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14th February

I

‘Now, my cocktail starts with one-and-a-half measures of gin.’ There was a short glugging sound from round the angle of the L-shaped room, as Chelsea Fairfield began to mix the drinks with which they were going to celebrate their first St Valentine’s Day together.

They had only been an item for three weeks or so, but Malcolm Standing had been captivated by her since their first meeting, and had gladly accepted her invitation to spend this evening at her house, drinking cocktails together. He had high hopes of not going home at all tonight, and sprawled on the sofa in an ecstasy of expectation. Tonight would probably be the night!

‘One-and-a-half measures of Cointreau,’ her voice purred on, ‘and one-and-a-half measures of lemon juice. Shake,’ he discerned the quiet sloshing of the cocktail shaker being agitated, ‘and strain into a frosted glass, over ice. There! That’s my White Lady sorted. Now for your Sidecar.’

‘How come I don’t get to choose my own cocktail?’ he called out to her.

‘You can after the first one. I just thought a Sidecar was rather appropriate, as you ride a motorbike,’ she called in answer, and Malcolm could feel his whole body tingling in anticipation of the evening to come.

‘Right! A Sidecar. Bit of information for you here, my dear. This cocktail was originally created after the First World War, in ‘Harry’s Bar’ – the one in Paris, not the one in Venice, and was named after an officer who used to go there by chauffeur-ridden motorcycle sidecar. See what I mean?

‘And now for the ingredients. One measure of cognac, one measure of Cointreau, and one measure of lemon juice.’ As she shook the cocktail, he raised his voice to give his opinion of the two recipes.

‘Yours seems to be half as strong again as mine. Why’s that? It doesn’t seem fair to me.’

‘Just think about it, sweetie,’ she answered, and he heard her speaking in a slightly quieter voice. ‘There we go! And strain, garnish with a slice of lemon, over crushed ice. I’m on my way.’

In less than a minute, she came round the ‘L’, carrying a small silver tray with the two glasses on it.

‘Hand it over, then,’ Malcolm said, holding out his hand.

‘Not just yet, big boy. I want the occasion to be just right, so, just before we drink our cocktails, I want us to enjoy a black Russian cigarette.’

‘But I don’t smoke!’ he protested.

‘Neither do I,’ she replied, ‘but trust me, this is definitely the best way to enjoy these cocktails,’ and in so saying, she removed a small black box from a drawer in a wall unit, opened it, and held it out for him to take a cigarette, took one herself, and produced a lighter to light them. ‘Now, she ordered, ‘a couple of puffs on that, and we can have our glasses. Happy Valentine’s Day, darling.’

‘And the same to you ... darling.’ He hesitated over the last word, as this was the first time that they had used it, but he got over his surprise by gazing at the huge bouquet of flowers that he had brought with him, and thought that they had been worth the money, if this was the effect they had on her.

While all this was going through his mind, he was having difficulty not to succumb to a fit of coughing from the cigarette smoke. He had tried smoking when he was about nine or ten, but it had made him throw up, and he just hoped that this unfortunate consequence did not recur this evening. How that would ruin things for him!

Asking for an ashtray, he took a token puff on the cigarette and put it down in the corner of the receptacle, looking pleadingly towards the two glasses on the tray.

‘You can have your drink, now,’ Chelsea purred, and placed the tray under his nose with a flourish. ‘Enjoy!’ she said, taking her own glass, and setting the tray down on the wall unit where it had sat in the meantime.

Only a few minutes later, Chelsea stood up and announced that she was going to mix them another drink. ‘What, already?’ he asked.

‘Yes! Come along, slow coach. Get that down your neck, and we can have another one before seeing how events develop.’ Eager at the promise in her words, he downed the last of the liquid in the cocktail glass and watched as she disappeared behind the ‘L’ again.

‘That seemed awfully strong,’ he said, raising his voice a little so that she could hear him, and realised that his head was beginning to spin.

‘I’ll cut down on the measures this time, if it’s a problem for you,’ she called back. ‘And don’t forget to have a couple of puffs on your cigarette. They’re dead expensive, they are, and if I don’t see you smoking it when I get back round there, I’m going to be very cross with you.’

‘But I don’t like ’em,’ he replied, realising that his voice was beginning to slur.

‘I don’t care! I’m educating you in the finer things in life, and you’ll do as I say, or else!’

When she came back to him this time, she put down the tray, extracted two more cigarettes from the box, and lit them both, handing one to him, but when he reached for it reluctantly, he seemed to have two hands on the end of his arm. ‘Blimey!’ he thought. ‘The things that blokes do, just to get a leg-over.’

Putting the slightly smoked cigarette down in the ashtray, he held his hand out for his glass containing his second Sidecar of the night.

As he supped the cold liquid, he took a moment to protest. ‘I thought you ’ere goin’ to le’ me cock my own choose-tail, af’er the firs’ one,’ he complained, listening to the deterioration in his speech with puzzlement.

‘You can choose the next one, my darling,’ she soothed him, holding up her glass in salutation to encourage him to drink more of his.

II

Malcolm had no idea of the time, but it seemed to be a lot later, and he was incapable of moving, and barely capable of thinking. Chelsea was telling him something, but he couldn’t understand what she was saying. It seemed to be in a foreign language; one that he had never heard before.

He was aware of her tucking his feet up on the sofa, and removing his shoes and the cocktail glass, which his right hand had still been clutching. How many had he had? He had no idea. His memory was a blank. Slowly his eyelids closed over his reluctant eyes, and he slept.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter Two

[image: ]


15th February

I

The voice on the phone was breathless with urgency. ‘But he’s dead, and he’s on my sofa, and I don’t know what to do about it. Please send someone as quick as you can. It’s so horrible, looking at him just lolling there and ... well, being dead, I suppose.

‘I’ve given you the address, but I can’t bear to sit here looking at him any longer, so I’m going round to my next door neighbour’s. I’ll watch for the car from there. Please be quick. This is doing my head in. Oh, I know that sounds awful, but it’s just not him anymore, it’s an ‘it’, and it’s really giving me the willies.

‘God knows what happened. He must have had a weak heart, or something. All I know, as I told you, is that he’s dead, and in my house, and I simply can’t cope with that a moment longer than I have to. Goodbye.’

Desk Sergeant Bob Bryant put down the telephone receiver and made a quick decision to alert Detective Inspector Harry Falconer and his partner, Detective Sergeant Davey Carmichael. This one sounded right up their street, and shouldn’t take too long to wrap up once Dr Christmas had got the poor gentleman on the table and opened him up.

Using the internal phone service, he rang through to Falconer to send him and his sergeant on their way
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