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About the Author

Margery Allingham was born in London in 1904. She attended the Perse School in Cambridge before returning to London to the Regent Street Polytechnic. Her father – author H. J. Allingham – encouraged her to write, and was delighted when she contributed to her aunt’s cinematic magazine, The Picture Show, at the age of eight.

Her first novel was published when she was seventeen. In 1928 she published her first detective story, The White Cottage Mystery, which had been serialised in the Daily Express. The following year, in The Crime at Black Dudley, she introduced the character who was to become the hallmark of her writing – Albert Campion. Her novels heralded the more sophisticated suspense genre: characterised by her intuitive intelligence, extraordinary energy and accurate observation, they vary from the grave to the openly satirical, whilst never losing sight of the basic rules of the classic detective tale. Famous for her London thrillers, such as Hide My Eyes and The Tiger in the Smoke, she has been compared to Dickens in her evocation of the city’s shady underworld.

In 1927 she married the artist, journalist and editor Philip Youngman Carter. They divided their time between their Bloomsbury flat and an old house in the village of Tolleshunt D’Arcy in Essex. Margery Allingham died in 1966.


ALSO BY MARGERY ALLINGHAM IN
 THE ALBERT CAMPION SERIES

The Crime at Black Dudley

Mystery Mile

Look to the Lady

Sweet Danger

Death of a Ghost

Dancers in Mourning

Flowers for the Judge

The Case of the Late Pig

Mr Campion and Others

The Fashion in Shrouds

Black Plumes

Coroner’s Pidgin

Traitor’s Purse

The Casebook of Mr Campion

More Work for the Undertaker

The Tiger in the Smoke

The Beckoning Lady

Hide My Eyes

The China Governess

The Mind Readers

A Cargo of Eagles



TO MY SEVEN PATERNAL UNCLES


Police at the Funeral

Margery Allingham

[image: Logo-Image]



CHAPTER I

‘HERE LIES A BENEFACTOR’

WHEN ONE MAN is following another, however discreet may be the pursuer or the pursued, the act does not often pass unnoticed in the streets of London.

There were at least four people who realized that Inspector Stanislaus Oates, only lately promoted to the Big Five, was being followed down High Holborn by the short, squat, shabby man who yet bore the elusive air of a forgotten culture about him.

The Inspector walked with his hands in the pockets of his raincoat, his collar turned up until it almost met the brim of his battered trilby. His shoulders were hunched, his feet were wet, and his very gait announced the dejection which he felt.

There was very little to show the casual passer-by that the square man, who might have been a bookmaker’s tout, was following the Inspector. He himself would have been astounded to know that anyone had guessed that he was aware of the policeman’s existence, but old Mrs Carter, who sells flowers outside the Provincial Bank, recognized Mr Oates and observed his trailer, and wondered what he was up to, aloud, to her daughter who was waiting for the ‘late extra’ Evening Standard van, and getting her high-heeled shoes full of water from the stream which was sweeping down the gutter.

The Commissionaire standing on the steps of the big Anglo-American hotel saw the two men also, and congratulated himself that nothing much escaped him. Old Todd, last cabby in the rank before Staple Inn, also made a note of the spectacle as he sat staring listlessly over his steel-rimmed glasses waiting for the evening rush, wondering if his one remaining brake would hold in this blasted rain.

And lastly, the Inspector himself was aware of the circumstance. One is not a policeman for twenty-five years without becoming peculiarly sensitive to the fact that one is not alone in one’s promenading, and the silent companion at the discreet distance becomes as real as if he were at one’s side.

Today the Inspector was aware of it and took no notice of it. There were many people who might have considered that they had sufficient grievance against him to meditate an attack on Mr Oates, but no one, so far as he knew, who would risk making such an attempt in broad daylight in the heart of the city. He squelched on, therefore, through the rain, lost in his own private depression. That lank, good-tempered man running to fat only at the stomach was oppressed by nothing more than a mild attack of dyspepsia coupled with the uncomfortable premonition that his luck was out and that something unpleasant was going to happen. His was not an imaginative nature, but a premonition is a premonition, and he had just joined the Big Five, so that his responsibilities, should anything difficult turn up, would be by no means decreased. Moreover, there was the rain, the dyspepsia which had sent him for the walk, and again the rain.

In the centre of the blinding storm which blew across the Viaduct he paused and upbraided himself. The vague presence behind him was his least irritant. Hang it! this rain was soaking him. He was out of the district of hotels, and thanks to the care of a grandmotherly government no public-house would be open for another hour and a half. His trouser legs were flapping clammily against his ankles, and in jerking up his raincoat collar he had spilt a small waterfall from his hat-brim down the back of his neck.

There were a thousand and one things he might have done. He could have taken a taxi back to the Yard or to some restaurant or hotel where he could have dried at leisure, but his mood was perverse, and he looked about him aggressively. The rawest constable on this beat, he reflected, must know of some shelter, some haven in this wilderness of offices where a man might dry, warm himself, and perhaps smoke a forbidden pipe in pleasant if dusty privacy.

London, like all great cities which have been built and rebuilt for upwards of a thousand years, has all sorts of odd corners, little forgotten patches of valuable land which still belong to the public, hidden though they are amid great stone masses of private property. Standing on the Viaduct, Stanislaus Oates cast his mind back over twenty years to the time when he himself had been a constable in London, raw from the provinces. Surely he had walked this dreary street on his way home from a Holborn beat: surely there had been some retreat where he had polished up the answers for the terrifying oral examination in the spring, or pencilled an absurdly glorified account of his doings to the trusting and lovely Marion still down in Dorset.

The buildings around him had changed, but the lie of the land was the same. Memory returned to him, patchily at first like a landscape seen through leaves, but suddenly he recollected a musty smell of warm sacks and hot water-pipes. And then it all came back to him – the dark passage-way with the shaft of light at the end, the red door in the wall with the bucket outside and the statue facing it.

Immediately his spirits rose considerably, and he set off, penetrating farther into the city until a sudden turning brought him face to face with a narrow archway squeezed in between two palatial wholesalers’ doorways. The paving-stones within the passage were worn narrow strips set crazily together, and on the whitewashed wall was a small battered notice half obliterated by dust and further obscured by the shadow, which stated simply: ‘To the Tomb.’

Down this alley Inspector Stanislaus Oates plunged without hesitation.

After some fifteen yards of tunnel he emerged into a little yard, the face of which had not altered since he had first known it, nor, for that matter, for the last hundred years. Here brown-black buildings rose steep on all four sides, framing a small patch of grey unfriendly sky. The reason for this peculiar air-shaft in the very centre of an ancient block of buildings took up by far the larger half of the yard and consisted of a rectangle of sparse yellow grass surrounded by railings, in the midst of which reposed the stone effigy of a man in doublet and hose. A tablet at the figure’s feet announced to the curious:


Sir Thomas Lillyput

He bought this land

His bones wherein to lie

Disturb him not lest ye be stirred

When ye shall come to die

Lord Mayor of London, 1537,



and underneath, in more modern script:


Here lies a benefactor

Let no one move his bones.



The pious or perhaps superstitious magnates of a later London had so far respected Sir Thomas and his property that they had built their businesses around him and not directly above or beneath him.

The builder of the block above the passage, however, had utilized the yard as an entrance for coal since the strictly legal right-of-way was too narrow to admit of its use as a goods entrance, and the red door which the Inspector remembered on the right of the effigy led into the somewhat archaic heating arrangements of the ancient firm who occupied the east block.

The door was propped open by a bucket as it always had been. To the Inspector’s livening eyes it appeared to be the same bucket, and he wondered if Old Foxie – the name came back to him with delightful familiarity – was still stoking. His depression was lifting at every step, and he advanced jauntily, restraining an absurd inclination to kick the pail as he passed into the semi-darkness of the furnace-room.

‘And this, if I mistake not, Watson, is our client,’ said a voice out of the gloom. ‘Good Heavens! The Force!’

After his first start of surprise the Inspector swung round to find himself facing a young man perched insecurely on a pile of débris in the warm murky shelter of the stove. A shaft of light from the furnace lit up the figure, throwing him into sharp relief.

The Inspector had a vision of a lank immaculate form surmounted by a pale face half obliterated by enormous hornrimmed spectacles. The final note of incongruity was struck by an old-fashioned deerstalker cap set jauntily upon the top of the young man’s head.

Chief-Detective Inspector Stanislaus Oates began to laugh. Ten minutes before he had felt that spontaneous mirth was permanently beyond him.

‘Campion!’ he said. ‘Who’s after you now?’

The young man struggled down from his throne and held out his hand.

‘I’m waiting for a client,’ he explained airily. ‘I’ve been here half an hour already. What are you looking for?’

‘Warmth and a little quiet,’ said the other querulously. ‘This weather upsets my liver.’

He took off his raincoat, shook it peremptorily and spread it over Mr Campion’s late resting-place. This performance he repeated with his hat and edged as near to the boiler as he could without burning himself. His companion regarded him with a faintly amused expression on his slightly vacuous face.

‘Quite the little cop, still, I see,’ he said. ‘What’s the idea? “Old Bobby revisits the scene of his first arrest”? “The sentimental journey of a Big Fifth”? I hate to seem inquisitive, Stanislaus, but I’m expecting a client, as I said before. In fact, when I heard your footsteps I thought you were the mysterious she and I don’t mind telling you my heart sank.’

The Inspector turned from the furnace and looked at his friend attentively. ‘Why the fancy dress?’ he inquired.

Mr Campion removed the monstrous tweed erection from his head and looked at it lovingly.

‘I called in at Belloc’s on my way down here,’ he observed, ‘and I caught sight of it. They tell me they make one a year for a rural dean, who wears it for a local ratting gala. I had to have it. Just the thing in which to interview a romantic client, don’t you think?’

The Inspector grinned. The warmth was beginning to percolate into his bones and his bonhomie was fast returning.

‘What an extraordinary chap you are, Campion,’ he said. ‘I’m never surprised when you turn up in the most amazing places. I shouldn’t have said there were half a dozen men in London who knew of this little hide-out. Yet the first time I call here in twenty years I find you sitting here in fancy dress. How do you do it?’

Campion unbuttoned the flaps of the deerstalker meditatively. ‘The amiable Lugg put me up to it,’ he said. ‘He’s still with me, you know – bull pup and femme-de-chambre combined. I was looking for some suitable spot to interview a young lady who has been so grossly misinformed that she believes I’m a private detective.’

The Inspector knocked out his pipe against the boiler.

‘Funny how these ideas get about,’ he said. ‘What do you call yourself these days?’

Campion looked at him reprovingly. ‘Deputy Adventurer,’ he said. ‘I thought of that the other day. I think it sums me up perfectly.’

The Inspector shook his head gravely. ‘No more Chalices?’ he said. ‘You put the wind up me last time. You’ll get into trouble one of these days.’

The young man beamed. ‘Your idea of trouble must be very advanced,’ he murmured.

The Inspector did not smile. ‘That’s what I mean by trouble,’ he remarked, pointing through the open doorway to the railed-in patch of grass. ‘There’ll probably be no one to write “Here lies a Benefactor” at your feet, though. What is it this time? A scandal in High Life? Or are you out to crush the spy system?’

‘Neither,’ said Mr Campion regretfully. ‘You find me here, Stanislaus, indulging in a silly childish desire to impress. Also, incidentally, to get my own back. I’m meeting a lady here – I’ve told you that about six times. You needn’t go. I don’t know her. In fact, I think you might add to the tone of the interview. I say, couldn’t you go out and borrow a helmet from one of your boys on point duty? Then she’ll know I’m telling the truth when I introduce you.’

Mr Oates became alarmed. ‘If you’ve got some silly woman coming here, don’t you tell her who I am,’ he said warningly. ‘What’s the idea, anyhow?’

Mr Campion produced a sheet of thick grey notepaper from his inside pocket.

‘Here’s a lawyer’s letter,’ he said. ‘I like to think it cost him personally six and eightpence. Go on – read it. I’ll help you with the long words.’

The Inspector took the paper and read the letter to himself, forming each word separately with his lips and emitting an intermittent rumble as he half spoke the phrases.


2, Soul’s Court, Queen’s Rd.,

Cambridge.

My Dear Campion,

I have always imagined it more likely that you would eventually come to consult me in a professional capacity than I you. However, the Gods of Chance were always capricious as a woman – and of course it is a woman for whose sweet silly (in the Saxon sense) sake here I am craving your services.

You wrote me such an amusing piece of trivia when I announced my engagement that I feel sure you have not forgotten the incident completely. Still, it is for my fiancée, Joyce Blount, that I now write you.

As perhaps I told you, she is at present – poor child – employing herself as a species of professional daughter-cum-companion in the house of her great-aunt, a prodigious old Hecuba, widow of the late lamented Doctor Faraday, of ‘Gnats’ (circa 1880). They are an elderly family of quite ridiculous proportions and hers is an invidious task.

This, then, is the thesis. At the moment Joyce is quite absurdly worried by the disappearance of her uncle, Andrew Seeley, one of the household, who has been absent for about a week. I know the man, a veritable type, a sponger, as are most of the family, I am afraid. It seems to me to be most probable that he won a few pounds on a horse (this somewhat second-hand sport was a favourite of his, I know) and has taken the week off from his Aunt Faraday’s iron discipline.

However, Joyce is as obstinate as she is delectable, and since she has determined to come to Town tomorrow (Thursday, the tenth), to consult some suitable specialist in the matter, I felt the least I could do would be to give her your name and address and then write to warn you.

She has a very romantic nature, I am afraid, and hers is a dull life. If you could give her at least the thrill of seeing the sleuth himself, perhaps even sleuthing, you would be rendering your eternal debtor he who begs always to remain, my dear fellow,

Your devoted,

Marcus Featherstone.




P.S. – Were I only in London – [image: math-Image] I should be absurdly tempted to spy upon the interview.

P.P.S. – Gordon, whom you may remember, has at last gone to uphold the British Raj in India, as, of course, he will. Henderson writes me that he has ‘gone into drains’, whatever that may mean. It sounds typical.



The Inspector folded the letter carefully and returned it to Campion.

‘I don’t think I should cotton to that chap myself,’ he observed. ‘Nice enough, I have no doubt,’ he went on hastily. ‘But if you’re set up in a witness box with a chap like that chivvying you he makes you look a fool without getting the case on any further. He thinks he knows everything, and so he does pretty nearly – about books and dead languages – but has he the faintest idea of the mental process which resulted in the accused marrying the plaintiff in 1927 in Chiswick, when he had already married the first witness in 1903? Not on your life.’

Mr Campion nodded. ‘I think you’re right,’ he said. ‘Although Marcus is a very good solicitor. But cases in Cambridge are usually very refeened, I believe. I wish that girl would turn up if she’s coming. I gave Lugg explicit instructions to send her here the moment she arrived at Bottle Street. I thought this would provide a peep at the underworld which would be at once clean, safe and edifying. The kind of girl Marcus can have persuaded to marry him must be mentally stunted. Besides, her trouble seems to be absurd. She’s lost a very unpleasant uncle – why worry to look for him? My idea is to sit up on this convenient structure, array myself in my little ratting cap, and make a few straightforward comments on Uncle Andrew. The young woman, deeply impressed, will return to Marcus, repeating faithfully all that she has seen and heard – that sort always does. Marcus will deduce that I am rapidly proceeding bin-wards, and he will scratch my name out of his address book and leave me in peace. How’s business?’

The Inspector shrugged. ‘Mustn’t grumble,’ he said. ‘Promotion has always meant trouble, though, as far back as I can remember.’

‘Look out,’ said Campion suddenly. ‘She comes!’

The two men stood listening. Wavering footsteps echoed in the alleyway. They advanced almost to the yard and then retreated a little way.

‘A lame man wearing number nine boots, smoking a cheroot and probably a chandler’s mate by profession,’ Campion murmured, putting on his tweed cap. ‘Sounds like “good sensible” shoes anyhow,’ he went on more seriously. ‘I hope Marcus hasn’t picked a thundering English rose.’

Mr Oates glanced though the slit between the half-open door and the post. ‘Oh,’ he said casually, ‘it’s that bloke.’

Mr Campion raised an inquiring eyebrow.

The Inspector explained. ‘I was followed from the Yard today,’ he said. ‘I forgot all about the man in the rainstorm, to tell you the truth. I suppose he’s been hanging about outside the entrance here ever since I came in. Probably somebody with a grievance, or some lunatic with an invention to offer me for detecting the criminally-minded on sight. You’d be surprised what a lot of that sort of thing I get, Campion. I suppose I’d better see him.’

The rain had stopped for the time being, although the sky was still cold and overcast. Stanislaus Oates stepped out into the court, walked to the mouth of the passage, glanced down at it and then stepped back again into the shelter of the yard. Campion stood in the doorway of the boiler-room to watch the comedy, lank and immaculate, the ridiculous tweed cap perched on the top of his head.

The footsteps sounded again, and a moment later the square man with the hint of lost respectability about him emerged.

At close quarters he presented a more complex appearance than he had shown at a distance. His reddish face was puffy, and coarse skin and deep lines almost obscured the natural regularity of his features. The suit, which he wore with an air, was grease-spotted and disreputable, a condition not improved by the fact that at the moment it was practically soaked. Despite his furtive glance round there was an air of truculence about him, and he fixed the Inspector firmly with his slightly bloodshot eyes.

‘Mr Oates,’ he said, ‘I should like to speak to you. I have a piece of information which may save you and your friends a lot of trouble.’

The Inspector did not reply, but stood waiting for further developments. The man had revealed a remarkably deep voice and an unexpectedly educated accent. Interested, Mr Campion advanced incautiously out of his hiding-place, and the intruder, catching sight of his somewhat unconventional appearance, broke off abruptly, his jaw dropping.

‘I didn’t know you had a companion,’ he said sullenly.

‘Or a witness?’ suggested the Inspector dryly.

Mr Campion removed his hat and stepped out into the yard.

‘I’ll go if you like, Inspector,’ he said, and paused abruptly.

All three men stood silent. Down the alleyway echoed the sound of high-heeled shoes clicking sharply on the stones. Mr Campion’s visitor had arrived.

She came into the yard the next moment, the very antithesis of his expectations. A tall, slender young woman, smartly dressed in the best country-town tradition. She was also young, much younger than Campion had supposed. She looked, as the Inspector remarked afterwards, like some nice person’s kid sister. She was not beautiful. Her mouth was a little too large, her brown eyes too deeply set, but she was definitely attractive in her own rather unusual way. Mr Campion was glad that he had removed his ‘ratting cap’. Subconsciously his opinion of his friend Marcus improved. He stepped forward to meet her, holding out his hand.

‘Miss Blount?’ he said. ‘My name’s Campion. I say, I’m awfully sorry I bothered you to come all this way.’

He got no further. The girl, whose glance had travelled past him to the other two men, now caught sight of the squat stranger who had something of such interest to tell the Inspector. An expression of terrified recognition crept into her face, and the young man was alarmed to see a wave of pallor rise slowly up her neck and spread. The next moment she had taken an uncertain step backward, and he caught her arm to steady her. The Inspector sprang towards them.

‘Look out,’ he said. ‘Bend her head down. She’ll be all right in a minute.’

He was fishing for his flask when the girl straightened herself.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m all right. Where is he?’

The two men turned, but of their square acquaintance there was no sign. Rapidly retreating footsteps down the passage told of his escape. Oates started after him, but when he reached the end of the alley and looked up and down the street the evening rush was well under way. The pavements were crowded, and of the mysterious stranger, the sight of whom had so startled Mr Featherstone’s fiancée, there was no trace.


CHAPTER 2

THE LUCK OF UNCLE ANDREW

IT WAS IN the taxicab as they were speeding over the slippery road towards 17A Bottle Street, Mr Campion’s Piccadilly address, that Miss Joyce Blount eyed the young man who sat beside her and the Inspector, who sat opposite, with the engaging smile of youth, and lied.

‘That man who was with you in the yard?’ she said in reply to a tentative question from the Inspector. ‘Oh, no, I have never seen him before in my life.’ She looked at them straightly, the colour deepening a little in her cheeks.

Mr Campion was puzzled, and his pleasant vacuous face wrinkled into a travesty of deep thought.

‘But when you saw him,’ he ventured, ‘I thought you were going to faint. And when you – er – recovered you said, “Where is he?”’

The red in the girl’s cheeks deepened, but she still smiled at them innocently, engagingly.

‘Oh, no,’ she repeated in her clear, slightly childlike voice, ‘you must have made a mistake. Why, I hardly saw him. He conveyed nothing to me. How could he?’ There was a distinct air of finality in her tone, and there was silence for some moments after she had spoken. The Inspector glanced at Campion, but the young man’s eyes were expressionless behind his enormous spectacles.

The girl seemed to be considering the situation, for after a while she turned again to Campion.

‘Look here,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid I’ve made a terrible fool of myself. I’ve been dreadfully worried, and I haven’t had any food today. I dashed out without any breakfast this morning, and there wasn’t time for lunch, and – well, what with one thing and another I got a bit giddy, I suppose.’ She paused, conscious that her explanations did not sound very convincing.

Mr Campion, however, appeared to be quite satisfied. ‘It’s very dangerous not to eat,’ he said gravely. ‘Lugg will minister to you the moment we get in. I knew a man once,’ he continued with great solemnity, ‘who omitted to eat for a considerable time through worry and mental strain and all that sort of thing. So that he quite got out of the way of it, and when he found himself at a stiff dinner party he was absolutely flummoxed. Imagine it – soup here, entrée there, and oyster shells in every pocket of his dinner jacket. It was a fiasco.’

The Inspector gazed absently at his friend with an introspective eye, but the girl, who had no experience of Mr Campion’s vagaries, shot him a quick dubious glance from under her lashes.

‘You are the Mr Campion, Marcus’s friend, aren’t you?’ she said involuntarily.

Campion nodded. ‘Marcus and I met in our wild youth,’ he said.

The girl laughed, a nervous explosive giggle. ‘Not Marcus,’ she said. ‘Or else he’s changed.’ She seemed to regret the remark immediately, for at once she plunged into the one important subject on her mind. ‘I came to ask you to help us,’ she said slowly. ‘Of course Marcus wrote to you, didn’t he? I’m afraid he may have given you an awfully wrong impression. He doesn’t take it seriously. But it is serious.’ Her voice developed a note of frank sincerity which startled her hearers a little. ‘Mr Campion, you are a sort of private, detective, aren’t you? I mean – I’d heard of you before Marcus told me. I know some people in Suffolk – Giles and Isobel Paget. They’re friends of yours, aren’t they?’

Mr Campion’s habitual expression of contented idiocy vanished. ‘They are,’ he said. ‘Two of the most delightful people in the world. Look here, I’d better make a clean breast of it. In the first place, I’m not a detective. If you want a detective here’s Inspector Oates, one of the Big Five. I’m a professional adventurer – in the best sense of the word. I’ll do anything I can for you. What’s the trouble?’

The Inspector, who had been alarmed by Campion’s frank introduction of his official status, had his fears allayed by the girl’s next announcement. She smiled at him disarmingly.

‘It – it isn’t a matter for the police,’ she said. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’

He laughed. ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ he said. ‘I’m just an old friend of Campion’s. It sounds to me as if he’s the kind of man you want. Here we are. I’ll leave you with your client, Albert.’

Mr Campion waved his hand airily. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘If I get into serious trouble I’ll let you know and you can lock me up until I’m out of danger.’

The Inspector departed, and as Campion paid the cabby the girl looked about her. They were in a little cul-de-sac off Piccadilly, standing outside a police station, but it was the doorway at the side through which wooden stairs were visible, which bore the number 17A.

‘When I was here this afternoon,’ she said, ‘I was afraid I was coming to the police station. I was greatly relieved to find that your address was the flat above it.’ She hesitated. ‘I – I had a conversation with someone who told me where to find you. A rather odd person.’

Mr Campion looked contrite. ‘He was wearing his old uniform, wasn’t he?’ he said. ‘He only puts that on when we’re trying to impress people.’

The girl looked at him squarely. ‘Marcus told you I was a kid with a bee in my bonnet, didn’t he?’ she said. ‘And you were trying to entertain me for the day?’

‘Don’t mock at a great man when he makes a mistake,’ said Mr Campion, escorting her upstairs. ‘Even the Prophet Jonah made one awkward slip, remember. I’m perfectly serious now.’

After two flights the stairs became carpeted and the walls panelled. They paused at last before a heavy oak door on the third floor. Mr Campion produced a key, and the girl found herself ushered across a little hall into a small, comfortably furnished room vaguely reminiscent of one of the more attractive specimens of college chambers, although the trophies on the walls were of a variety more sensational than even the most hopeful undergraduate could aspire to collect.

The girl seated herself in a deep arm-chair before the fire. Mr Campion pressed a bell.

‘We’ll have some food,’ he said. ‘Lugg has a theory that high tea is the one meal which makes life worth living.’

The girl was about to protest, but at that moment Mr Campion’s factotum appeared. He was a large lugubrious individual, whose pale waste of a face was relieved by an immense pair of black moustaches. He was in shirt-sleeves, a fact which seemed to dismay him when he perceived the girl.

‘Lumme, I thought you was alone,’ he remarked. He turned to the visitor with a ghost of a smile. ‘You’ll excuse me, miss, being in negligee, as it were.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Mr Campion, ‘you’ve got your moustache.’ That’s quite a recent acquisition,’ he added, turning to Joyce. ‘It does us credit, don’t you think?’

Mr Lugg’s expression became even more melancholy than before in his attempt to hide a childlike gratification.

‘It’s lovely,’ the girl murmured, not knowing quite what was expected of her.

Mr Lugg almost blushed. ‘It’s not so dusty,’ he admitted modestly.

‘High tea?’ said Campion inquiringly. ‘This lady’s had no food all day. See what you can do, Lugg.’

The lugubrious man’s pale face became almost animated. ‘Leave it to me,’ he said. ‘I’ll serve you up a treat.’

An expression of alarm flickered for an instant behind Mr Campion’s enormous spectacles.

‘No herrings,’ he said.

‘All right. Don’t spoil it.’ Mr Lugg retreated as he grumbled. In the doorway he paused and regarded the visitor wistfully. ‘I suppose you wouldn’t care for a tinned ‘erring and tomato sauce?’ he ventured, but seeing her involuntary expression he did not wait for an answer, but shuffled out, closing the door behind him.

Joyce caught Mr Campion’s eyes and they both laughed.

‘What a delightful person,’ she said.

‘Absolutely charming when you get to know him,’ he agreed. ‘He used to be a burglar, you know. It’s the old story – lost his figure. As he says himself, it cramps your style when your only means of exit are the double doors in the front hall. He’s been with me for years now.’

Once again the girl subjected him to a long penetrating glance. ‘Look here,’ she said, ‘do you really mean what you said about helping? I’m afraid something serious has happened – or is going to happen. Can you help me? Are you – well, I mean—’

Mr Campion nodded. ‘Am I a serious practitioner or someone playing the fool? I know that feeling. But I assure you I’m a first-class professional person.’

For an instant the pale eyes behind the enormous spectacles were as grave and steady as her own.

‘I’m deadly serious,’ he continued. ‘My amiable idiocy is mainly natural, but it’s also my stock-in-trade. I’m honest, tidy, dark as next year’s Derby winner, and I’ll do all I can. Hadn’t you better let me hear all about it?’

He pulled out the letter from Marcus and glanced at it.

‘An uncle of yours has disappeared, hasn’t he? And you’re worried? That’s the main trouble, isn’t it?’

She nodded. ‘It sounds quite ordinary, I know, and uncle’s old enough to take care of himself, but it’s all very queer really and I’ve got a sort of hunch that there’s something terribly wrong. It was because I was so afraid that I insisted on Marcus giving me your address. You see, I feel we ought to have someone about who is at least friendly towards the family, and yet who isn’t biased by Cambridge ideas and overawed by greataunt.’

Campion settled himself opposite her. ‘You’ll have to explain to me about the family,’ he said. ‘They are fairly distant relations of yours, aren’t they?’

She bent forward, her brown eyes strained with the intensity of her desire to make herself clear.

‘You won’t be able to remember everyone now, but I’ll try to give you some idea of us as we are at the moment. First of all there’s Great-aunt Caroline Faraday. I can’t possibly describe her, but fifty years ago she was a great lady, wife of Great-uncle Doctor Faraday, Master of Ignatius. She’s been a great lady ever since. She was eighty-four last year, but is still quite the most live person in the household and she still runs the show rather grandly, like Queen Elizabeth and the Pope rolled into one. What Great-aunt Faraday says goes.

‘Then there’s Uncle William, her son. He’s sixty odd, and he lost all his money in a big company swindle years ago, and had to come back and live under aunt’s wing. She treats him as though he were about seventeen and it doesn’t agree with him.

‘Then there’s Aunt Julia, his sister, great-aunt’s daughter. She never married and never really left home. You know how they didn’t in those days.’

Mr Campion began to make hieroglyphics on the back of an envelope he had taken from his pocket.

‘She’s in the fifties, I suppose?’ he inquired.

The girl looked vague. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I think her older than Great-aunt Faraday. She’s – well, she’s “spinster of this parish”.’

Mr Campion’s eyes were kindly behind his spectacles. ‘On the difficult side?’

Joyce nodded. ‘Just a bit. Then there’s Aunt Kitty, Aunt Julia’s younger sister. She got married, but when her husband died there wasn’t any money left. So she had to come back home, too. That’s how I come in. My mother was her husband’s sister. My people died young and Aunt Kitty looked after me. When the crash came I got a job, but Great-aunt Faraday sent for me and I’ve been a sort of companion to them all for the last eighteen months. I pay the bills and do the flowers and see about the linen and read to the family and all that sort of thing. I play Uncle William at chess, too, sometimes.’

‘All the jolly fun, in fact,’ murmured Mr Campion.

She laughed. ‘I don’t mind,’ she said.

He consulted the letter again. ‘Hold on, where does Uncle Andrew come in? I see his name is Seeley.’

‘I was coming to him. You see, he’s hardly a proper uncle at all. He’s a son of Mrs Faraday’s younger brother. He lost his money in the same swindle as Uncle William, and he came to live at home at about the same time. That must be about twenty years ago.’

‘Twenty years?’ Mr Campion looked startled. ‘Haven’t they done anything at all since then? I say, I beg your pardon, you took me off my balance.’

Joyce hesitated. ‘They were never much good at working,’ she said. ‘I don’t think so, anyway. I think great-uncle realized it: that’s why he left most of his money to his wife, although she had a large fortune of her own. There’s just one thing I ought to explain before I come to the important part. When I say great-aunt manages the show, I mean it literally. The mode of living of the house hasn’t altered since she first set it down about eighteen-seventy. The house is run like clockwork. Everything is just on time. Everyone has to go to church on Sunday mornings. Most of us go by car – it’s a nineteen hundred and thirteen Daimler – but we take it in turns to go with great-aunt, who drives in a victoria in the summer and a brougham in the winter. Old Christmas, the coachman, is nearly as old as she is. But of course everyone knows them and the traffic is held up, so they’re all right.’

Enlightenment spread over Mr Campion’s ignoble face. ‘Oho! I’ve seen them,’ he said, ‘I was up at Cambridge with Marcus, you know. I saw the turn-out then. Heavens, that’s years ago!’

‘If it was a grey horse,’ said Joyce, ‘it’s the same one. Pecker. Pecker, the unsurpassable. Well, wait a minute. Where have I got to? Oh, yes. Well, we all live in Great-uncle Faraday’s house in Trumpington Road, a little way out of the town. It’s that big L-shaped house that stands back on the corner of Orpheus Lane. There’s a high wall all round it. Great-aunt is thinking of having it heightened, because when people come past it nowadays on buses they can see over.’

‘Socrates Close,’ said Mr Campion.

She nodded. ‘How did you know?’

‘One of the sights,’ said Mr Campion simply. ‘Or it was in my young days. Yes, that’s all fairly clear in my mind. Now we come to Uncle Andrew.’

The girl took a deep breath. ‘It really happened last Saturday week, at dinner,’ she said. ‘This is rather awkward to say, but I think you’ll understand. Great-aunt treats the others as dependent children, and naturally, as they’re all rather old and very human, they’re inclined to quarrel in a sulky, old sort of way. That is, all except dear old Aunt Kitty. She’s just sweet and silly and rather helpless. But Aunt Julia bosses her terribly. She also tries to boss the two men and they seem to hate her, and they don’t like each other at all either, and sometimes they sulk horribly for days on end. There’d been one of these quarrels about nothing in the air for about a week, and I think there would have been an absolute row if it hadn’t been for greataunt, who doesn’t allow rows any more than she allows early morning tea, or the gramophone on Sundays.

‘Well, when we were having dinner – eight courses and all stiff and solemn, you know – suddenly, just when the atmosphere had become unbearable, and I thought Uncle William was going to forget himself and bang Uncle Andrew over the head with a tablespoon – great-aunt or no great-aunt – and Aunt Julia was on the verge of hysterics, and Aunt Kitty was crying unobtrusively all over her salad, there was the most colossal crash, apparently right in the middle of the room, you ever heard in all your life. Aunt Kitty screamed, like a very small train, and jumped up. Uncle William forgot himself and said “hell” or “damn” or something – I’ve forgotten now. Aunt Julia was just about to settle down into her hysterics, and Uncle Andrew dropped his fork, when great-aunt sat up very stiff in her high-backed chair and rapped on the table with her fingers. She’s got hard bony hands, as though she were wearing tiny ivory thimbles. She said “Sit down, Kitty,” very quietly. Then she turned to Uncle William and said, “Really! You’ve lived in my house long enough to know that I will not have obscene words uttered at my table. Anyhow, all of you ought to know that that clock weight falls down once every fifteen years.” Uncle William said, “Yes, Mother,” and no one spoke at all for the rest of the meal.’

‘After dinner you opened the door of the grandfather clock,’ said Mr Campion, ‘and you found the clock weight had fallen down. That’s how all we great sleuths sleuth – quickly.’

She nodded. ‘There was quite a dent in the wood at the bottom of the clock. I asked Alice – she’s the housemaid, she’s been there thirty-five years – and she said great-aunt was quite right, it was fifteen years since it fell, and she was the last person who saw the weight before it disappeared. I know this doesn’t sound very important,’ she hurried on, ‘but I must tell things in their right order or I shall get us both muddled.’

She was interrupted at this moment by the arrival of Lugg, now resplendent in a grey woollen cardigan. He wheeled a tea-wagon on which was a miscellaneous collection of his own favourite delicacies.

‘There you are,’ he said with pardonable pride. ‘Potted shrimp, gentleman’s relish, eggs, and a nice bit of ’am. I made tea. I like cocoa meself, but I made tea. ’Ope you enjoy it.’

Campion waved him out of the room and he departed, muttering audibly about ingratitude.

‘I see from your description of Socrates Close that Lugg must be kept out of this,’ observed Mr Campion.

Joyce regarded him gravely. ‘It would be as well,’ she admitted. Over the meal she continued her story. Her face was animated, but her anxiety freed her from any suspicion of sensation-mongering.

‘Uncle Andrew disappeared on Sunday,’ she said. ‘If you knew our household you’d realize that that was extraordinary in itself. Sunday is the day when Great-aunt Caroline has us under her eye practically the whole time, and if anyone wanted to slip away unnoticed, Sunday would be hardly the time to choose. It was my turn to drive in the four-wheeler. Great-aunt doesn’t change to the victoria until the end of May. Of course we have to start twenty minutes before the others, and they usually go for a drive round afterwards, so that we get home before them. On that Sunday Aunt Julia and Aunt Kitty were home already when we arrived back,’ she went on. ‘Great-aunt Caroline was rather annoyed at that, because she thinks the drive does them good. She asked after the others, and Aunt Julia said that Uncle William and Uncle Andrew were walking home. That was rather curious in itself, because the two old dears had been at daggers drawn for over a week. Great-aunt was very interested. She said she hoped the exercise would do them good, and that they would learn to live together like gentlemen and not a pair of militia officers. She was rather annoyed at lunch time when they hadn’t arrived back, although Aunt Kitty and I had made it as late as we could.

‘We were half-way through the meal before Uncle William came in. He was very angry and hot from hurrying, and he seemed very surprised that Uncle Andrew hadn’t got back before him. As far as we could make out from his story Uncle Andrew had insisted on walking home from church when William didn’t want to, had tried to take a ridiculous roundabout road – I think Uncle William said through Sheep’s Meadows. Finally they quarrelled about the route.’

She paused and glanced at the young man apologetically.

‘You know what stupid things people do quarrel about if they don’t like one another.’

He nodded comprehendingly, and she went on.

‘Uncle William was naturally rather reticent about what was said, because a quarrel of that sort always does sound so stupid when you retail it afterwards. But apparently it was all Uncle Andrew’s fault – or so Uncle William said. Uncle Andrew wanted to come home via Grantchester, which is of course an incredibly long way round. Uncle William was cold and rather hungry, and so after walking along for a bit quarrelling violently, Uncle William said – or says he said’ – she corrected herself hastily – ‘– “you go your own damned way, Andrew, and hang it! I’ll go mine.” So they parted, and Uncle William came back and Uncle Andrew didn’t. And he hasn’t come back yet. He’s simply vanished – there’s no sign of him. He can’t have gone off because he hasn’t any money. I know that, because he borrowed half-a-crown for the collection plate from Aunt Kitty, and great-aunt never lets him have much money anyway, because as soon as he gets it it goes to the bookmakers.’

‘You can’t go by that,’ said Mr Campion helpfully. ‘He may have won something. People do sometimes.’

‘Oh, but he hadn’t – not then!’ The girl spoke vehemently. ‘You see, that isn’t quite all the story. Great-aunt thinks that backing horses is not only wicked, but rather vulgar, which is slightly more important. So to save most furious rows all round we used to do all we could to keep Uncle Andrew’s little investments as quiet as possible; otherwise there was a dreadful scene. He used to lose his temper with great-aunt and sit snapping out mingy little digs at her until she got really riled and ordered him to his room as if he’d been a schoolboy. Then he had to go. It’s all rather shocking to you, I suppose,’ she added apologetically.

‘Not at all,’ said Mr Campion politely. ‘Carry on.’

‘Well, I usually go round the bedrooms every evening to see that Alice has turned down the beds properly. Of course she always has, but great-aunt likes me to go. When I went into Uncle Andrew’s room on Sunday night there were two or three letters on his table, ready stamped, waiting to be posted, and one half-written one that he had been at work on, I suppose, when the bell for church rang. So you see he couldn’t have meant to go off. You don’t go away and leave half your letters unposted and another unfinished. Anyway, I posted the letters that were sealed, and shut the blotting-pad over the other one. One of them was to his bookmaker. I didn’t notice the others. When he didn’t come back on Monday morning great-aunt was very stern and tight about the mouth. “Bad blood, Joyce,” she said to me. “No sense of personal discipline. Tell your Uncle Andrew to come to the drawing-room to see me the moment he arrives.” Aunt Julia and Aunt Kitty preserved a sedate silence most of the time. I believe Aunt Kitty did say something about “Poor wayward Andrew”, but Aunt Julia was down on her like a ton of bricks. Uncle William was consciously virtuous. I think he rather enjoys Uncle Andrew being away. He can be as pompous as he likes without getting a dig from Uncle Andrew to make him crumple up and look foolish. By the end of the week, of course, we were all rather alarmed, and on Sunday, Aunt Julia said something about going to the police and having an SOS or something broadcast if that could be arranged. But great-aunt was horrified and Uncle William backed her up. She said that Uncle Andrew couldn’t possibly have lost his memory, because no one even faintly connected with the Faradays ever had done such a thing. Aunt said she never had had the police in her house and never would, but that if Aunt Julia was really alarmed she could write round to all the other relatives and tactfully inquire if they’d seen Andrew. Aunt Kitty














































This story, the characters in it, and the bridge in the Grantchester Meadows, are figments of the author’s imagination, and have no reference to real incident, living people or topographical facts. 

OPS/images/img016.jpg
eile yevouuny





OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
VINTAGE BOOKS

Yot





