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Author’s Note

I do not suppose that there is a more harmless and law-abiding set of people in the world than the Advertising Experts of Great Britain. The idea that any crime could possibly be perpetrated on Advertising premises is one that could only occur to the ill-regulated fancy of a detective novelist, trained to fasten the guilt upon the Most Unlikely Person. If, in the course of this fantasy, I have unintentionally used a name or slogan suggestive of any existing person, firm or commodity, it is by sheer accident, and is not intended to cast the slightest reflection upon any actual commodity, firm or person.
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Distressing Developments of an Office Row

‘All very well for you to talk, Bill Jones,’ said Ginger Joe, ‘but bet you sixpence if you was called as a witness in a case, you’d get into a ’owling mess. Why, they might ask you what you was doin’ a month ago and what’d you know about that?’

   ‘Bet you I’d know all right.’

   ‘Bet you you wouldn’t.’

   ‘All right, bet you anything I would.’

   ‘Bet you if I was a ’tec—’

   ‘Cor lumme, you’d be a good ’tec, you would.’

   ‘Bet you I would, anyhow.’

   ‘ ’Oo ever ’eard of a carrotty-’eaded ’tec?’

   This objection appeared to Ginger to be irrelevant. He replied, however, automatically:

   ‘Bet you I’d be a better ’tec ’or you.’

   ‘Bet you wouldn’t.’

   ‘Bet you if I was a ’tec and arst you w’ere you was when Mr Dean fell downstairs, you wouldn’t ’ave no alleybi.’

   ‘That’s silly, that is,’ said Bill Jones. ‘I wouldn’t want no alleybi for Mr Dean falling downstairs, ’cause it was accidental death.’

   ‘All right, Suet-face. I was only sayin’, supposin’ I was a ’tec an’ I was investigatin’ Mr Dean fallin’ downstairs, and I arst you wot you was a-doin’ of, you wouldn’t be able to tell me.’

   ‘Bet you I would, then. I was on the lift, that’s where I was, and ‘Arry could prove it. So just you stick that in your silly face and shut up.’

   ‘Oh, you was on the lift was you? ’Ow d’you know that was when it was?’

   ‘When what was?’

   ‘When Mr Dean fell downstairs?’

   ‘ ’Cos the first thing I ’ears when I comes off of the lift is Mr Tompkin a-telling Sam there all about it. Didn’t I, Sam?’

   Sam Tabbitt glanced up from a copy of the Radio for Amateurs and nodded briefly.

   ‘That don’t prove nothin’,’ persisted Ginger. ‘Not without you know ’ow long it took Mr Tompkin to shoot ’is mouth off.’

   ‘Not long it didn’t,’ said Sam. ‘I’d just come out of the Big Conference room – takin’ tea to Mr Pym and two clients, I was – Muggleton’s, if you want ter know – and I hears an awful screeching and I says to Mr Tompkin, “Coo, lumme!” I says. “Wot’s up?” An’ he says as Mr Dean’s fallen down and broke ’is neck an’ they’ve jest rung up for a doctor.’

   ‘That’s right,’ added Cyril, who was the boy in attendance on the Executive and the Switchboard. ‘Mr Stanley comes running along full pelt into our place and says, “Oh, Miss Fearney, Mr Dean’s fell downstairs and we’re afraid he’s killed himself and you’re to telephone for a doctor.” So Miss Fearney tells Miss Beit to put the call through and I hops out quick through the other door so as Miss Fearney can’t see me – that’s the door behind Mr Tompkin’s desk – and I says, “Mr Dean’s tumbled down and killed hisself,” and he says, “run and see what’s happened, Cyril.” So I runs and I see Sam jest a-comin’ out from the Big Conference room. Didn’t I, Sam?’

   Sam agreed.

   ‘And that’s when I heard the screeching,’ he added.

   ‘Who was a-screeching?’

   ‘Mrs Crump was a-screeching in the Executive. Said she’d just seen Mr Dean fall down and kill hisself and they was a-bringin’ ’im along. So I looked into the passage and there they was, a-carryin’ of him. He did look awful.’

   ‘And that was when I come up,’ said Bill, sticking to the point at issue. ‘I hears Mr Tompkin telling Sam about it, and I runs after Sam and I calls to Mr Tompkin as they’re a-bringing him through, and he comes and looks on too. So they takes him into the Board-room, and Miss Fearney says, “What about telling Mr Pym?” and Mr Tompkin says, “He’s still in the conference,” and she says, “I know he is. We don’t want the clients to hear about it.” So Mr Tompkin says, “Better telephone through to him.” So she does and then she gets hold of me and says, “Bill, get a sheet of brown paper and run along to the Board-room and tell them to put it over the glass door,” and just as I was a-going, Mr Atkins comes along and says, “Is there any dust-sheets?” he says. “He’s gone,” he says, “and we got to have somethink to put over him,” And Miss Fearney says, sharplike, “Dust-sheets is nothing to do with this department,” she says, “what are you thinking about? Go up and ask Mrs Johnson.” Coo! that was a set-out, that was.’ Bill grinned, as one who looks back to a grand gala-day, a brilliant green oasis in a desert of drudgery. Then he remembered once more what the dispute had been about.

   ‘So where’s your blinkin’ alleybi?’ he demanded, sternly. ‘Where’s yours, Ginger, if it comes to that?’

   By such methods, serpentine but effective, Ginger Joe pursued his inquiries. The eyes of the office-boy are everywhere, and his memory is retentive. Five days of inquiry brought the whole inside staff of Pym’s under review – all that was necessary, since the day of Dean’s death had not been the day that brought the Outside Publicity men into the office.

   Out of the ninety-odd inside members of the staff, only ten remained, unaccounted or partially unaccounted for. These were: In the Copy Department:

   Mr Willis. He had arrived from the outside staircase about five minutes after the accident, had gone straight through the hall, up the stairs to the Dispatching and so into his own room, speaking to nobody. About a quarter of an hour later, he had gone to Mr Dean’s room and, not finding him, had gone back to the typists’ room. Here, on asking for Mr Dean, he had been greeted with the news, which appeared to startle and horrify him. (Witness: the boy George Pyke, who had heard Miss Rossiter telling Mrs Johnson all about it.)

   Mr Hankin. He had been absent from the office since half-past two, on private business, and did not return till half-past four. Harry had informed him of the catastrophe as soon as he came in, and, as soon as he stepped out of the lift, Mr Tompkin had requested him to go and see Mr Pym. (Witnesses: Harry and Cyril.)

   Mr Copley. Presumably in his room all the time, but this could not be substantiated, since he never took tea and was accustomed to work at his ‘slope’, which was set against the inner wall and not visible to anyone casually passing his door. He was an assiduous worker, and was not likely to emerge from his room, however much noise or running about there might be in the passages. At a quarter to five he had walked in the most ordinary way into the typists’ room to ask why his copy had not been typed. Miss Parton had told him, rather tartly, that she didn’t see how he could expect anything to be ready under the circumstances. He had then asked what circumstances and, on being told about Mr Dean’s fatal accident, had expressed astonishment and regret, but added that he could see no reason why the work of the department should not be carried on. (Witnesses: four boys who, on separate occasions, had heard this shocking exhibition of callousness discussed with and by Mrs Johnson.)

In the Vouchers:

   Mr Binns. An elegant youth who had gone out at 3 o’clock to inquire for last September’s number of the Connoisseur for Mr Armstrong, and had unaccountably taken an hour and a half over the transaction. (Witness: Sam, whose elder sister was a typist in the Vouchers, and had given it as her opinion that young Binns had had a date for tea with his best girl). (Note: Mr Binns was already known to Mr Bredon as the darts expert who had often lunched with Victor Dean.)

In the various Group-managers’ offices:

   Mr Haagedorn (Sopo and allied products). Leave of absence all day to attend aunt’s funeral. But said to have been seen during the afternoon attending a matinée at the Adelphi. (Witnesses: Jack Dennis, the boy who thought he had seen him, and Mr Tompkin’s attendance-register consulted by Cyril.)

   Mr Tallboy. Exact location at the moment of the action not quite certain. At 3.30, or thereabouts, Mr Wedderburn had come down to the Vouchers to ask for certain back numbers of the Fishmonger’s Gazette, saying that Mr Tallboy wanted them in a hurry. On returning ten minutes later, after having the required numbers sorted out for him, Mr Wedderburn had run into all the excitement about Mr Dean and had forgotten the Fishmonger’s Gazette. He had, in fact, been talking to Miss Fearney in the Executive, when Mr Tallboy had come in and rather abruptly asked whether he was expected to wait all night for them. Mr Wedderburn had explained that the alarm about Mr Dean had put the matter out of his head, and Mr Tallboy had replied that the work had got to be done, notwithstanding. (Witnesses: Horace, the messenger-boy in the Vouchers, and Cyril.)

   Mr McAllister. Group-secretary to Dairyfields, Ltd, under Mr Smayle. Absent all afternoon on visit to dentist. (Witness: Mr Tompkin’s register.)

In the Studio:

   Mr Barrow. At British Museum, studying Greek vases with view to advertising display for Klassika Corsets. (Witness: Mr Barrow’s time-sheet.)

   Mr Vibart. Supposed to be at Westminster, making a sketch of the Terrace of the House of Commons for Farley’s Footwear. (‘The feet that tread this historic pavement are more often than not clad in Farley Fashion Footwear.’) Absent 2.30–4.30. (Witnesses: Mr Vibart’s time-sheet and the sketch itself.)

   Wilfred Cotterill. At 3 o’clock complained of nose-bleeding and sent to lie down by himself in the Boys’ Room, the other boys being told to leave him alone. Completely forgotten by everybody till 5 o’clock, when he was discovered, asleep, by the boys going in to change their tunics. Alleged that he had slept through the whole of the excitement (Witnesses: All the other boys.) Wilfred Cotterill was a small, pale, excitable child of fourteen, but looking much younger. When told what he had missed he merely remarked, ‘Oo-er!’



A very creditable piece of work on Ginger Joe’s part, thought Mr Bredon, if we may continue so to call him during office-hours, but leaving much room for further inquiry. His own investigations were not going too well. In his search for Darling Special Pencils he had been brought face to face with the practical communism of office life. The Copy Department preferred 5B or even 6B drawing-pencils for writing its roughs, and was not much interested in Darling’s product, except, of course, Mr Garrett, who had been drawing up a little panel for display in Darling’s advertisements, calling attention to the generous offer of the pencil. He had two specimens, and four, in various stages of decay, were found in the typists’ room. There was one on Mr Armstrong’s desk. Mr Hankin had none. Mr Ingleby admitted to having thrown his out of the window in a fit of temper, and Miss Meteyard said she thought she had one somewhere if Mr Bredon really wanted it, but he had better ask Miss Parton. The other departments were even worse. The pencils had been taken home, lost, or thrown away. Mr McAllister, mysteriously but characteristically, said he had no less than six. Mr Wedderburn had lost his, but produced one which he had bagged from Mr Tallboy. Mr Prout said he couldn’t be bothered; the pencil was a silly, gimcrack thing anyway; if Bredon really wanted a propelling pencil he ought to get an Eversharp. He (Mr Prout) had never seen the thing since he’d had it to photograph; he added that for a first-class photographer to spend his life photographing tin pencils and jelly cartons was enough to drive any sensitive person to suicide. It was heart-breaking work.

   In the matter of his own address, Bredon did get one piece of information. Mr Willis had asked for it one day. Discreet questioning fixed the date to within a day or so, one way or another, of Chief-Inspector Parker’s unfortunate encounter on the stairs. Nearer than this, Miss Beit (the telephonist, who also presided over the office address-book) could not go. It was all rather unnerving as well as exasperating. Mr Bredon hoped that the assailant would have been sufficiently alarmed by the failure of his first attempt to forswear blunt instruments and violence for the future; nevertheless, he developed a habit of keeping a careful look-out for following footsteps whenever he left the office. He went home by circuitous routes, and when engaged on his daily duties found himself avoiding the iron staircase.

   Meanwhile, the great Nutrax row raged on with undiminished vigour, developing as it went an extraordinary number of offshoots and ramifications, of which the most important and alarming was a violent breach between Mr Smayle and Mr Tallboy.

   It began, rather absurdly, at the bottom of the lift, where Mr Tallboy and Miss Meteyard were standing, waiting for Harry to return and waft them to their sphere of toil above. To them, enter Mr Smayle, fresh and smiling, his teeth gleaming as though cleaned with Toothshine, a pink rosebud in his buttonhole, his umbrella neatly rolled.

   ‘Morning, Miss Meteyard, morning, morning,’ said Mr Smayle, raising his bowler, and replacing it at a jaunty angle. ‘Fine day again.’

   Miss Meteyard agreed that it was a fine day. ‘If only,’ she added, ‘they wouldn’t spoil it with income-tax demands.’

   ‘Don’t talk about income-tax,’ replied Mr Smayle with a smile and a shudder. ‘I said to the wife this morning, “My dear, we shall have to take our holiday in the back garden, I can see.” And I’m sure it’s a fact. Where the money for our little trip to Eastbourne is to come from, I don’t know.’

   ‘The whole thing’s iniquitous,’ said Mr Tallboy. ‘As for this last budget—’

   ‘Ah! you must be paying super-tax, old man,’ said Mr Smayle, giving Mr Tallboy a prod in the ribs with his umbrella.

   ‘Don’t do that,’ said Mr Tallboy.

   ‘Tallboy needn’t worry,’ said Mr Smayle, with a rallying air. ‘He’s got more money than he knows what to do with. We all know that, don’t we, Miss Meteyard?’

   ‘He’s luckier than most, then,’ said Miss Meteyard.

   ‘He can afford to chuck his quids over the office, fifty at a time,’ pursued Mr Smayle. ‘Wish I knew where he gets it from. Daresay the income-tax authorities would like to know too. I’ll tell you what, Miss Meteyard, this man’s a dark horse. I believe he runs a dope-den or a bucket-shop on the sly, eh? You’re a one, you are,’ said Mr Smayle, extending a roguish forefinger and jabbing it into Mr Tallboy’s second waistcoat button. At this moment the lift descended and Miss Meteyard stepped into it. Mr Tallboy, rudely thrusting Mr Smayle aside, stepped in after her.

   ‘Here!’ said Mr Smayle, ‘manners, manners! The trouble with you, old man,’ he went on, ‘is that you can’t take a joke. No offence meant, I’m sure – and none taken, I hope.’

   He clapped Mr Tallboy on the shoulder.

   ‘Do you mind keeping your hands off me, Smayle,’ said Mr Tallboy.

   ‘Oh, all right, all right, your Highness. Got out of bed the wrong side, hasn’t he?’ He appealed to Miss Meteyard, being troubled by an obscure feeling that men should not quarrel before ladies, and that it was somehow up to him to preserve the decencies by turning the whole thing into a joke.

   ‘Money’s a sore point with us all, I’m afraid, Mr Smayle,’ replied Miss Meteyard. ‘Let’s talk about something jollier. That’s a nice rose you’ve got there.’

   ‘Out of my own garden,’ replied Mr Smayle, with pride. ‘Mrs Smayle’s a wonder with the roses. I leave it all to her, bar the digging and mulching, of course.’ They emerged from the lift and signed their names at the desk. Miss Meteyard and Mr Smayle passed on through the ante-room and turned by common consent to the left up the stair by the Dispatching. Mr Tallboy shouldered past them and took a lone and frosty course down the main corridor to ascend by the iron staircase.

   ‘I’m really very sorry,’ said Mr Smayle, ‘that Tallboy and I should have indulged in anything approaching to words in your presence, Miss Meteyard.’

   ‘Oh, that’s nothing. He seems a little irritable. I don’t think he likes that little upset of his with Mr Copley to be talked about.’

   ‘No, but really,’ said Mr Smayle, lingering at the door of Miss Meteyard’s room, ‘if a man can’t take a harmless joke, it’s a great pity, isn’t it?’

   ‘It is,’ said Miss Meteyard. ‘Hullo! What are all you people doing here?’

   Mr Ingleby and Mr Bredon, seated on Miss Meteyard’s radiator with a volume of the New Century Dictionary between them, looked up unabashed.

   ‘We’re finishing a Torquemada cross-word,’ said Ingleby, ‘and naturally the volume we wanted was in your room. Everything always is.’

   ‘I forgive you,’ said Miss Meteyard.

   ‘But I do wish you wouldn’t bring Smayle in here with you,’ said Mr Bredon. ‘The mere sight of him makes me think of Green Pastures Margarine. You haven’t come to dun me for that copy, have you? Because don’t, there’s a good fellow. I haven’t done it, and I can’t do it. My brain has dried up. How you can live all day with margarine and always look so fresh and cheerful passes my understanding.’

   ‘I assure you it’s an effort,’ said Mr Smayle, displaying his teeth. ‘But it really is a great refreshment to see you copy-writers all so cheerful and pleasant together. Not like some people I could name.’

   ‘Mr Tallboy has been unkind to Mr Smayle,’ said Miss Meteyard.

   ‘I like to be agreeable with everybody,’ said Mr Smayle, ‘but really, when it comes to shoving your way past a person into the lift as if one wasn’t there and then telling you to keep your hands off as if a person was dirt, a man may be excused for taking offence. I suppose Tallboy thinks I’m not worth speaking to, just because he’s been to public school and I haven’t.’

   ‘Public school,’ said Mr Bredon. ‘first I’ve heard of it. What public school?’

   ‘He was at Dumbleton,’ said Mr Smayle, ‘but what I say is, I went to a Council School and I’m not ashamed of it.’

   ‘Where’s Dumbleton?’ demanded Ingleby. ‘I shouldn’t worry, Smayle. Dumbleton isn’t a public school, within the meaning of the act.’

   ‘Isn’t it?’ said Mr Smayle, hopefully. ‘Well, you and Mr Bredon have had college educations, so you know all about it. What schools do you call public schools?’

   ‘Eton,’ said Mr Bredon, promptly, ‘– and Harrow,’ he added, magnanimously, for he was an Eton man.

   ‘Rugby,’ suggested Mr Ingleby.

   ‘No, no,’ protested Bredon, ‘that’s a railway junction.’

   Ingleby delivered a brisk left-hander to Bredon’s jaw, which the latter parried neatly.

   ‘And I’ve heard,’ Bredon went on, ‘that there’s a decentish sort of place at Winchester, if you’re not too particular.’

   ‘I once met a man who’d been to Marlborough,’ suggested Ingleby.

   ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Bredon. ‘They get a terrible set of hearty roughs down there. You can’t be too careful of your associates, Ingleby.’

   ‘Well,’ said Smayle, ‘Tallboy always says that Dumbleton is a public school.’

   ‘I daresay it is – in the sense that it has a Board of Governors,’ said Ingleby, ‘but it’s nothing to be snobbish about.’

   ‘What is, if you come to that?’ said Bredon. ‘Look here, Smayle, if only you people could get it out of your heads that these things matter a damn, you’d be a darn sight happier. You probably got a fifty times better education than I ever did.’

   Mr Smayle shook his head. ‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘I’m not deceiving myself about that, and I’d give anything to have had the same opportunities as you. There’s a difference, and I know there’s a difference, and I don’t mind admitting it. But what I mean is, some people make you feel it and others don’t. I don’t feel it when I’m talking to either of you, or to Mr Armstrong or Mr Hankin, though you’ve been to Oxford and Cambridge and all that. Perhaps it’s just because you’ve been to Oxford and Cambridge.’

   He struggled with the problem, embarrassing the other two men by his wistful eyes.

   ‘Look here,’ said Miss Meteyard, ‘I know what you mean. But it’s just that these two here never think twice about it. They don’t have to. And you don’t have to, either. But the minute anybody begins to worry about whether he’s as good as the next man, then he starts a sort of uneasy snobbish feeling and makes himself offensive.’

   ‘I see,’ said Mr Smayle. ‘Well, of course, Mr Hankin doesn’t have to try and prove that he’s better than me, because he is and we both know it.’

   ‘Better isn’t the right word, Smayle.’

   ‘Well, better educated. You know what I mean.’

   ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Ingleby. ‘If I were half as good at my job as you are at yours, I should feel superior to everybody in this tomfool office.’

   Mr Smayle shook his head, but appeared comforted.

   ‘I do wish they wouldn’t start that kind of thing,’ said Ingleby when he had gone, ‘I don’t know what to say to them.’

   ‘I thought you were a Socialist, Ingleby,’ said Bredon, ‘it oughtn’t to embarrass you.’

   ‘So I am a Socialist,’ said Ingleby, ‘but I can’t stand this stuff about Old Dumbletonians. If everybody had the same State education, these things wouldn’t happen.’

   ‘If everybody had the same face,’ said Bredon, ‘there’d be no pretty women.’

   Miss Meteyard made a grimace.

   ‘If you go on like that, I shall be getting an inferiority complex too.’

   Bredon looked at her gravely.

   ‘I don’t think you’d care to be called pretty,’ he said, ‘but if I were a painter I should like to make a portrait of you. You have very interesting bones.’

   ‘Good God!’ said Miss Meteyard. ‘I’m going. Let me know when you’ve finished with my room.’

   There was a mirror in the typists’ room, and in this Miss Meteyard curiously studied her face.

   ‘What’s the matter, Miss Meteyard?’ asked Miss Rossiter. ‘Got a spot coming?’

   ‘Something of the sort,’ said Miss Meteyard, absently. ‘Interesting bones indeed!’

   ‘Pardon?’ said Miss Rossiter.



‘Smayle is getting unbearable,’ grumbled Mr Tallboy to Mr Wedderburn. ‘Vulgar little tick. I hate a fellow who digs you in the ribs.’

   ‘He means no harm,’ rejoined Mr Wedderburn. ‘He’s quite a decent sort, really.’

   ‘Can’t stand those teeth,’ grumbled Mr Tallboy. ‘And why must he put that stinking stuff on his hair?’

   ‘Oh, well,’ said Mr Wedderburn.

   ‘I’m not going to have him playing in the cricket match, anyhow,’ pursued Mr Tallboy, viciously. ‘Last year he wore white suede shoes with crocodile vamps, and an incredible blazer with Old Borstalian colours.’

   Mr Wedderburn looked up rather startled.

   ‘Oh, but you’re not going to leave him out? He’s quite a good bat and very nippy on the ball in the field.’

   ‘We can do without him,’ said Mr Tallboy, firmly. Mr Wedderburn said no more. There was no regular cricket eleven at Pym’s, but every summer a scratch team was got together to play a couple of matches, the selection being entrusted to Mr Tallboy, who was energetic and had once carried his bat out for 52 against Sopo. He was supposed to submit a list of cricketers for Mr Hankin’s final decision, but Mr Hankin seldom questioned his selection, for the sufficient reason that there were seldom more than eleven candidates available to choose from. The important point was that Mr Hankin should bat third, and field at mid-on. If these points were taken note of, he raised no further objections.

   Mr Tallboy pulled out a list.

   ‘Ingleby,’ he said, ‘and Garrett. Barrow. Adcock, Pinchley. Hankin. Myself. Gregory can’t play; he’s going away for the week-end, so we’d better have McAllister. And we can’t very well leave out Miller. I wish we could, but he’s a Director. Yourself.’

   ‘Leave me out,’ said Mr Wedderburn. ‘I haven’t touched a bat since last year and I didn’t put up much of a show then.’

   ‘We’ve nobody else who can bowl slow spinners,’ said Mr Tallboy. ‘I’ll put you down No. 11.’

   ‘All right,’ said Mr Wedderburn, gratified by the recognition accorded to his bowling, but irrationally provoked by being put down No. 11. He had expected his companion to say, ‘Oh, but that was just a fluke,’ and send him in higher up the list. ‘How about a wicket-keeper? Grayson says he won’t do it again, not after getting his front tooth knocked out last year. He seems to have got the wind up properly.’

   ‘We’ll make Haagedorn do it. He’s got hands like a pair of hams. Who else? Oh, that chap in the printing – Beeseley – he’s not much good with a bat, but we can rely on him for a few straight balls.’

   ‘What about the new fellow in the Copy Department?

Bredon? He’s a public school man. Is he any good?’

   ‘Might be. He’s a bit ancient, though. We’ve got two aged stiffs already in Hankin and Miller.’

   ‘Aged stiff be blowed. That chap can move, I’ve seen him do it. I wouldn’t be surprised if he could show us a bit of style.’

   ‘Well I’ll find out. If he’s any good, we’ll stick him in instead of Pinchley.’

   ‘Pinchley can swipe ’em up,’ said Mr Wedderburn.

   ‘He never does anything but swipe. He’s jam for the fielders. He gave them about ten chances last year and was caught both innings.’

   Mr Wedderburn agreed that this was so.

   ‘But he’ll be awfully hurt if he’s left out,’ he said.

   ‘I’ll ask about Bredon,’ said Mr Tallboy.

   He sought out that gentleman, who was, for once, in his own room, singing soup-slogans to himself.



A meal begun with Blagg’s Tomato

Softens every husband’s heart-oh!



Hubbies hold those wives most dear

Who offer them Blagg’s Turtle Clear.



Fit for an Alderman – serve it up quick—

Rum-ti-ty, tum-ti-ty, Blagg’s Turtle Thick



   ‘Rum-ti-ty, tum-ti-ty,’ said Mr Bredon. ‘Hullo, Tallboy, what’s the matter? Don’t say Nutrax has developed any more innuendos.’

   ‘Do you play cricket?’

   ‘Well, I used to play for –’ Mr Bredon coughed; he had been about to say, ‘for Oxford’, but remembered in time that these statements could be checked. ‘I’ve played a good deal of country-house cricket in the old days. But I’m rapidly qualifying to be called a Veteran. Why?’

   ‘I’ve got to scrape up an eleven for a MATCH AGAINST BROTHERHOOD’S. We play one every year. They always beat us, of course, because they have their own playing-fields and play together regularly, but Pym likes it to be done. He thinks it fosters fellow-feeling between client and agent and all that sort of thing.’

   ‘Oh! When does it come off?’

   ‘Saturday fortnight.’

   ‘I daresay I might keep my end up for a bit, if you can’t get anybody better.’

   ‘You anything of a bowler?’

   ‘Nothing.’

   ‘Better with the willow than the leather, eh?’

   Mr Bredon, wincing a little at this picturesqueness, admitted that, if he was anything, he was a batsman.

   ‘Right. You wouldn’t care to open the ball with Ingleby, I suppose?’

   ‘I’d rather not. Put me down somewhere near the tail.’

   Tallboy nodded.

   ‘Just as you like.’

   ‘Who captains this eleven?’

   ‘Well, I do as a rule. At least, we always ask Hankin or Miller, just out of compliment, but they generally decline with thanks. Well, right-ho! I’ll just buzz round and see that the others are O.K.’

   The selected team went up on the office notice-board at lunch-time. At ten minutes past two, the trouble began with Mr McAllister.

   ‘I observe,’ said he, making a dour appearance in Mr Tallboy’s room, ‘that ye’re no askin’ Smayle to play for ye, and I’m thinkin’ it’ll be a wee bit awkward for me if I play and he does not. Workin’ in his room all day and under his orders, it will make my poseetion not just so very comfortable.’

   ‘Position in the office has nothing to do with playing cricket,’ said Mr Tallboy.

   ‘Ay, imph’m, that’s so. But I just do not care for it. So ye’ll oblige me by leavin’ my name oot.’

   ‘Just as you like,’ said Tallboy, annoyed. He struck Mr McAllister’s name off the list, and substituted that of Mr Pinchley. The next defection was that of Mr Adcock, a solid youth from the Voucher Department. He inconsiderately fell off a stepladder in his own home, while assisting his mother to hang a picture, and broke the small bone of his leg.

   In this extremity, Mr Tallboy found himself compelled to go and eat humble pie to Mr Smayle, and request him to play after all. But Mr Smayle had been hurt in his feelings by being omitted from the first list, and showed no eagerness to oblige.

   Mr Tallboy, who was, indeed, a little ashamed of himself, endeavoured to gloss the matter over, by making it appear that his real object in leaving out Mr Smayle had been to make room for Mr Bredon, who had been to Oxford and was sure to play well. But Mr Smayle was not deceived by this specious reasoning.

   ‘If you had come to me in the first instance,’ he complained, ‘and put the matter to me in a friendly way, I should say nothing about it. I like Mr Bredon, and I appreciate that he has had advantages that I haven’t had. He’s a very gentlemanly fellow, and I should be happy to make way for him. But I do not care for having things done behind my back in a hole-and-corner fashion.’

   If Mr Tallboy had said at this point, ‘Look here, Smayle, I’m sorry; I was rather out of temper at the time over that little dust-up we had, and I apologise’ – then Mr Smayle, who was really an amiable creature enough, would have given way and done anything that was required of him. But Mr Tallboy chose to take a lofty tone. He said:

   ‘Come, come, Smayle. You’re not Jack Hobbs, you know.’

   Even this might have passed over with Mr Smayle’s ready admission that he was not England’s premier batsman, had not Mr Tallboy been unhappily inspired to say:

   ‘Of course, I don’t know about you, but I have always been accustomed to have these things settled by whoever was appointed to select the team, and to play or not, according as I was put down.’

   ‘Oh, yes,’ retorted Mr Smayle, caught on his sensitive point, ‘you would say that. I am quite aware, Tallboy, that I never was at a public school, but that is no reason why I shouldn’t be treated with ordinary, common courtesy. And from those who have been to real public schools, I get it, what’s more. You may think a lot of Dumbleton, but it isn’t what I call a public school.’

   ‘And what do you call a public school?’ inquired Mr Tallboy.

   ‘Eton,’ retorted Mr Smayle, repeating his lesson with fatal facility, ‘and Harrow, and – er – Rugby, and Winchester and places like those. Places where they send gentlemen’s sons to.’

   ‘Oh, do they?’ said Mr Tallboy. ‘I suppose you are sending your family to Eton, then.’

   At this, Mr Smayle’s narrow face became as white as a sheet of paper.

   ‘You cad!’ he said choking. ‘You unspeakable swine. Get out of here or I’ll kill you.’

   ‘What the devil’s the matter with you, Smayle?’ cried Mr Tallboy, in considerable surprise.

   ‘Get out!’ said Mr Smayle.

   ‘Now, I’d just like a word wi’ ye, Tallboy,’ interposed Mr McAllister. He laid a large, hairy hand on Mr Tallboy’s arm and propelled him gently from the room.

   ‘What on airth possessed ye to say such a thing to him?’ he asked, when they were safely in the passage. ‘Did ye not know that Smayle has but the one boy and him feeble-minded, the poor child?’

   Mr Tallboy was really aghast. He was stricken with shame, and, like many shame-stricken people, took refuge in an outburst of rage against the nearest person handy.

   ‘No, I didn’t know. How should I be expected to know anything about Smayle’s family? Good God! I’m damned sorry and all that, but why must the fellow be such an ass? He’s got a mania about public schools. Eton, indeed! I don’t wonder the boy’s feeble-minded if he takes after his father.’

   Mr McAllister was deeply shocked. His Scottish sense of decency was outraged.

   ‘Ye ought to be damn well ashamed o’ yersel’,’ he said, severely, and releasing Tallboy’s arm, stepped back into the room he shared with Mr Smayle and slammed the door.



Now, it is not very clear at the first glance what this disagreement between Mr Tallboy and Mr Smayle about a cricket match had to do with the original disagreement between the former and Mr Copley. True, one may trace a remote connection at the beginning of things, since the Tallboy-Smayle row may be said to have started with Mr Smayle’s indiscreet jest about Mr Tallboy’s fifty pounds. But this fact has no very great importance. What is really important is that as soon as Mr McAllister made known all the circumstances of the Tallboy-Smayle affair (which he did as soon as he could find a listener), public opinion, which, in the Tallboy-Copley dispute had been largely on Mr Tallboy’s side, veered round. It was felt that since Mr Tallboy could behave with so much unkindness to Mr Smayle, he was probably not guiltless towards Mr Copley. The office staff was divided like the Red Sea and rose up in walls on either hand. Only Mr Armstrong, Mr Ingleby, and Mr Bredon, sardonic Gallios, held themselves apart, caring little, but fomenting the trouble for their own amusement. Even Miss Meteyard, who abominated Mr Copley, experienced an unwonted uprush of feminine pity for him, and pronounced Mr Tallboy’s behaviour intolerable. Old Copley, she said, might be an interfering old nuisance, but he wasn’t a cad. Mr Ingleby said he really didn’t think Tallboy could have meant what he said to Smayle. Miss Meteyard said: ‘Tell that to the marines,’ and, having said so, noted that the phrase would make a good headline for something-or-other. But Mr Ingleby said, ‘No, that had been done.’

   Miss Parton, of course, was an anti-Copleyite whom nothing could move, and therefore smiled on Mr Tallboy when he happened into the typists’ room to borrow a stamp. But Miss Rossiter, though superficially more peppery, prided herself on possessing a well-balanced mind. After all, she insisted, Mr Copley had probably meant well over the matter of the fifty pounds and, when you came to think of it, he had got Tallboy and all the rest of the Nutrax contingent out of a very tiresome sort of mess. She thought that Mr Tallboy thought rather a lot of himself, and he had certainly had no business to speak as he had done to poor Mr Smayle.

   ‘And,’ said Miss Rossiter, ‘I don’t like his lady friends.’

   ‘Lady friends?’ said Miss Parton.

   ‘Well, I’m not one to talk, as you know,’ replied Miss Rossister ‘but when you see a married man coming out of a restaurant at past midnight with somebody who is obviously not his wife—’

   ‘No!’ exclaimed Miss Parton.

   ‘My dear! and got up regardless . . . one of those little hats with an eye-veil . . . three-inch diamanté heels . . . such bad taste with a semi-toilette . . . fish-net stockings and all . . .’

   ‘Perhaps it was his sister.’

   ‘My dear! . . . And his wife’s having a baby, too . . . He didn’t see me . . . Of course, I wouldn’t say a word, but I do think . . .’

   Thus the typewriters clacked.

   Mr Hankin, though officially impartial, was a Tallboyite. Himself a precise and efficient man, he was nevertheless perennially irritated by the precision and efficiency of Mr Copley. He suspected, what was quite true, that Mr Copley criticised the conduct of the department and would have liked to be given a measure of authority. Mr Copley had a way of coming to him with suggestions: ‘Would it not be better, Mr Hankin, if . . .’ ‘If you will excuse my making a suggestion, Mr Hankin, could not a stricter control be kept . . . ?’ ‘Of course, I know I am in an entirely subordinate position here, Mr Hankin, but I have had over thirty years’ experience of advertising, and in my humble opinion . . .’ – excellent suggestions, always, and having only the one drawback that they threatened either to annoy Mr Armstrong, or to involve a quantity of tedious and time-wasting supervision, or to embroil the whole temperamental Copy Department and put it off its stroke. Mr Hankin grew weary of saying: ‘Quite so, Mr Copley, but Mr Armstrong and I find it works better, on the whole, to have as few restrictions as possible.’ Mr Copley had a way of saying that he quite understood, which always left Mr Hankin with the impression that Mr Copley thought him weak and ineffectual, and this impression had been confirmed by the Nutrax incident. When a point had arisen about which Mr Hankin might, and ought to, have been consulted, Mr Copley had passed him over – conclusive proof to Mr Hankin that all Mr Copley’s valuable suggestions about departmental management were so much window-dressing, put forward to show how brilliant Mr Copley was, and not in the least with the desire of aiding Mr Hankin or the department. In this, Mr Hankin’s shrewdness saw much more clearly into Mr Copley’s motives than did Mr Copley himself. He was quite right. Consequently, he was not inclined to bother himself about Mr Copley, and was determined to give any necessary support to Mr Tallboy. The Smayle incident was, naturally, not reported to him; he therefore made no comment upon the Cricket Eleven except to ask, mildly, why Mr Smayle and Mr McAllister were excluded. Mr Tallboy replied briefly that they were unable to play, and that was the end of the matter.

   Mr Tallboy had a further ally in Mr Barrow, who disliked the whole Copy Department on principle, because, as he complained, they were a conceited lot who were always trying to interfere with his artists and dictate to him about his displays. He admitted that, as a general proposition, the sketch was supposed to illustrate the copy, but he maintained (and with truth) that the displays suggested by the copy-writers were often quite impracticable and that the copy-writers took unnecessary offence over the very necessary modifications which he had to make in their ‘roughs’. Further, he had been deeply insulted by Mr Armstrong’s remarks about himself, too faithfully reported by Mr Ingleby, whom he detested. In fact, he was within an ace of refusing altogether to play in the same match as Mr Ingleby.

   ‘Oh, but, look here!’ protested Mr Tallboy, ‘you simply can’t let me down like that! You’re the best bat we’ve got.’

   ‘Can’t you leave Ingleby out?’

   This was more than awkward, for in fact Mr Barrow, though a good and reliable bat, was by no means so good a bat as Mr Ingleby. Mr Tallboy hesitated:

   ‘I don’t quite see how I can do that. He made 63 last year. But I’ll tell you what. I’ll put him in fourth and leave you to open with somebody else – say Pinchley. Will you start with Pinchley?’

   ‘You can’t put Pinchley in first. He’s nothing but a slogger.’

   ‘Who else is there?’

   Mr Barrow scanned the list mournfully.

   ‘It’s a weak bunch, Tallboy. Is that really the best you can do?’

   ‘Afraid so.’

   ‘Pity you’ve managed to get across Smayle and McAllister.’

   ‘Yes – but that can’t be helped now. You’ll have to play, Mr Barrow, or we’ll have to scratch – one or the other.’

   ‘I know what you’d better do. Put yourself in first with me.’

   ‘They won’t like that. They’ll think it’s swank.’

   ‘Then put Garrett in.’

   ‘Very well. You’ll play, then?’

   ‘I suppose I must.’

   ‘That’s very sporting of you, Mr Barrow.’

   Mr Tallboy ran down, sighing, to pin the revised list on the board:



match against brotherhood’s

  1  Mr Barrow

  2  Mr Garrett

  3  Mr Hankin

  4  Mr Ingleby

  5  Mr Tallboy (Captain)

  6  Mr Pinchley

  7  Mr Miller

  8  Mr Beeseley

  9  Mr Bredon

10  Mr Haagedorn

11  Mr Wedderburn



   He stood for a moment looking at it rather hopelessly. Then he went back to his room and took up a large sheet of foolscap, with the intention of marking off the figures for a client’s appropriation over the next three months. But his mind was not on the figures. Presently he pushed the sheet aside, and sat staring blankly out of the window across the grey London roofs.

   ‘What’s up, Tallboy?’ inquired Mr Wedderburn.

   ‘Life’s the devil,’ said Mr Tallboy. Then, in a sudden outburst:

   ‘My God! how I hate this blasted place. It gets on my nerves.’

   ‘Time you had your holiday,’ said Mr Wedderburn, placidly. ‘How’s the wife?’

   ‘All right,’ rejoined Mr Tallboy, ‘but we shan’t be able to get away till September.’

   ‘That’s the worst of being a family man,’ replied Mr Wedderburn. ‘And that reminds me. Have you done anything about that series for The Nursing Times about “Nutrax for Nursing Mothers”?’

   Mr Tallboy thoughtlessly cursed the nursing mothers, dialled Mr Hankin’s room on the inter-office phone and in a mournful tone put in a requisition for six 4-inch doubles on that inspiring subject.


11

Inexcusable Invasion of a Ducal Entertainment

To Lord Peter Wimsey, the few weeks of his life spent in unravelling the Problem of the Iron Staircase possessed an odd dreamlike quality, noticeable at the time and still more insistent in retrospect. The very work that engaged him – or rather, the shadowy simulacrum of himself that signed itself on every morning in the name of Death Bredon – wafted him into a sphere of dim platonic archetypes, bearing a scarcely recognisable relationship to anything in the living world. Here those strange entities, the Thrifty Housewife, the Man of Discrimination, the Keen Buyer and the Good Judge, for ever young, for ever handsome, for ever virtuous, economical and inquisitive, moved to and fro upon their complicated orbits, comparing prices and values, making tests of purity, asking indiscreet questions about each other’s ailments, household expenses, bedsprings, shaving cream, diet, laundry work and boots, perpetually spending to save and saving to spend, cutting out coupons and collecting cartons, surprising husbands with margarine and wives with patent washers and vacuum cleaners, occupied from morning to night in washing, cooking, dusting, filing, saving their children from germs, their complexions from wind and weather, their teeth from decay and their stomachs from indigestion, and yet adding so many hours to the day by labour-saving appliances that they had always leisure for visiting the talkies, sprawling on the beach to picnic upon Potted Meats and Tinned Fruit, and (when adorned by So-and-so’s Silks, Blank’s Gloves, Dash’s Footwear, Whatnot’s Weatherproof Complexion Cream and Thingummy’s Beautifying Shampoos) even attending Ranelagh, Cowes, the Grand Stand at Ascot, Monte Carlo and the Queen’s Drawing-Rooms. Where, Bredon asked himself, did the money come from that was to be spent so variously and so lavishly? If this hell’s-dance of spending and saving were to stop for a moment, what would happen? If all the advertising in the world were to shut down tomorrow, would people still go on buying more soap, eating more apples, giving their children more vitamins, roughage, milk, olive oil, scooters and laxatives, learning more languages by gramophone, hearing more virtuosos by radio, re-decorating their houses, refreshing themselves with more non-alcoholic thirst-quenchers, cooking more new, appetising dishes, affording themselves that little extra touch which means so much? Or would the whole desperate whirligig slow down, and the exhausted public relapse upon plain grub and elbow-grease? He did not know. Like all rich men, he had never before paid any attention to advertisements. He had never realised the enormous commercial importance of the comparatively poor. Not on the wealthy, who buy only what they want when they want it, was the vast superstructure of industry founded and built up, but on those who, aching for a luxury beyond their reach and for a leisure for ever denied them, could be bullied or wheedled into spending their few hardly won shillings on whatever might give them, if only for a moment, a leisured and luxurious illusion. Phantasmagoria – a city of dreadful day, of crude shapes and colours piled Babel-like in a heaven of harsh cobalt and rocking over a void of bankruptcy – a Cloud Cuckooland, peopled by pitiful ghosts, from the Thrifty Housewife providing a Grand Family Meal for Fourpence with the aid of Dairyfields Butter Beans in Margarine, to the Typist capturing the affections of Prince Charming by a liberal use of Muggins’s Magnolia Face Cream.

   Among these phantasms, Death Bredon, driving his pen across reams of office foolscap, was a phantasm too, emerging from this nightmare toil to a still more fantastical existence amid people whose aspirations, rivalries and modes of thought were alien, and earnest beyond anything in his waking experience. Nor, when the Greenwich-driven clocks had jerked on to half-past five, had he any world of reality to which to return, for then the illusionary Mr Bredon dislimned and became the still more illusionary Harlequin of a dope-addict’s dream; an advertising figure more crude and fanciful than any that postured in the columns of the Morning Star; a thing bodiless and absurd, a mouthpiece of stale clichés shouting in dull ears without a brain. From this abominable impersonation he could not now free himself, since at the sound of his name or the sight of his unmasked face, all the doors in that other dream-city – the city of dreadful night – would be closed to him.

   From one haunting disquietude, Dian de Momerie’s moment of inexplicable insight had freed him. She no longer desired him. He thought she rather dreaded him; yet, at the note of the penny whistle she would come out and drive with him, hour after hour, in the great black Daimler, till night turned to daybreak. He sometimes wondered whether she believed in his existence at all; she treated him as though he were some hateful but fascinating figure in a hashish-vision. His fear now was that her unbalanced fancy might topple her over the edge of suicide. She asked him once what he was and what he wanted, and he told her stark truth, so far as it went.

   ‘I am here because Victor Dean died. When the world knows how he died, I shall go back to the place from which I came.’

   ‘To the place from which you came. I’ve heard that said before, but I can’t remember where.’

   ‘If you ever heard a man condemned to death, then you heard it said then.’

   ‘My God, yes! That was it. I went to a murder trial once. There was a horrible old man, the Judge – I forget his name. He was like a wicked old scarlet parrot, and he said it as though he liked it. “And may the Lord have mercy upon your soul.” Do we have souls, Harlequin, or is that all nonsense? It is nonsense, isn’t it?’

   ‘So far as you are concerned, it probably is.’

   ‘But what have I got to do with Victor’s death?’

   ‘Nothing, I hope. But you ought to know.’

   ‘Of course I had nothing to do with it.’

   And indeed, she might not have. This was the most phantasmal part of the illusion – the border where day-dream and night-dream marched together in an eternal twilight. The man had been murdered – of that he was now certain; but what hand had struck the blow and why was still beyond all guessing. Bredon’s instinct told him to hold fast to Dian de Momerie. She was the guardian of the shadow-frontier; through her, Victor Dean, surely the most prosaic denizen of the garish city of daylight, had stepped into the place of bright flares and black abysses, whose ministers are drink and drugs and its monarch death. But question her as he might, he could get no help from her. She had told him one thing only, and over and over again he pondered it, wondering how it fitted into the plot. Milligan, the sinister Milligan, knew something about Pym’s, or somebody who worked at Pym’s. He had known of this before he met Dean, for he had said on meeting him: ‘So you’re the chap, are you?’ What connection was there? What had Dean, at Pym’s, had to do with Milligan, before Milligan knew him? Was it merely that Dian had boasted, laughing, of having a lover from that respectable agency? Had Victor Dean died merely because of Dian’s fancy for him?

   Wimsey could not believe it; the fancy had died first, and the death of Dean was, after that, surely superfluous. Besides, when they of the city of night slay for passion’s sake, they lay no elaborate schemes, wipe off no fingerprints and hold no discreet tongues before or after. Brawls and revolver-shots, with loud sobs and maudlin remorse, are the signs and tokens of fatal passion among leaders of the bright life.

   One other piece of information Dian had indeed given him, but at that moment he could not interpret it, and was not even aware that he held it. He could only wait, like a cat at a mouse-hole, till something popped out that he could run after. And so he passed his nights very wearily, driving the car and playing upon a penny whistle, and snatching his sleep in the small hours, before taking up the daily grind at Pym’s.

   Wimsey was quite right about Dian de Momerie’s feeling for him. He excited her and frightened her, and, on the whole, she got a sensation of rather titillating horror at the sound of the penny whistle. But the real reason of her anxiety to propitiate him was founded on a coincidence that he could not have known and that she did not tell him.

   On the day after their first encounter, Dian had backed an outsider called Acrobat, and it had come in at 50 to 1. Three days after the adventure in the woods, she had backed another outsider called Harlequin, each way, and it had come in second at 100 to 1. Thereafter, she had entertained no doubt whatever that he was a powerful and heaven-sent mascot. The day after a meeting with him was her lucky day, and it was a fact that on those days she usually succeeded in winning money in one way or another. Horses, after those first two brilliant coups, had been rather disappointing, but her fortune with cards had been good. How much of this good fortune had been due to sheer self-confidence and the will to win, only a psychologist could say; the winnings were there, and she had no doubt at all about the reason for them. She did not tell him that he was a mascot, from a superstitious feeling that to do so would be to break the luck, but she had been to a crystal-gazer, who, reading her mind like a book, had encouraged her in the belief that a mysterious stranger would bring her good fortune.


Major Milligan, sprawling upon the couch in Dian’s flat with a whisky-and-soda, turned on her a pair of rather bilious eyes. He was a large, saturnine man, blank as to morals, but comparatively sober in his habits, as people must be who make money out of other people’s vices.

   ‘Ever see anything of that Dean girl nowadays, Dian?’

   ‘No, darling,’ said Dian, absently. She was getting rather tired of Milligan, and would have liked to break with him, if only he had not been so useful, and if she had not known too much to make a break-away healthy.

   ‘Well, I wish you would.’

   ‘Oh, why? She’s one of Nature’s worst bores, darling.’

   ‘I want to know if she knows anything about that place where Dean used to work.’

   ‘The advertising place? But Tod, how too yawn-making. Why do you want to know about advertising?’

   ‘Oh, never mind why. I was on to something rather useful there, that’s all.’

   ‘Oh!’ Dian considered. This, she thought, was interesting. Something to be made out of this, perhaps. ‘I’ll give her a ring if you like. But she’s about as wet as a drowned eel. What do you want to know?’

   ‘That’s my business.’

   ‘Tod, I’ve often wanted to ask you. Why did you say I’d got to chuck Victor? Not that I cared about him, the poor fish, but I just wondered, especially after you’d told me to string him along.’

   ‘Because,’ replied Major Milligan, ‘the young what-not was trying to double-cross me.’

   ‘Good heavens, Tod – you ought to go on the talkies as Dog-faced Dick the Dope-King of the Underworld. Talk sense, darling.’

   ‘That’s all very well, my girl, but your little Victor was getting to be a nuisance. Somebody had been talking to him – probably you.’

   ‘Me? That’s good! There wasn’t anything I could tell him. You never tell me anything, Tod.’

   ‘No – I’ve got some sense left.’

   ‘How rude you are, darling. Well, you see, I couldn’t have split to Victor. Did you bump Victor off, Tod?’

   ‘Who says he was bumped off?’

   ‘A little bird told me.’

   ‘Is that your friend in the black and white checks?’

   Dian hesitated. In an expansive and not very sober moment, she had told Tod about her adventure in the woods, and now rather wished she had not. Milligan took her silence for consent and went on:

   ‘Who is that fellow, Dian?’

   ‘Haven’t the foggiest.’

   ‘What’s he want?’

   ‘He doesn’t want me, at any rate,’ said Dian. ‘Isn’t that humiliating, Tod?’

   ‘It must be.’ Milligan grinned. ‘But what’s the big idea?’

   ‘I think he’s on Victor’s lay, whatever that was. He said he wouldn’t be here if Victor hadn’t popped off. Too thrilling, don’t you think?’

   ‘Um,’ said Mulligan. ‘I think I’d like to meet this friend of yours. When’s he likely to turn up?’

   ‘Damned if I know. He just arrives. I don’t think I’d have anything to do with him, Tod, if I were you. He’s dangerous – queer, somehow. I’ve got a hunch about him.’

   ‘Your brain’s going to mush, sweetest,’ said Milligan, ‘and he’s trading on it, that’s all.’

   ‘Oh, well,’ said Dian, ‘he amuses me, and you don’t any more. You’re getting to be a bit feeding, Tod.’ She yawned and trailed over to the looking-glass, where she inspected her face narrowly. ‘I think I’ll give up dope, Tod. I’m getting puffy under the eyes. Do you think it would be amusing to go all good?’

   ‘About as amusing as a Quaker meeting. Has your friend been trying to reform you? That’s damn good.’

   ‘Reform me, nothing. But I’m looking horribly hag-like tonight. Oh, hell! What’s the odds, anyway? Let’s do something.’

   ‘All right. Come on round to Slinker’s. He’s throwing a party.’

   ‘I’m sick of Stinker’s parties. I say, Tod, let’s go and gatecrash something really virtuous. Who’s the stickiest old cat in London that’s got anything on?’

   ‘Dunno.’

   ‘Tell you what. We’ll scoop up Slinker’s party and go round and look for striped awnings, and crash the first thing we see.’

   ‘Right-ho! I’m on.’


Half an hour later, a noisy gang, squashed into five cars and a taxi, were whooping through the quieter squares of the West End. Even today a few strongholds of the grimly aristocratic are left in Mayfair, and Dian, leaning from the open window of the leading car, presently gave tongue before a tall, old-fashioned house, whose entrance was adorned with a striped awning, a crimson carpet and an array of hothouse plants in tubs upon the steps.

   ‘Whoopee! Hit it up, boys! Here’s something! Whose is it?’

   ‘My God!’ said Slinker Braithwaite. ‘We’ve hit the bull, all right. It’s Denver’s place.’

   ‘You won’t get in there,’ said Milligan. ‘The Duchess of Denver is heaven’s prize frozen-face. Look at the chucker-out in the doorway. Better try something easier.’

   ‘Easier be damned. We said the first we came to, and this is the first. No ratting, darlings.’

   ‘Well, look here,’ said Milligan, ‘we’d better try the back entrance. There’s a gate into the garden round the other side, opening on the car park. We’ve more chance there.’

   From the other side, the assault turned out to be easy enough. The cars were parked in a back street, and on approaching the garden gate, they found it wide open, displaying a marquee, in which supper was being held. A bunch of guests came out just as they arrived, while, almost on their heels, two large cars drove up and disgorged a large party of people.

   ‘Blow being announced,’ said an immaculate person, ‘we’ll just barge right in and dodge the Ambassadors.’

   ‘Freddy, you can’t.’

   ‘Can’t I? You watch me.’ Freddy tucked his partner’s arm firmly under his own and marched with determination up to the gate. ‘We’re certain to barge into old Peter or somebody in the garden.’

   Dian nipped Milligan’s arm, and the pair of them fell in behind the new arrivals. The gate was passed – but a footman just inside presented an unexpected obstacle.

   ‘Mr and Mrs Frederick Arbuthnot,’ said the immaculate gentleman. ‘And party,’ he added, waving a vague hand behind him.

   ‘Well, we’re in, anyhow,’ exulted Dian.

   Helen, Duchess of Denver, looked round with satisfaction upon her party. It was all going very nicely indeed. The Ambassador and his wife had expressed delight at the quality of the wine. The band was good, the refreshments more than adequate. A tone of mellow decorum pervaded the atmosphere. Her own dress, she thought, became her, although her mother-in-law, the Dowager Duchess, had said something rather acid about her spine. But then, the Dowager was always a little tiresome and incalculable. One must be fashionable, though one would not, of course, be vulgarly immodest. Helen considered that she was showing the exact number of vertebrae that the occasion demanded. One less would be incorrect; one more would be over-modern. She thanked Providence that at forty-five she still kept her figure – as indeed she did, having been remarkably flat on both aspects the whole of her life.

   She was just raising a well-earned glass of champagne to her lips when she paused, and set it down again. Something was wrong. She glanced hurriedly round for her husband. He was not there, but a few paces off an elegant black back and smooth, straw-coloured head of hair announced the presence of her brother-in-law, Wimsey. Hastily excusing herself to Lady Mendip, with whom she had been discussing the latest enormities of the Government, she edged her way through the crowd and caught Wimsey’s arm.

   ‘Peter! Look over there. Who are those people?’

   Wimsey turned and stared in the direction pointed by the Duchess’s fan.

   ‘Good God, Helen! You’ve caught a pair of ripe ones this time! That’s the de Momerie girl and her tame dope-merchant.’

   The Duchess shuddered.

   ‘How horrible! Disgusting woman! How in the world did they get in? . . . Do you know them?’

   ‘Not officially, no.’

   ‘Thank goodness! I was afraid you’d let them in. I never know what you’re going to do next; you know so many impossible people.’

   ‘Not guilty this time, Helen.’

   ‘Ask Bracket how he came to let them in.’

   ‘I fly,’ said Wimsey, ‘to obey your behest.’

   He finished the drink he had in his hand, and set off in a leisurely manner in pursuit of the footman. Presently he returned.

   ‘Bracket says they came with Freddy Arbuthnot.’

   ‘Find Freddy.’

   The Hon. Freddy Arbuthnot, when found, denied all knowledge of the intruders. ‘But there was a bit of a scrum at the gate, you know,’ he admitted, ingenuously, ‘and I daresay they barged in with the crowd. The de Momerie girl, eh, what? Where is she? I must have a look at her. Hot stuff and all that, what?’

   ‘You will do nothing of the sort, Freddy. Where in the world is Gerald? Not here. He never is when he’s wanted. You’ll have to go and turn them out, Peter.’

   Wimsey, who had had time for a careful calculation, asked nothing better.

   ‘I will turn them out,’ he announced, ‘like one John Smith. Where are they?’

   The Duchess, who had kept a glassy eye upon them, waved a stern hand in the direction of the terrace. Wimsey ambled off amiably.

   ‘Forgive me, dear Lady Mendip,’ said the Duchess, returning to her guest. ‘I had a little commission to give to my brother-in-law.’

   Up the dimly-lit terrace steps went Wimsey. The shadow of a tall pillar-rose fell across his face and chequered his white shirt-front with dancing black; and as he went he whistled softly: ‘Tom, Tom, the piper’s son.’

   Dian de Momerie clutched Milligan’s arm as she turned.

   Wimsey stopped whistling.

   ‘Er – good evening,’ he said, ‘excuse me. Miss de Momerie, I think.’

   ‘Harlequin!’ cried Dian.

   ‘I beg your pardon?’

   ‘Harlequin. So here you are. I’ve got you this time. And I’m going to see your face properly if I die for it.’

   ‘I’m afraid there is some mistake,’ said Wimsey.

   Milligan thought it time to interfere.

   ‘Ah!’ said he, ‘the mysterious stranger. I think it’s time you and I had a word, young man. May I ask why you have been tagging round after this lady in a mountebank get-up?’

   ‘I fear,’ said Wimsey, more elaborately, ‘that you are labouring under a misapprehension, sir, whoever you are. I have been dispatched by the Duchess on a – forgive me – somewhat distasteful errand. She regrets that she has not the honour of this lady’s acquaintance, nor, sir, of yours, and wishes me to ask you by whose invitation you are here.’

   Dian laughed, rather noisily.

   ‘You do it marvellously, darling,’ she said. ‘We gate-crashed on the dear old bird – same as you did, I expect.’

   ‘So the Duchess inferred,’ replied Wimsey. ‘I am sorry. I’m afraid I must ask you to leave at once.’

   ‘That’s pretty good,’ said Milligan, insolently. ‘I’m afraid it won’t work. It may be a fact that we weren’t invited here, but we aren’t going to turn out for a nameless acrobat who’s afraid to show his face.’

   ‘You must be mistaking me for a friend of yours,’ said Wimsey. ‘Allow me.’ He stepped across to the nearest pillar and pressed a switch, flooding that end of the terrace with light. ‘My name is Peter Wimsey; I am Denver’s brother, and my face – such as it is, is entirely at your service.’

   He fixed his monocle in his eye and stared unpleasantly at Milligan.

   ‘But aren’t you my Harlequin?’ protested Dian. ‘Don’t be such an ass – I know you are. I know your voice perfectly well – and your mouth and the chin. Besides, you were whistling that tune.’

   ‘This is very interesting,’ said Wimsey. ‘Is it possible – I fear it is – I think you must have encountered my unfortunate cousin Bredon.’

   ‘That was the name –’ began Dian, uncertainly, and stopped.

   ‘I am glad to hear it,’ replied Wimsey. ‘Sometimes he gives mine, which makes it very awkward.’

   ‘See here, Dian,’ broke in Milligan, ‘you seem to have dropped a brick. You’d better apologise and then we’ll clear. Sorry we crashed in, and all that—’

   ‘One moment,’ said Wimsey. ‘I should like to hear more about this. Be good enough to come into the house for a moment. This way.’

   He ushered them courteously round the corner of the terrace, up a side path and by way of a French window into a small ante-room, laid out with tables and a cocktail bar.

   ‘What will you drink? Whiskies? I might have known it. The abominable practice of putting whisky on top of mixed drinks late at night is responsible for more ruined complexions and reputations than any other single cause. There is many a woman now walking the streets of London through putting whisky on top of gin cocktails. Two stiff whiskies, Tomlin, and a liqueur brandy.’

   ‘Very good, my lord.’

   ‘You perceive,’ said Wimsey, returning with the drinks, ‘the true object of this hospitable gesture. I have established my identity, by the evidence of the reliable Tomlin. Let us now seek a spot less open to interruption. I suggest the library. This way. My brother, being an English gentleman, possesses a library in all his houses, though he never opens a book. This is called fidelity to ancient tradition. The chairs, however, are comfortable. Pray be seated. And now, tell me all about your encounter with my scandalous cousin.’

   ‘One moment,’ said Milligan, before Dian could speak. ‘I think I know the stud-book pretty well. I was not aware that you had a cousin Bredon.’

   ‘It is not every puppy that appears in the kennel-book,’ replied Wimsey carelessly, ‘and it is a wise man that knows all his own cousins. But what matter? Family is family, though indicated by the border compony (or gobony if you prefer that form of the word) or by the bend or baton sinister, called by most writers of fiction the bar sinister, for reasons which I am unable to determine. My regrettable cousin Bredon, having no particular right to one family name more than another, makes it his practice to employ them all in turn, thus displaying a happy absence of favouritism. Please help yourselves to smokes. You will find the cigars passable, Mr – er—’

   ‘Milligan.’

   ‘Ah! the notor – the well-known Major Milligan? You have a residence on the river, I fancy. Charming, charming. Its fame has reached me from time to time through my good brother-in-law, Chief-Inspector Parker of Scotland Yard. A beautiful, retired spot, I believe?’

   ‘Just so,’ said Milligan. ‘I had the pleasure of entertaining your cousin there one night.’

   ‘Did he gate-crash on you? That is exactly what he would do. And you have retorted upon my dear sister-in-law. Poetic justice, of course. I appreciate it – though possibly the Duchess will take a different view of the matter.’

   ‘No; he was brought by a lady of my acquaintance.’

   ‘He is improving. Major Milligan, painful though it may be to me, I feel that I ought to warn you against that cousin of mine. He is definitely not nice to know. If he has been thrusting his attentions upon Miss de Momerie, it is probably with some ulterior object. Not,’ added Wimsey, ‘that any man would need an ulterior object for such attentions. Miss de Momerie is an object in herself—’

   His eyes wandered over Dian, scantily clothed and slightly intoxicated, with a cold appraisement which rendered the words almost impertinent.

   ‘But,’ he resumed, ‘I know my cousin Bredon – too well. Few people know him better. And I must confess that he is the last man to whom I should look for a disinterested attachment. I am unhappily obliged, in self-defence, to keep an eye on Cousin Bredon’s movements, and I should be deeply grateful to be informed of the details of his latest escapade.’

   ‘All right, I’ll tell you,’ said Dian. The whisky had strung her up to recklessness, and she became suddenly voluble, disregarding Milligan’s scowls. She poured out the tale of her adventures. The incident of the fountain-dive seemed to cause Lord Peter Wimsey acute distress.

   ‘Vulgar ostentation!’ he said, shaking his head. ‘How many times have I implored Bredon to conduct himself in a quiet and reasonable manner.’

   ‘I thought he was too marvellous,’ said Dian, and proceeded to relate the encounter in the wood.

   ‘He always plays “Tom, Tom, the piper’s son”, so of course, when you came along whistling it, I thought it was him.’

   Wimsey’s face darkened in a most convincing manner.

   ‘Disgusting,’ he said.

   ‘Besides, you are so much alike – the same voice and the same face as far as one can see it, you know. But of course he never took off his mask—’

   ‘No wonder,’ said Wimsey, ‘no wonder.’ He heaved a deep sigh. ‘The police are interested in my cousin Bredon.’

   ‘How thrilling!’

   ‘What for?’ demanded Milligan.

   ‘For impersonating me, among other things,’ said Wimsey, now happily launched and well away. ‘I cannot tell you in the brief time at our disposal, the distress and humiliation I have been put to on Bredon’s account. Bailing him out of police stations – honouring cheques drawn in my name – rescuing him from the haunts of infamy – I am telling you all these distressing details in confidence, of course.’

   ‘We won’t split,’ said Dian.

   ‘He trades upon our unfortunate resemblance,’ went on Wimsey. ‘He copies my habits, smokes my favourite brand of cigarettes, drives a car like mine, even whistles my favourite air – one, I may say, peculiarly well adapted for performance upon the penny whistle.’

   ‘He must be pretty well off,’ said Dian, ‘to drive a car like that.’

   ‘That,’ said Wimsey, ‘is the most melancholy thing of all. I suspect him – but perhaps I had better not say anything about that.’

   ‘Oh, do tell,’ urged Dian, her eyes dancing with excitement. ‘It sounds too terribly breath-taking.’

   ‘I suspect him,’ said
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