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About the Book

When song-and-dance star Jimmy Sutane falls victim to a string of malicious practical jokes, there’s only one man who can get to the bottom of the apparent vendetta against the music hall darling – Albert Campion.

Soon, however, the backstage pranks escalate and an ageing starlet is killed. 

Under pressure to uncover the culprit, and plagued by his growing feelings for Sutane’s wife, Campion finds himself uncomfortably embroiled in an investigation which tests his ingenuity and integrity to the limit …
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None of the characters in this book is a portrait of a living person, nor did the events here recorded ever take place


1

WHEN Mr William Faraday sat down to write his memoirs after fifty-eight years of blameless inactivity he found the work of inscribing the history of his life almost as tedious as living it had been and so, possessing a natural invention coupled with a gift for locating the easier path, he began to prevaricate a little upon the second page, working up to downright lying on the sixth and subsequent folios.

The book appeared at eighteen-and-sixpence, with frontispiece, in nineteen thirty-four and would have passed into the limbo of the remainder lists with thousands of its prototypes had not the quality of one of the wilder anecdotes in the chapters dealing with an India the author had never seen earned it a place in the news columns of a Sunday paper.

This paragraph called the memoirs to the attention of a critic who had not permitted his eminence to impair his appreciation of the absurd, and in the review which he afterwards wrote he pointed out that the work was pure fiction, not to say fantasy, and was incidentally one of the funniest books of the decade.

The public agreed with the critic and at the age of sixty-one William Faraday, author of Memoirs of an Old Buffer (republished at seven-and-six, seventy-fourth thousand), found himself a literary figure.

He almost succeeded in looking the part as he sat in his box at the Argosy Theatre, his small bright eyes fixed upon the stage where the three hundredth performance of The Buffer, the musical show which had been built on some of the bones of his book, was taking place.

Having seen the show some thirty or forty times his view naturally tended towards the critical, but he enjoyed it nevertheless.

The rest of the audience was not so surfeited. It exulted, hugged itself and, in the cheaper parts of the house, became a little hysterical.

Even the consciously intelligent element was happy, enjoying a rare burst of spiritual freedom. A Jimmy Sutane–Slippers Bellew show was a recognised intellectual leveller and provided one of those blessed Alsatias wherein the eyes of the moron and the highbrow meet and wink. There were Sutane fans in stalls and gallery; childlike spirits, hid in most unexpected bosoms, followed his angular ecstatic figure in its graceful yet faintly grotesque interpretation of Mercer’s music with all the heartrending pleasure of imprisoned birds observing flight.

It was an occasion, a night to be remembered and recalled with embellishments. A party spirit enveloped the old Argosy and even the florid goddesses above the candelabra in the auditorium seemed to infuse a new enthusiasm into their painted sports.

The various managerial staffs, gay if exhausted, wrestled twice as vigorously as was strictly necessary with the telegrams, the insufferable idiots expecting seats before Christmas, the flowers in ice from Australia and the expensive and importunate Atlantic phone calls.

The programme girls in their fresh uniforms glanced at the stage with new interest even when Sutane was not upon it, while the orchestra, basking in an unfamiliar sense of security, became almost elated in spite of the new number in the second act.

That disturbing emotional experience, the first night, was a thing of the past. That had been a nightmare with a happy awakening. This, the three hundredth performance, had the pleasant quality of reality about it. The ‘House Full’ boards appeared to be a permanency outside the doorways in Shaftesbury Avenue and the library order was no longer a matter for prayer.

Mr Faraday leant forward. His small bear’s body in its black and white elegance swayed to the foxtrot rhythm of the première hit of the show. The amusing backcloth of grotesque faces which Pavalini had designed hung across the back of the stage, and habitués in the audience nudged their companions, whispering to them to notice the villainous caricature of the Doremus woman on the croupier’s extreme right.

As the light increased the chorus boys appeared in their twenty-, fifty- and hundred-franc plaque costumes. They came trotting on, more and more and more of them, drilled to automaton perfection, bobbing and clattering in carefully contrived disorder until the suggestion of a shower of counters on a boule table was complete.

The giant roulette wheel in the middle of the stage began to glow, the music softened, and the applause drowned the cue, as it always did, when the audience saw the familiar figure in the suit of white tails leaning on the silver turn-table. Then came the cue again and the small, charming voice, which knew all there was to know about putting a song over and little enough about singing, pattered neatly through the first chorus.


What’s the odds I’m on your number?

It’s a thousand – a million to one.

It’s a cert. It’s a twist.

It’s a chance you have missed –

A thousand – a million to one.



The face was a blur to eighty per cent of those in the theatre, a little white speck in a paper storm of subdued colours, but everybody knew the high forehead, the round mournful eyes, the long duck’s-bill nose and the mouth which widened so amusingly into a sophisticated smile.

As the chorus was taken up by the others the wheel began to turn and the tap-dance, which had made stage gossip and was likely to make stage history, began for the three-hundredth time. The small white figure with the amazing feet ricochetted and pirouetted round the wooden slats, tapping out its own music with a quality in which mere accuracy merged into the miraculous. Faster, faster and faster! A thousand – a million to one … a thousand – a million to one ….

The crisis came in a breathless moment. The audience swayed, satiated and exquisitely at peace. The wheel began to slow down, the beat of the pattering feet became sparse, and the tune slurred agonisingly an octave lower. The chorus took up the song again, the lights turned the wheel into a vast zero, and applause, like the sound of wind passing through a cornfield magnified to terrifying proportions, swept down upon the white figure grinning in its midst.

William Faraday turned to the man who sat beside him.

‘It’s a damned shame, Campion,’ he murmured, the words rumbling between his lips. ‘Something’s got to be done, my boy. See that with half an eye. Means so much, you know.’

Mr Campion nodded. The roar from the great pleased animal whose vastness filled the theatre, and of which he was so alarmingly a part, made conversation impossible. He sat leaning back in the shadows, the light from the stage catching his horn-rimmed spectacles and the unexpectedly strong line of his chin.

He was not a handsome man. There was a certain vacuity in his expression which counteracted the pleasant angles of his face and lent his whole appearance an indefinable quality, so that those who knew him were apt to find him hard to recollect and impossible to describe.

At the moment Mr Faraday, who knew him well and had excellent personal reasons for believing in his resource, wondered if he had heard and, if so, had understood him.

‘More trouble here, shouldn’t wonder,’ he muttered a few minutes later as the curtain rose on the old-time music-hall scene and the music for the extra number inserted into the show in honour of the occasion began its lazy, insinuating measure. ‘Don’t understand why they want more dancing. Theatrical people beyond me – always were. Never liked this gel in the old days. Too damned highbrow by half. Must be an oldish woman by this time.’

He turned in his chair, the shortness of his neck making a rather complete movement necessary.

‘Lookin’, Campion?’

‘Naturally.’ Mr Campion seemed startled.

His host grunted. ‘Here she comes. Could tell you something about her.’

The art of Chloe Pye belonged to an earlier age than the inspired patterings of Jimmy Sutane, and Mr Campion himself wondered why, on her return from a long colonial tour, she should have elected, much less been invited, to attempt a come-back in the midst of such strong competition. He had been a schoolboy when he had first seen her taking up a quarter of the bill at one of the better music-halls, her rather mediocre talent helped out by a personality so feminine that her gentle seductiveness reached out well over the footlights. Her act had always been the same, a series of little dances each telling a story, each delivered in varying period costume, parts of which were discarded as the performance continued. The mild indelicacies involved were invariably excused by the dictates of the tale. Thus a vision of Chloe in Stuart underwear was archly exhibited under the title ‘Nell Gwynne Prepares for Court,’ and Victorian petticoats and the pantalette in entirety were displayed with equal timid vulgarity in ‘Morning, 1832’.

Her success in the days after the war when modern underclothes had reached an uninteresting minimum was considerable and her turn had borrowed an added glamour by the gossip which surrounded her private life.

In those days promiscuity had still the remnants of novelty and her affairs were eagerly discussed, but today, when the weary business of polyandry was arriving at the end of its melancholy cul-de-sac, her reputation, when it was remembered at all, detracted from rather than enhanced her appeal.

So, too, the return of underclothes in shop windows and on the familiar bodies of wives and sisters destroyed the attraction of the original idea, and tonight there was no murmur of tolerant protest as petticoat after petticoat dropped to the ground.

‘Highbrow?’ murmured Mr Campion, harking back to his host’s earlier criticism.

‘Historical,’ explained Mr Faraday briefly. ‘Don’t see why he put her in. Nothin’ to do with the book. They tell me she used to draw. Won’t sell a seat now.’

Looking at her, Campion was inclined to agree with him. The audience, thoroughly warmed and friendly, was kind, but it was obvious that its mood was anticipatory and it only awaited the return of Sutane and Slippers in their Round the World in a Four-in-Hand number, to the tune which Mercer had written one afternoon while Jimmy talked to him and which was now all over two continents.

‘Don’t like the woman,’ Mr Faraday murmured. ‘Might have thought she was at the bottom of it if she hadn’t only just come back to England. Look at her – fifty if a day.’

With his eyes on the dark vivacious figure on the stage Campion reflected that he was wrong. Chloe Pye was forty-two and in excellent physical trim. It was her mind, not her body, that was so hopelessly vieux jeu.

His companion touched his arm.

‘Come behind,’ he whispered gustily. ‘Can’t stand this. Shouldn’t say so, of course. Want your help, my boy. Relyin’ on you. Come along.’

The Argosy was an old theatre and true to its type its backstage accommodation had never received any serious thought. Campion edged through a door which inconvenienced him in height almost as much as it incommoded Mr Faraday in width, risked his neck by climbing down an iron staircase with a wobble, and came out into a corridor which looked and smelled like one of the less frequently used passages in a riverside tube station.

Mr Faraday glanced over his shoulder, his eyes brightening.

‘Used to come here to see Connie. Before your time,’ he murmured. ‘Pretty little woman. Must be old now.’ He sighed and added with a shy confiding which was almost the whole of his charm, ‘Still gives me a thrill, you know, this sort of thing. Vie de bohème, lights, far-off music, smell of the greasepaint, women and so on.’

Fortunately Mr Campion, who was somewhat at a loss, was spared the necessity of comment. One of the doors a little higher up the corridor burst open and a golden-haired young man in exquisite evening clothes appeared wheeling a silver-plated racing bicycle. He was very angry and the expression upon his face, which was a little too beautiful to be altogether pleasant, was sulky and absurd.

‘It’s all very well for you to behave revoltingly, Richards, but I can bring my bicycle where I like,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘You know it as well as anybody.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Konrad.’ A harassed uniformed man with weary eyes and an untidy moustache came out of the door. ‘Mr Webb told me himself to see nothing of the sort come into the theatre. There’s not enough room for the artists, let alone you bringing in bicycles.’

‘But Miss Bellew brings in her Great Dane.’ The young man gripped his machine with something approaching ferocity, but the doorkeeper spoke with the obstinacy of old authority.

‘Miss Bellew is a principal,’ he said heavily.

The boy with the bicycle stiffened as the colour rose slowly over his face into the roots of his curling golden hair. For an embarrassing moment it seemed as if he were about to cry.

‘This bicycle was presented to me by my admirers,’ he said. ‘Why should I let pure jealousy on the part of some people –’ he shot a waspish glance back through the doorways, presumably at some third person within, ‘– prevent me from showing it to anyone I like? You’re making a fool of yourself. I shall certainly speak to Jimmy himself about it. Why don’t you keep your eye on the important things that keep happening?’

There was defiance in the last words, as though the speaker deliberately touched on a tabooed subject. A spot of colour appeared in the doorkeeper’s grey cheeks and he glanced behind him. Seeing Campion, he started forward angrily, only to fall back reassured at the sight of Mr Faraday, to whom he nodded. Shaken but still obdurate, he returned to the job in hand.

‘Now, Mr Konrad,’ he began, laying a heavy hand on the glittering machine, ‘we’ll have this outside, if you please.’

The boy with the golden hair relinquished it to him with a contemptuous shrug of his graceful shoulders.

‘Oh, it’s Uncle William,’ he said. ‘Do look here and see what the Speedo Club has insisted on sending me. Isn’t it too absurd?’

Mr Faraday coughed noisily. ‘Magnificent,’ he said fiercely and gripping Campion’s arm, he propelled him firmly down the corridor. ‘I hate those fellers,’ he muttered in an all too audible undertone. ‘Called me Uncle William – did you hear him? – impudent little tick! Don’t mind it from my friends – rather like it. Used to it. Notice you’ve dropped it. Don’t hesitate, my dear feller. But a worm like that … turns my stomach over, don’t mind tellin’ you. Golden curls …! Come on, we’ll slip into the wings. Know my way about by this time. Want you to see Slippers. Nice girl. No damned nonsense about her. No sex appeal off, though,’ he added regretfully and coughed again, as if he feared he had betrayed himself.

The Round the World in a Four-in-Hand number was at its height as they approached. Over Mr Faraday’s shoulder Campion caught a glimpse of the two figures, so familiar to the fashionable audiences of both continents. Slippers Bellew was a pale gold flame flickering over a twilit stage, while beside her moved Sutane, faithful as a shadow, and contriving by his very sympathy of movement to convey the mute adoration which the song demanded of him and which was so great a part of his appeal.

The roar of the audience at the end was tremendous. The harsh sound swept in on them like a great hot breath, and they stepped back through the crowd of girls and small-part folk coming down for the Little White Petticoats finale.

The excitement which is never wholly absent from the theatre, even on the three hundredth night, forced itself upon Campion and he, too, was aware of the power of the Sutane personality which dominated the house, both before and behind the curtain. He tried to analyse it as he followed Uncle William to the dressing-room. There was grace and skill personified in the man, but that alone was not sufficient to make so deep an appeal. It was the sophisticated, amused but utterly discontented intelligence which constituted the real attraction, he decided, an ease and dignity which was yet emotionally unsatisfied – the old pull of the hero in love, in fact.

His companion was still talking.

‘Wait for him in here,’ he remarked, tapping at a door with a One on it. ‘Wants to see you. Promised I’d bring you along.’

They were admitted to a large room, overlit to the point of discomfort, by a stolid young man in a white coat and spectacles with very thick pebbles.

‘Come in, sir. Glad to see you,’ he said, conducting the elder man to an arm-chair beside the dressing-table.

Uncle William grunted gratefully and sat down.

‘This is Henry, Campion,’ he said with a wave of a pudgy hand. ‘Good feller, Henry.’

The young man beamed and set a chair for the other guest. He managed to convey at once that he was not at all sure if he was behaving like a first-class manservant, but thought that there was a very good chance that he was.

‘A nice drop of whisky, sir?’ he ventured hopefully.

Uncle William looked interested. ‘Good idea,’ he said consideringly and Henry coloured as if he had received a compliment.

While the decanter was forthcoming Campion had leisure to observe the room, which displayed three different influences in sharp contrast. There was the florid taste of the original furnisher, which ran to turkey carpet and a day-bed with gilded legs; the somewhat militaristic neatness and a feeling for gadgets as expressed by the bar concealed in an old gramophone cabinet, which was obviously Henry’s contribution; and something else, not so easy to define. Apart from a mass of papers, photographs and telegrams mostly, there were several odd indications of Jimmy Sutane’s personal interests. Two or three cheap mechanical toys lay upon the dressing-table beside a box of liquorice allsorts and a bunch of white flowers, while on a shelf in the corner sat a very nice white Ho-Tei and a tear-off calendar, complete with an astrological forecast for each day of the year.
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Uncle William sat back in his chair, the bright lights glinting on the double row of near-white curls at the nape of his plump pink neck. He looked worldly and benign, and somehow bogus, with his watery blue eyes serious and his expression unwontedly important.

‘Well,’ he demanded, ‘anythin’ new?’

Henry paused in the act of laying out a suit but did not turn round.

‘It just seems funny to me, sir,’ he said sulkily. ‘Miss Finbrough may take it seriously but I don’t.’

‘Miss Finbrough, eh?’ Uncle William cleared his throat. ‘Things have to be pretty bad for her to get the wind up, I should think.’

‘You’d say so, sir.’ Henry was deliberately non-committal and still did not turn round.

The elder man was silent for a moment or so.

‘May be nothin’ in it,’ he said at last.

Henry swung round, his face red and unhappy.

‘Theatrical people aren’t like ordinary people, sir,’ he burst out, blushing with shame at his own disloyalty. ‘I’m new to it and I notice it. They’re theatrical. Things mean more to them than they would to you or me, little things do. There’s not a nicer gentleman than Mr Sutane anywhere; no one’s denying that. But he’s been in the theatre all his life and he hasn’t been about like an ordinary person. Suppose little things do happen now and again? … aren’t they always happening? Being in the theatre is like living in a little tiny village where everybody’s looking at everyone else and wondering what they’re going to be up to next. It’s small, that’s what it is. And Miss Finbrough …’ he broke off abruptly. Someone turned the door-handle with a rattle and Jimmy Sutane came in.

He stood for a moment smiling at them and Campion was aware of that odd quality of over-emphasis which there is about all very strong personalities seen close to for the first time. Confronted suddenly, at a distance of a couple of yards, Sutane presented a larger-than-life edition of his stage self. The lines of his famous smile were etched more deeply into his face than seemed possible in one so thin and the heavy-lidded eyes beneath the great dome of a forehead were desperately weary rather than merely tired.

‘Hallo, Uncle,’ he said. ‘This is Mr Campion? Awfully good of you to come along. God, I’m exhausted! Henry, give me a drink. ’Fraid it’s got to be milk, damn it.’

The pleasant boyish voice was unexpectedly resonant, and as he closed the door and came into the room the place seemed to have become smaller and the walls more solid.

While Henry brought a glass of milk from the bar cupboard and assisted him out of his clothes and into a dressing-gown there was a constant stream of interruptions. Excitable dinner-jacketed figures put their heads in, apologised, and disappeared. More notes and telegrams arrived and the phone bell clamoured incessantly.

Campion sat back in his chair in the corner and watched. After the urbanity of his greeting Sutane seemed to have forgotten his guests. There was a nervous tension, a suppressed excitability about him, which had not been noticeable on the stage. He looked harassed and the nervous force which exuded from him like vibrations from a dynamo was not directed at any one thing, but escaped abortively, creating an atmosphere which was uneasy and disquieting.

A minor climax came when he turned on an unsuspecting newcomer who was pushing the door timidly open and sent him scuttling off with a passionate protest.

‘For God’s sake, Eddie! – give me ten minutes …’

The explosion embarrassed him and he grimaced at Campion, his temporary audience.

‘I’m going to pieces,’ he said. ‘Henry, get on the other side of that door and put your back against it. Tell them I’m saying my prayers. Unhook the phone before you go.’

As the door closed behind the obedient dresser he turned to Campion.

‘Come down tomorrow, can you? I’ve got conferences and things about this Swing Over show for the Orient, but Sunday is more of a breather than any other day. I don’t know what you’ll think of it all. Something’s going on; I know that. This fat ass here says I’ve got persecution mania … my hat, I wish I had!’

He laughed and although the familiar gaiety was there the man watching him saw suddenly that it was a trick of line and feature rather than an expression of genuine feeling. It was typical of him, Campion reflected. His very skin and bone was make-up. The man himself was within, intelligent still but different.

‘It began with the “House Full” boards,’ Sutane said slowly. ‘Someone stuck “Last Week” slips across them. That was irritating but it didn’t mean anything. Then, as far as I remember, there was an outburst of the bird in the gallery one night. It was a claque and the rest of the house was annoyed. That didn’t matter in itself but little paragraphs about it got into the press. I put “Sock” Petrie on to it at once and he traced one or two of them to phone calls put through the same night.’

He paused.

‘It’s nothing much to talk about, I know, but it’s been so continuous. We’ve had to put fresh glass over my photographs outside almost every other day. Someone smashes it regularly. Never a trace of him. There have been dozens of other trivial little things too; nothing in themselves, you know, but alarming when they mount up.’

His dark eyes grew sombre.

‘It’s now that it’s spread out to our place at home that it’s getting me down. Finding strangers in the garden with silly excuses and that sort of thing.’

He broke off lamely and turned to the elder man.

‘That woman Chloe Pye is going down there tonight,’ he said. ‘She says my wife asked her and she’s going. I told her I’d rather she didn’t, but she laughed at me. Can’t chuck her out, can I?’

Uncle William made a depreciatory sound and Mr Campion retained his habitual expression of polite interest. Sutane paused and reddened suddenly under his grease-paint.

‘I’m damned if it’s all coincidence!’ he burst out. ‘You come down tomorrow, Mr Campion, and see how it strikes you. It’s getting on all our nerves, these little petty digs at me. There was a rumour all over the place last week that I’d torn a muscle in my arm. Nine different people rang me up in one morning to sympathise.’

His voice had an edge to it, and his long fingers drummed on the glass top of the dressing-table.

‘It doesn’t matter so far,’ he said, ‘but where’s it going to end? A reputation like mine, which depends on goodwill, can get pretty seriously damaged by a campaign like this. Yes?’

The final word was addressed to the doorway, where an apologetic Henry stood hesitating.

‘It’s Mr Blest,’ he ventured ‘I thought …’

‘Blest! Come in.’ Sutane seemed relieved. ‘You know Mr Faraday. Mr Campion …’

Ex-Inspector Blest grinned and nodded to the tall figure in the corner.

‘Evenin’,’ he said. ‘Didn’t expect to see you here, Mr Campion. It’s as serious as that, is it? Well, Mr Sutane, it’s all quiet tonight. Nothing to report at all. There’s not a word uttered out of place in the whole theatre. Ever since you engaged me to keep an eye on things I’ve been keeping my ears open and you can take it from me, sir, there’s nothing but friendliness towards you everywhere.’

‘Is that so?’ With a movement so sudden and angry that the detective stepped back involuntarily, Sutane took up a face towel from the table and wiped his cheek. ‘What about that?’

The four men in the room looked at him curiously. From a point just below the left eye and following the line of the nose to the upper lip was a deep ragged scratch. Sutane ran his finger down it.

‘D’you know what that is, Blest? That’s the oldest, dirtiest little theatre trick in the bag. A pin in the grease-paint stick. God knows how long it’s been there. One day I was certain to work down to it. It happened to be tonight.’

Blest was astonished in spite of himself. His round heavy face was crimson and he looked at Henry suspiciously.

‘D’you know anything about this?’ he demanded. ‘Who could have had access to your master’s paint?’

‘Oh, don’t be a fool.’ Sutane’s tone was weary. ‘The show has run for three hundred performances. My dressing-room isn’t always locked. Hundreds of people have been in and out of here in the last eight months. It’s a long pin, you see, and it has been stuck up through the bottom of the stick. The head was buried in the silver-paper holder.’

He began to pile cream on his face to get the rest of the paint off.

‘Then there’s the bouquet,’ he went on lazily, half enjoying the sensation he was creating. ‘There it is. A messenger boy handed it in at the stage door just before the show began.’

‘Flowers?’ The ex-inspector was inclined to be amused. ‘I can’t say I see anything funny about that, sir.’

He took up the little white bunch gingerly and eyed it.

‘Not very grand, perhaps. Star of Bethlehem, aren’t they? Country flowers. You’ve got a lot of humble admirers, you know.’

Sutane did not speak and, finding himself ignored, the ex-policeman raised the flowers to his nose and sniffed them idly. His sudden change of expression was ludicrous, and he dropped the bouquet with an exclamation.

‘Garlic!’ he ejaculated, his small eyes round with astonishment. ‘Garlic! Hey, what d’you know about that? A messenger brought it, did he? Well, I think I can check up there. Excuse me.’

He retrieved the flowers and plunged out of the room with them. Sutane caught Campion’s eye in the mirror and turned round to face him.

‘It’s all trivial,’ he said apologetically. ‘Little tuppenny-ha’penny squirts of malice. They’re negligible on their own, but after a month or so they get one down.’

He broke off and smiled. When he spoke again it was to reveal the essential charm of the man, a charm which was to puzzle and finally defeat an Albert Campion who was then barely in existence.

‘It’s worse for me,’ he said. ‘I’ve been such a blasted popular sort of fellow for so long.’ His grin grew lop-sided and his eyes were sad and childlike and intelligent.
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AFTERWARDS, when the tide of circumstance had reached its flood and there was no telling what were the secrets beneath its turbulent waters, Mr Campion tried to remember every moment of that long and catastrophic day. Details which had seemed unimportant at the time flitted about in his mind with exasperating vagueness and he strove to catch at them in vain.

Yet the whole story was there, so clear to read if only he had been looking for it.

On the momentous Sunday Mr Campion went to White Walls in the morning. On that day Chloe Pye plumbed the final depth of inconsideration, entirely outclassing all her previous efforts. This, in itself, was a remarkable feat since her total disregard for those who entertained her was a byword among the host of near-friends who composed her circle.

Uncle William Faraday sat beside Mr Campion in the Lagonda and pointed out the way with most of the pride of ownership. It was July and the roads were hot and scented, cow-parsley making a bridal avenue of every lane. Uncle William sniffed appreciatively.

‘Twenty miles from London. Nothing in a car. But feel you’re in the heart of the country. He runs a flat, of course, but gets down here most evenings. Don’t blame Sutane. Sensible feller, at heart.’

He glanced at his companion to make sure he was attending.

‘Dear old place,’ he went on, receiving a nod of encouragement. ‘You’ll like it. Used to belong to his wife’s uncle. Girl wanted to keep it when it came to her and Sutane suddenly thought, “Why not?” That music-writer, Squire Mercer, who did the stuff for my show, has a little house on the estate. Had it for years. Matter of fact, it was at his place that Sutane met Linda, his wife. She was stayin’ with her uncle up at White Walls and Jimmy came down to see Mercer. They fell in love and there you are. Funny how things work out.’

He was silent for some little time, his old eyes speculative and his lips moving a little as though he rehearsed still further details of Sutane’s private life. Mr Campion remained thoughtful.

‘This persecution business has got on his nerves, has it? Or is he always as excitable as he was last night?’

‘Always a bit mad.’ The old man pulled the large tweed cap he affected for motoring more firmly over his ears. ‘Noticed that as soon as I saw him. Don’t think he’s very much worse than usual. Of course you can understand it when you see the life the feller leads. Most unnatural … overworked, thinks too much, no peace at all, always in the thick of things, always in a hurry …’

He hesitated as though debating on a confidence not quite in good taste.

‘It’s a rum ménage for a decent house,’ he remarked at last. ‘Don’t know what the old servants make of it. My own first experience of Bohemia, don’t you know. Not at all what I thought.’

He sounded a little regretful and Campion glanced at him.

‘Disappointing?’ he inquired.

‘No, my boy; no, not exactly.’ Uncle William was ashamed of himself. ‘Freedom, you know, great freedom, but only in the things that don’t matter, if you see what I mean. Very rational, really. Like you to meet ’em all. Turn down here. This is the beginnin’ of the estate. It’s a modern house on an old site. This is the park.’

Mr Campion turned the nose of the car down a flint lane leading off the secondary road. High banks, topped by a chase of limes and laurels so dear to the privacy-loving hearts of an earlier generation, rose on either side. His passenger regarded these screens with satisfaction.

‘I like all this,’ he said. ‘Since it’s a right-of-way, very sensible. Notice this?’

He waved a plump hand towards a high rustic bridge overgrown with ramblers which spanned the road ahead of them.

‘Pretty, isn’t it? Useful too. Saves havin’ steps down to the road. The house, the lawns and the lake are over here to the right and there’s an acre or two of park on the other side. Must cost him a pretty penny to keep up.’

They passed under the bridge and came on to the drive proper, wide and circular, leading up to the house. Campion, who had entertained misgivings at the term ‘modern,’ was reassured.

Standing on high ground, its wide windows open to catch a maximum of sun, was one of those rare triumphs of the sounder architects of the earlier part of the century. There was nothing of the villa in its white walls and re-stiled roof. It possessed a fine generosity of line and proportion and succeeded in looking somehow like a great white yacht in full sail.

‘French-looking,’ commented Uncle William complacently. ‘Take the car through into the yard. Like you to see the stables.’

They passed under the archway of the stable buildings on the left of the house and came into a brick yard where several cars were already parked. Apart from Sutane’s own black Bentley there were two small sports cars and one remarkable contraption of considerable age on which a young man in overalls and a cloth cap was at work. He grinned at Uncle William.

‘It’s back again, sir,’ he said. ‘Universal joint gone this time.’ He nodded to Campion with impartial friendliness, indicated a parking spot, and returned to his work.

‘See what I mean?’ said Mr Faraday in one of his disastrous asides. ‘No formality in the whole place. That’s Petrie’s car he’s at work on. Feller they call “Sock.” Can’t quite understand him. Like your opinion.’

As they emerged from the archway Mr Campion became aware of a certain hesitation in his companion’s manner and, looking up, he saw the cause coming down the drive towards them. It was Chloe Pye.

She was dressed in a small white swim-suit, high-heeled shoes and a child’s sunbonnet, and managed to look every one of her forty-odd years. Off the stage she, too, presented some of that self-exaggeration which had been so noticeable in Sutane. Her body was hard and muscular and one saw that her face was old rather because of the stuff it was made of than because of any defect of line or contour. She was swinging a long bright scarf and carried a book and a deck-chair.

At the sight of the visitors she threw the scarf round her shoulders and stood hesitating, arch and helpless.

‘How providential!’ she called to Uncle William as soon as he was within earshot. ‘Come and help me, darling.’

Mr Faraday bustled forward, self-conscious and incompetent. He raised his cap to her carefully before taking the chair.

‘And who’s this?’ Chloe Pye managed to pat Uncle William’s arm, hand him the chair and indicate that she was waiting for his companion to be introduced all in one movement.

Campion came up and was conscious of pale green eyes a trifle too prominent, which looked up into his face and found him disappointing.

‘They’re all in the house,’ she said. ‘Shop, shop, nothing but shop the whole time. Shall I have the chair under the trees, Mr Faraday? Or do you think it would be better by the flower bed? – that one over there with the silly little red thingummies in it.’

It took some little time to get her settled and themselves out of reach of her tenacious conversational openings, but they broke away eventually and once again headed for the front door.

‘You won’t believe a word they tell you, will you?’ she shouted as they reached the path. ‘They’re all quite mad, my dears. They’re just seeing insults on all sides … tell somebody to bring me some ice water.’

The front door stood open and from it came the sound of a piano. The unsuspecting Mr Campion had just set foot on the lowest step when there was a roar above him and a gigantic Dane, who had been sleeping on the mat just inside the hall, leapt down, his neck bristling and his eyes uncompromisingly red.

‘Hoover!’ protested Mr Faraday. ‘Down, sir! Down! Somebody call the dog!’

The thunderous barking shook the house and a woman in a white linen coat appeared in the doorway.

‘Lie down, you little beast,’ she said, hurrying down the steps and cuffing the animal with a broad red hand. ‘Oh, it’s you, Mr Faraday? He ought to know you. Get back, Hoover. Go in and watch your mistress.’

The authority in her voice was tremendous, and Campion was not surprised to see the brute cower obediently and slink into the house, his tail drooping.

The new-comer came down another step towards them and suddenly became a much shorter, stockier person than he had supposed. She was forty-five or so, with red untidy hair, a boiled pink face and light eyelashes. Campion thought he had never seen anyone more self-possessed.

‘He’s working in the hall,’ she said, lowering her voice and giving the personal pronoun a peculiar importance. ‘Would you mind going round through the sitting-room windows? He’s been at it since eight o’clock this morning and hasn’t had his massage yet. I’m waiting to get hold of him.’

‘Of course not. We’ll go round at once, Miss Finbrough,’ Uncle William was deferential. ‘This is Mr Campion, by the way.’

‘Mr Campion? Oh, I’m glad you’ve come.’ Her blue eyes grew interested. ‘He’s depending on you. It’s a thorough-going shame. Poor man, he’s got enough worry in the ordinary way with this new show he’s producing without having all this trouble. You run along. He’ll see you soon.’

She dismissed them with a finality which would have daunted a newspaper man. It had done so, of course, on many occasions.

‘An extraordinary woman,’ confided Uncle William as they went round the side of the house. ‘Devoted to Sutane. Looks after him like a nurse. Come to think of it, that’s just about what she is. Went in the other day and she’d got him on a mattress, stark as a plucked chicken, pummellin’ the life out of him. Henry, the feller we saw last night at the theatre, is terrified of her. Believe they all are. Wonder if we’ll get in here.’

He paused outside a pair of very high French windows which gave out on to the terrace on which they stood. Here, too, there was music, but softer, the beat less insistent than the other, which still sounded faintly from the hall. It ceased abruptly as a man at the piano caught sight of the visitors and a voice so slovenly that the words were scarcely articulated, welcomed them in.

Campion followed Mr Faraday into a large light room whose original style of decoration had followed a definite modern scheme embracing pearl-grey panelling and deep, comfortable black chairs, but which now resembled nothing so much as a playroom devoted to some alarmingly sophisticated child.

Temporary tables ranged round the room supported piles of manuscript, sheaves of untidy papers, model sets, and whole hosts of glossy photographs.

In the centre of the polished floor was a baby grand and behind it, nodding at them, sat the man who had spoken. He was an odd-looking person; yet another ‘personality’, thought Mr Campion wryly. He was extraordinarily dark and untidy, with a blue chin and wide bony shoulders. The jut of the great beak of a nose began much higher up than usual so that his eyes were divided by a definite ridge and his mild, lazy expression sat oddly on a face which should have been much more vivid.

He began to play again immediately, a mournful little cadence without beginning or end, played over and over with only the most subtle variations.

The other two people in the room rose as the new-comers appeared. A large rawboned person who could only be described as disreputable disengaged himself from the chair in which he had been sprawling amid a heap of newspapers and came forward to them, a pewter tankard in his hand. He shook himself a little and his creased woollen clothes slipped back into some semblance of conventionality. He was very tall, and his cheek-bones were red and prominent in his square young face.

‘Hallo, Uncle,’ he said. ‘This is Mr Campion, is it? Sorry James is so very much engaged, but it can’t be helped. Sit down, won’t you? I’ll get you some beer in a minute. Oh, you won’t? All right, later on then. Do you know everyone?’

He had a pleasant but powerful voice and a natural ease of manner very comforting to a stranger. His black hair was strained off his forehead and appeared to be plastered with vaseline, while his small deep-set eyes were sharp and friendly.

Uncle William plumped himself in a chair and looked at Campion.

‘This is “Sock” Petrie,’ he said in much the same tone as he might have pronounced “Exhibit A”. ‘Oh, and this is Eve. Sorry … I didn’t see you, my dear.’

He struggled to get up out of the low chair and was defeated.

A girl came forward to shake hands. She was obviously Sutane’s sister. Campion had never seen a resemblance more clearly marked. He guessed that she was seventeen or eighteen. She had her brother’s arched brows and deep-set, unhappy eyes, as well as a great deal of his natural grace, but her mouth was sulky and there was an odd sense of resentment and frustration about her. She retired to a corner immediately after the introduction and sat very still, her thin body hunched inside her plain cotton dress.

Sock glanced round.

‘Let me present Squire Mercer,’ he said. ‘Mercer, for God’s sake shut up a minute and say how-d’you-do.’

The man at the piano smiled and nodded at Campion, but his fingers did not cease their endless strumming. He looked pleasant, even charming, when he smiled, and his eyes, which were not dark, as they should have been, but a light clear grey, grew momentarily interested.

‘He’s just a poor bloody genius,’ said Petrie, flopping down among the newspapers again. He splashed his beer over himself as he swung one huge leg over the arm and exhibited a runkled sock with an inch or so of bare leg above it. The visitors got the impression that Mercer’s lack of hospitality embarrassed him.

Campion found a chair and sat down. Petrie grinned at him.

‘Furious activity mingled with periods of damn-all, that’s what this life is,’ he remarked. ‘What d’you make of this last business? Had time to consider it at all?’

There was a weary sigh from the corner.

‘Must we go all over it again, Sock?’ Eve Sutane protested. ‘Silly little odds and ends of rubbish that don’t mean anything. They’re all so petty.’

Petrie raised his eyebrows.

‘That how you see it, poppet?’ he said. ‘It’s getting James down, I can tell you that, and it’s bad for his reputation. I haven’t handled his publicity for five years without being able to say that definitely. It’s happening from the inside, you know, Campion. That’s the annoying part …. Mercer, must you keep up that same silly little tune?’

The song-writer smiled contentedly.

‘It’s a funeral march for a dead dancer,’ he said. ‘Mutes in Dance Time. I like it.’

‘Very likely. But you’re giving me the pip.’

‘Then go away.’ There was unexpected fury in the tone and it startled everybody.

Petrie reddened and shrugged his shoulders.

‘Go ahead.’

‘I shall.’

Mercer continued his strumming. He was quiet and happy again, lost, it seemed, in his own private and particular world.

Petrie returned to Campion.

‘There’s a par in the Cornet,’ he said, ‘and another in Sunday Morning. Look at them.’

He took out a wallet which would have disgraced a lie-about and extracted two ragged scraps of newspaper. Campion read them.

GARLIC FOR THE STAR

was the Cornet’s heading.

There are many feuds in stageland. Once a star (of whatever magnitude) becomes really unpopular there is never a shortage of people anxious and able to let him know it. Among the tributes handed over the footlights at a certain West End Theatre last night was a little bunch of white flowers. The star took them and pressed them to his nose. Only a long training in the art of self-control prevented him from flinging the bouquet from him then and there, for the white flowers were wild garlic. Somebody disliked him and chose this graceful way of saying so.

Sunday Morning treated the matter in its own way.

DANCING WITH TEARS IN HIS EYES

Who was this joker who sent Jimmy Sutane a bunch of garlic on the three-hundredth night of ‘The Buffer’? It could not have been a comment on his work. Jimmy’s flying feet don’t need encouragement of this sort. Maybe he made someone cry and they wanted to return the compliment.

‘I can’t get a line on these until the Press boys get back to work.’ Sock retrieved the paragraphs. ‘But you see what it means. Someone turned that information in early. It was the end of the show when James told that ass Blest about the flowers – far too late to make these rags. That leaves Henry, whom I’d pin my shirt to, Richards the doorkeeper, who is beyond suspicion, and, of course, the chap who sent ’em.’ He paused. ‘The information reached these blokes by phone. Any other paper would have rung up for confirmation, but these two print anything. The Cornet left out the name and Sunday Morning got round the libel with a compliment – not that they care for libel. If they don’t get five actions a week they think the rag’s getting dull.’

He grimaced and replenished his tankard from a bottle behind the chair.

‘It may be all poppycock, but it’s damned unfortunate,’ he said. ‘If it came from outside it might be one of the poor lunatics who badger stage folk until some merciful bobby locks ’em up, but when it’s from inside, like this, there’s genuine malice in it and it’s not so funny.’

Mr Campion was inclined to agree with him and his interest in the affair revived. Sock Petrie breathed an atmosphere of worldly common sense.

‘Is Sutane likely to have any enemies?’ he inquired.

Mercer cut in from the piano:

‘Jimmy? Oh, no, everyone likes Jimmy. Why shouldn’t they? I mean, I do myself, and I shouldn’t if he wasn’t a good chap.’

The words were articulated so carelessly that the sense was only just clear. Campion glanced at him curiously, looking for some hint of sarcasm in the remark. He met the light grey eyes directly and was astonished. Mercer, he saw suddenly, was that rarity in a modern world, a simple literalist. His face was bland and innocent; he meant exactly what he said.

Sock smiled into his tankard and afterwards caught Campion’s eye.

‘There’s a lot in that, Mercer,’ he said, and there was more affection than patronage in his tone.

The man at the piano went on playing. He looked calm and happy.

A shadow fell across the threshold and Uncle William sat up abruptly.

‘Ice water,’ he ejaculated guiltily and Petrie groaned.

Chloe Pye came into the room, conscious of her figure and ostentatiously annoyed. She ignored both Campion and Uncle William, who had struggled out of his chair at great personal inconvenience to meet her, and spoke plaintively to Eve.

‘Would it be too much trouble for me to have some ice water? I’ve been sweltering in the garden for hours.’

‘Of course not. I’ll send for some, Chloe.’ The girl pressed a bell-push in the panelling. ‘By the way, this is Mr Campion. You know Uncle William, don’t you?’

Miss Pye regarded the strangers with open hostility. Her lips were petulant and, Campion was amazed to see, there were tears in her eyes.

‘We met in the drive,’ she said, and, turning her back on them, leant on the piano to talk to Mercer.

It was an odd little display and Campion, whose experience did not include many women of forty who dressed and behaved like sulky six-year-olds, was a little shocked. He felt elderly and out of his depth.

An unexpectedly correct manservant appeared in answer to the bell and was dispatched for the water. When it came Miss Pye took it modestly.

‘I hate to be so much
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VINTAGE MURDER MYSTERIES

With the sign of a human skull upon its back and a melancholy shriek emitted when disturbed, the Death’s Head Hawkmoth has for centuries been a bringer of doom and an omen of death – which is why we chose it as the emblem for our Vintage Murder Mysteries.

Some say that its appearance in King George Ill’s bedchamber pushed him into madness. Others believe that should its wings extinguish a candle by night, those nearby will be cursed with blindness. Indeed its very name, Acherontia atropos, delves into the most sinister realms of Greek mythology: Acheron, the River of Pain in the underworld, and Atropos, the Fate charged with severing the thread of life.

The perfect companion, then, for our Vintage Murder Mysteries sleuths, for whom sinister occurrences are never far away and murder is always just around the corner …
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