard had been demeaning enough. What was this final mission to be? Vetting recruits for evidence of transvestism? Checking the collar studs on King George’s shirt-fronts for miniature arsenical capsules?




‘F.A.U.S.T.,’ said Reynolds at last.




‘The opera?’




‘The organization. Heard of it?’




I brushed biscuit crumbs from my napkin. ‘Can’t say I have.’




‘Out of touch again. Never mind, never mind. F.A.U.S.T. stands for the Fascist Anglo-United States Tribune.’




I laughed. ‘An acronym so tortuous it can only be sinister.’




Reynolds looked down at his file. ‘That is, I suppose, the thinking of our superiors. This lot want to create closer ties between the fascist movements on both sides of the Atlantic, as the name implies. For myself, I’m not too vexed by these johnnies. Broadly right on the Jews, of course, and you must admit Mussolini’s turned Italy round.’




‘Always presupposing that it needed turning,’ I ventured, smiling. ‘Who’s in charge?’




Reynolds shifted in his seat, his rump making the leather parp like the horn of a motor. ‘Fellah called Olympus Mons. Bit of a swaggerer.’




‘Have to be with a name like that. I like him already.’




‘Yankee-born, Balliol-educated. Anglophile. Sees himself as the fascist Messiah. His acolytes call themselves amber-shirts.’




‘You want me to kill him?’




Reynolds’s guffaw almost knocked over his coffee pot. ‘I’m afraid such a task will, in future, be left in safer hands. No, you’re merely to observe his activities. If you’re still capable of doing so.’ He shot me a nasty look. ‘We’ve a lead of sorts. One of Mons’s amber-shirts seems to have grave doubts about his leader. Wants to tell all.’




‘Where do I meet him?’






Reynolds drained the last of his coffee and smacked his lips unpleasantly. ‘This is all we have.’




He tossed over a slip of paper. On it was a neatly typed message: ‘You: Robespierre. Me: Peter Pan. “99”. 8.30’.




Reynolds wiped his hands on the tablecloth. ‘No idea what it means. Just that he’ll find you there. Tonight. I’m afraid you might have to do a little work, Box, and find out for yourself. Think you can manage that?’




With a flick of the wrist, I was dismissed into the bleak December day.




I looked about, hoping to catch sight of my cigar-smoking friend, but sign of him was there none, so I took a cab back to the hotel and sought out my own couch until lunchtime.




 




Night-time found me motoring up-state dressed as the renowned French Revolutionary. I was grateful the message hadn’t suggested Marat as I wouldn’t have been able to fit the bathtub into the Cadillac. As I barrelled along near-deserted roads fringed by pine trees, their boughs weighed down with snow, gas stations and houses loomed out of the darkness, Christmas decorations glittering around their eaves. I swung left down a drift-covered road, passing a pile of the Lloyd-Wright Californian school jutting from a hillside like a great tithe barn, all glass and dressed stone with an imposing tiled roof.




I pulled up at a red light and let the engine chug. Soft, wet snow coated the bonnet. Tugging at my britches (they kept getting caught up in the gear-stick), I mused over my situation. It hadn’t taken long to establish the meaning of the message from Olympus Mons’s disaffected colleague. A quick word with dear Rex the bellhop (what a useful boy he was) furnished me with all the necessaries and I was now heading towards the mysterious “99” and an encounter, it was to be hoped, with Peter Pan. Odds on that the fellah nursed a grievance against his boss–over lack of advancement, probably–and was now prepared to stick in the knife with gay abandon. With any luck, Mons was involved in some lurid sexual scandal the details of which we at the Royal Academy could store up for future use. Sordid, I know, but it’s a living.




The light changed and I threw the Cadillac into first gear. The wipers thrummed back and forth, smearing the snow into bleary triangles. Ahead, projecting from the flat fields, were half a dozen parabolic buildings, pewter-grey and rusty with age. A mesh fence ringed the place, and as I bounced the car along the track, stones spitting up against the wheel rims, a lopsided ‘keep out’ sign became visible.




A bundled-up figure–all scarf and goggles–stomped towards me and knocked on the jalopy window. With some difficulty, I managed to hinge the glass open. Snow whirled inside, settling on the dark leather.




‘Can I help you, bud?’ said the newcomer, through his moth-nibbled muffler.




‘I have a ticket to Rio,’ I said crisply. ‘No baggage.’ Which is what Rex had told me I must say. Frankly, I’ve always found passwords and codes a little tiresome. Say what you mean, is my adage. Unless it’s ‘I love you’, of course.




The insulated man gave an affirmative grunt and dragged the protesting gates open. I slid the Cadillac through.




The aerodrome–for such it was–was a sad sight. Through the falling snow, weeds were visible, erupting through the long-disused potholed landing strips. But though the curved buildings were dark and silent, a streak of livid yellow light blazed from under the huge doors of the main hangar.




There were already thirty or so other cars parked up in front of it, and as I clambered out of the motor I saw Genghis Khan and what could have been the Empress Josephine getting better acquainted in the moonlight. Their faces were masked and I slipped on my own, covering me as far as the bridge of my nose. Settling a periwig onto my head, I walked to the hangar and without further challenge, was let inside.




All was light. A wave of warmth hit me like a brick. By way of introduction, I was greeted by the elongated honk of a trombone and the rasped strains of ‘I’ll Be Glad When You’re Dead, You Rascal You!’.




Glancing at once to my right, I saw a septet of jazz musicians attacking their syncopated tune with ferocious relish, limbs blurring in a frenzy of polished brass and banjo, oiled hair falling forward and sticking to their sweating foreheads.




A wonderful room had been constructed within the hangar, a kind of cat’s cradle of girders and struts with gantries up a height leading to a series of neat compartments. Great sheets of canvas encompassed the whole like gigantic drapes, surrounding fat sea-shell-shaped easy chairs in exquisitely tooled white leather and a vast glass table.




Dotted about were various items of ephemera: a mirrored cocktail cabinet, a huge map of the world, a small wood and chrome ship’s wheel and a massive Union Flag. It was, do you see, the wreckage of the R-99, the splendid airship that had gone down over Martha’s Vineyard some two years previously, happily without loss of life and without exploding in an inferno of hydrogen as they are wont to do.




The fixtures and fittings were so damnably pretty, so the thinking had gone, that it seemed only right to turn them to good use. Now the “99” was New York’s swellest speakeasy and clearly the place to be seen–albeit in fancy dress.




The somewhat arctic style of the ruined airship was currently offset by the astonishing blaze of colour provided by the costumed guests. Coloured streamers poured from the roof girders, mingling giddily with explosions of taffeta, silk and velvet, got up in every form of uniform, toga and frock. It’s marvellous how stylish duds can transform even the most commonplace person, and perhaps even more marvellous how a simple half-mask of black or white can render the must lumpen of features strangely romantic.




I swept as gracefully as I could through the carousing throng, passing Cleopatras, Abraham Lincolns and a variety of gorgeously frocked queens (of the divorced, beheaded and died variety, you understand), all gyrating wildly to the strains of the jazz band. There was a frenzied air to their enjoyment and the grins visible under the masks had a fixed, rictus quality that was almost alarming. Perhaps I was just feeling jealous of their youth.




I’m always trying to recapture my youth–but he keeps on escaping.




Standing with one bandaged hand on tricoleur-sashed hip, cigarette in the other, I waited until a flunkey in a turban deigned to offer me some pink champagne.
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