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About the Book

Wenham & Geraldine are a long-established and very well respected publishing firm, so when a printer’s proof is sabotaged and libellous passages are mysteriously reinstated, they call in private detective Nigel Strangeways. But the situation takes a turn for the worse when one of the publishers’ best-selling authors – glamorous novelist Millicent Miles – is found dead in the offices.


About the Author

Nicholas Blake was the pseudonym of Poet Laureate Cecil Day-Lewis, who was born in County Laois, Ireland, in 1904. After his mother died in 1906, he was brought up in London by his father, spending summer holidays with relatives in Wexford. He was educated at Sherborne School and Wadham College, Oxford, from which he graduated in 1927. Blake initially worked as a teacher to supplement his income from his poetry writing and he published his first Nigel Strangeways novel, A Question of Proof, in 1935. Blake went on to write a further nineteen crime novels, all but four of which featured Nigel Strangeways, as well as numerous poetry collections and translations.

During the Second World War he worked as a publications editor in the Ministry of Information, which he used as the basis for the Ministry of Morale in Minute for Murder, and after the war he joined the publishers Chatto & Windus as an editor and director. He was appointed Poet Laureate in 1968 and died in 1972 at the home of his friend, the writer Kingsley Amis.
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Chapter 1

Set Up

NIGEL STRANGEWAYS TURNED into Adelphi, and soon arrived at the distinguished backwater of Angel Street, the Strand traffic roaring softly behind him like a weir. It would be a nice street to live in, he thought—a top-floor flat in one of these tall, elegantly uniform houses: above the hurly-burly, but not cut off from it. As middle age advances and one’s youthful illusions recede, almost the only way to get the sensation of starting again, of being reborn, is to move house. But, restless though he was by nature, two moves in twelve months would be carrying one’s mobility too far—one must beware of developing a tolerance for that stimulating drug.

His thoughts took Nigel the length of Angel Street, till he reached the high iron gateway which opens on a passage dividing the end of the street from Embankment Gardens. The gardens looked pinched and dismal this raw late-November morning. Beyond them, on the Thames, a tug mooed dispiritedly. Glancing at his watch, Nigel decided to be five minutes early for his appointment, rather than stand about in the cold admiring the apology for nature which these gardens offered.

The office of Wenham & Geraldine occupied the last house to his right, with its frontage on the street and its south side overlooking the gardens. The main door was flanked by two display windows, and there was a smaller door five or six yards up the street. Façade of dark-crimson brick, dazzling white paintwork, exquisite moulding and fanlight of the doorway—they created an impression of solidity and grace, charm and decorum, altogether appropriate to the imprint of Wenham & Geraldine. How many Victorian grandees, Nigel reflected, must have carried their bulging personalities up those shallow steps to take a glass of madeira with the now legendary James Wenham: how many of their ill-conditioned modern successors, surveying this opulent front, must snarl ‘So that’s where the profits go!’ A book, the legendary James Wenham had constantly declared, is the precious life-blood of a master spirit; and a vast quantity of more or less precious life-blood had been siphoned off, over the last century, to swell the tide of Wenham & Geraldine’s prosperity.

Moreover, though venerable, the firm was capable of moving with – or at least not more than twenty years behind – the times. One of the windows, Nigel observed, carried a display of the new book by a well-publicised R.A.F. line-shooter, together with a model airfield and a collection of toy aircraft dangling from threads above it. The display must be rather wasted on this backwater, he thought; then realised that Angel Street would be a short-cut for pedestrians from the Strand to Charing Cross Underground station, and at certain times of the day busy enough.

He found himself mounting the steps in front of a well-preserved lady, whose equine face made her choker of pearls resemble a horse-collar. He opened the door of the reception room for her, and stood aside. She swept past him, with no other acknowledgment of his politeness than a puff of scent, and disappeared through a door at the far end of the room.

‘My name is Strangeways,’ he told the receptionist. ‘I have an appointment with Mr. Geraldine.’

After applying herself to the house-telephone, the girl announced, ‘If you will take a seat for a moment, Mr. Geraldine’s secretary will come down for you.’

Nigel was getting the Number Two treatment, as later he would learn. The Number One, reserved for the equivalent of Royalty among the firm’s writers, was for a partner to come downstairs in person. Lesser V.I.P.s were fetched by a secretary; while the rabble had to find their own way. Nigel filled in time now by studying the signed photographs of authors which adorned one wall of the reception room. The earlier ones ran to beards and expressions of quite unnerving self-confidence: as the eye moved on towards present times, the faces gradually lost both hair and assurance, the most recent being marked either by grinding angst or by that pop-eyed, implausible bravado which looks out so often from the photograph files of Scotland Yard. To this, however, there were two noticeable exceptions: a heavily-moustached type in military uniform—the photo was signed ‘Richard Thoresby,’ and the lady who had brushed past Nigel at the door. The large signature on her photograph informed him that she was none other than Millicent Miles—the glamorous, the unspeakable Millicent Miles, that queen of best-sellers who changed her publishers almost as often as once she had changed (so rumour said) her lovers. It was odd that Wenham & Geraldine should have taken her on. Well, here she was—full evening dress, tiara, perfectly waved hair—gazing haughtily from the wall.

‘Wasn’t that Miss Miles who came in just before me?’ asked Nigel.

‘Yes. She is working here,’ the receptionist replied, in neutral tones.

‘In the firm, you mean?’

‘Oh no. She’s writing her memoirs for us: and when she was moving house, Mr. Geraldine put a room here at her disposal.’

‘Memoirs? That should cause a stir.’

‘We hope to do well with them,’ said the girl demurely. ‘Of course Miss Miles is not the type of author we often have on our list.’

‘I should say not! Like a University Press publishing Elinor Glyn.’

Nigel studied the girl. A handsome creature, in a gipsyish way: about 23 and tries to look older: very self-contained behind her horn-rimmed glasses: couldn’t have worked here long, but was already using the publishers ‘we’ as to the manner born. Some quality in her speech made him ask:

‘Were you at Somerville?’

‘Oh dear, does it stick out like that?’

‘What did you read?’

‘History.’

‘Do all right?’

‘Well, actually I got a First.’ The admission, accompanied by a gauche sideways jerk of the head, took several years off her apparent age.

‘But you’re stuck at the end of a telephone?’

‘The firm likes one to start at the bottom of the ladder. If I make good with the callers, they’ll promote me to secretary—and some reading, perhaps.’

‘The Victorian régime, eh? I see you’re writing a book in between times.’

Flushing, the girl thrust some MS. pages under a blotter. ‘You see too much. Sorry, but I hate my work being overlooked.’

‘Most writers do, I believe—while it’s in progress. No doubt the anthropologists could tell us something about that.’

At this point another studious-looking girl appeared, Mr. Geraldine’s secretary. Nigel followed her through the inner door into a passage which led, he later discovered, from the smaller street door to the packers’ room. One side of this passage was heaped with bulging sacks: on the other was a lift, whose outer doors struck Nigel a vicious slap from behind as he entered.

‘They always do that,’ said the girl brightly, as if explaining the foibles of a favourite but unreliable domestic animal.

‘Even to Millicent Miles?’

The girl giggled. ‘Well, I believe she did ask Mr. Geraldine to have a new lift installed,’ she said; then gave Nigel a startled look, which plainly inquired how she could have let fall such an indiscretion before a total stranger—a question a good many people, who came across Nigel in his professional capacity, had cause to ask themselves.

Reaching the second floor, Nigel was led to the senior partner’s room. A large, high, rectangular room, lit by a Venetian glass chandelier transformed for electricity and two sash-windows overlooking the street: the wall facing the windows lined with books: white panelling: a luxurious fitted carpet. Nigel’s arrival caught its three occupants in what might have been the dégagé and eternally-arrested pose of a modern Conversation Piece—the bald-headed man sitting at his desk flanked by the woman leaning negligently against the further window, and the saturnine red-haired chap gazing down at his shoes and jingling coins in a trouser-pocket. For a second or two the poses were held. Then the bald man rose and advanced smoothly upon Nigel.

‘Mr. Strangeways? Exceedingly good of you to come along. May I introduce you to my partners? Miss Wenham—the granddaughter of our founder. Mr. Ryle, who has recently joined us.’

Arthur Geraldine had the portly figure, the bland face and address which convention associates with bishops and butlers; he had, also, a surprisingly muscular hand-grip.

‘You will take a glass of madeira with us? We keep up the old—’

‘Filthy stuff. Like liquid demerara sugar,’ Miss Wenham broke in.

‘My dear Liz, you are incorrigible.’

They sat at the mahogany table in the middle of the room. Arthur Geraldine poured out madeira for the men: Liz Wenham treated herself to a glass of lemonade from the bottle on the silver tray, and bit noisily into an apple. A dumpy woman of about fifty, grey-haired, with very white teeth, rosy-russet cheeks, and a mild, bright, clear eye, she would have looked more at home, Nigel felt, in tweeds, in a cottage-weaving establishment in Westmorland. For all her fresh-air appearance, though, she soon revealed a business-like side, cutting in on Arthur Geraldine’s civilities with:

‘Well, hadn’t we better get down to it? Joan, take Mr. Geraldine’s calls for the next half-hour.’

The secretary whisked out of the room like a leaf in a draught. Basil Ryle stopped chinking the coins in his pocket. A twinkle, whether frosty or humorous Nigel could not be sure, appeared in the senior partner’s eye.

‘Quite right, Liz,’ he said. ‘Miss Wenham keeps us all on our toes. Now, let me put our little difficulty before you, Strangeways. It is understood, of course, that this is highly confidential?’

Nigel nodded.

‘You will be aware, perhaps, that this firm specialises in memoirs, biographies and the like. It would be no exaggeration to say that the Wenham & Geraldine imprint on any volume of this nature is a guarantee of the highest quality.’

Mr. Geraldine’s flowing periods were interrupted by a loud crash as Liz Wenham’s teeth took another segment out of her apple.

‘Some two years ago we entered into an agreement with General Richard Thoresby to publish his autobiography. When we received the MS., early this year, we discovered that parts of it were—ah—extremely controversial.’

‘Riddled with libel,’ Miss Wenham mumbled through her mouthful of apple.

‘In particular, where the author criticises the conduct of operations, during the last war, by Major-General Sir Charles Blair-Chatterley. Chatterley, it seems, is his bête noire—’

‘The chap who was recently Governor-General of—’

‘The same. And Thoresby had also made the most serious allegations about Blair-Chatterley’s handling of the disturbances in the colony in 1947. I will not trouble you, for the moment, with details. Suffice it to say that we made representations to the author, pointing out the relevant passages, and discussing with him how they should be deleted, or at least toned down, to avoid the danger of libel. He proved somewhat intransigent—’

‘A blinding nuisance,’ Liz Wenham put in.

‘—but we finally reached, or thought we had reached, agreement with him.’

‘I take it you had submitted the MS. to your legal advisers?’ asked Nigel.

‘Naturally.’

‘It sent them right up the wall,’ Miss Wenham remarked.

‘However, when we received proofs, last July, we discovered to our alarm that the author had failed to delete from the MS. two of the most offensive passages, which he had previously agreed to take out.’

‘But hadn’t the MS. been examined again before you sent it to the printers?’

‘There was a slip-up there. Ryle, who was looking after the book, had gone on holiday; and in his absence, Protheroe, our chief reader, simply marked it up for the printers—it’s a standard format—and handed it to our Production Manager to send off.’

‘We were badly behind schedule with the book, and things got rushed at that point,’ Liz Wenham explained. ‘We went straight into page proof so as to get it out for the Christmas market.’

‘I see. Right. It’s July. You’ve got your page proofs and found two of the offending passages still there. What next?’

‘We asked General Thoresby along,’ said Mr. Geraldine, ‘and pointed out that we couldn’t go to press unless the passages were revised or deleted. Our libel lawyer was present at the conference. It was quite a sticky one.’

‘The General behaved like an overgrown schoolboy,’ said Miss Wenham.

‘He doesn’t know the difference between a pen and a sword.’ Basil Ryle spoke for the first time—a nasal but not unpleasing voice: his eyes had been moving steadily from one speaker to another during this conversation.

‘Well, the long and the short of it is that the General lost his temper and deleted the passages, rather violently, in our presence,’ said Geraldine.

‘The word “emasculated” was heard to fall from the warrior’s lips,’ Basil Ryle murmured.

‘Fortunately, no serious re-pagination was involved. One of the passages only ran to a few lines, and the longer one came at the end of a chapter.’

‘No re-pagination was necessary, anyhow,’ said Liz Wenham brusquely. ‘Someone stetted the two deletions.’

‘Miss Wenham means,’ explained Arthur Geraldine, ‘that during the period which elapsed between our conference with Thoresby and the sending the book to press, someone marked the deleted passages with dots and the word ‘stet’—in block capitals, so that the handwriting can’t be identified. ‘Stet’ is the sign to a printer that the marked passage be retained.’

‘Strangeways knows all about that.’ Liz Wenham’s voice crackled with impatience.

‘Of course, of course. I was forgetting that you had put out a book or two yourself. And very charming work too, if I may say so.’

Nigel felt like bearings bathed in oil, under the mellifluous tones of Mr. Geraldine. He bowed, and caught a quizzical glance from Miss Wenham.

‘Where was I? Ah yes. Our representatives travelled proof copies—with the offensive passages heavily inked out, of course—and reported a most satisfactory response. We raised the first printing to 50,000. The book came out two days ago. Yesterday we had a communication from Sir Charles Blair-Chatterley’s solicitors. They have obtained an interim injunction, and it is clear that their client will set his face against any settlement out of court. We took steps instantly to have the book withdrawn, but the damage has already been done.’

‘Just a minute,’ said Nigel. ‘Presumably there were advance copies. And nobody here noticed that the libellous passages had been put back? I’d have thought that some at least of the reviewers would have noticed too, and tipped you off before publication day.’

‘I’m afraid the responsibility is mine,’ began Basil Ryle, with something less than his normal self-assurance, after a few moments’ embarrassed silence.

‘Nonsense, my dear boy. You mustn’t reproach yourself.’ Mr. Geraldine turned to Nigel. ‘I should explain that each title we publish is given a general supervision, from start to finish, by one of the partners. Ryle was in charge of Thoresby’s book, certainly. But, once final proofs had been passed, there was no onus upon Ryle to scrutinise the text of the advance copy. Nor, in fact, would he have had time to do so. He looks after all our advertising and publicity work, and he’s been heavily engaged with the promotion campaign for this title in particular.’

Nigel was aware of a certain tension in the room during this apologia: it seemed to emanate from Liz Wenham, whose nails were beating a tattoo on the table.

‘What about the reviewers?’ he asked.

‘Owing to the delays caused by the author’s, h’m, attitude, we were badly behind schedule. Copies only went out a week before publication date—to postpone that date would have been inadvisable, for several reasons. I can only suppose that the reviewers had not had time to—’

‘Or the will to,’ put in Basil Ryle. ‘Blair-Chatterley is far from being universally loved by the military profession, and Time to Fight is a book that would be given to military experts for review.’

‘It’s news to me that reviewers read books.’ Miss Wenham sounded impatient. ‘Anyway, the point is that we’re in the dog-house.’

‘You’re insured against libel, I presume?’

‘There are no insurance policies against loss of prestige,’ replied the senior partner in oracular tones. ‘Technically, as you know, publisher, printer and author are held equally responsible in an action for libel. Even supposing our insurance policy will cover our share of the damages—and they’re likely to be enormous in the present case—there’s our reputation to consider. After such a flagrant libel, authors and agents might well fight shy of sending us their books: our whole reputation for—’ Arthur Geraldine’s pink cheeks quivered, his voice shook. ‘Why? I simply can’t understand it. We’ve always been a happy family here. Why should anyone want to do such a thing?’

It was a rhetorical question: but Nigel had little tolerance for rhetorical questions: he proceeded to answer it, dogmatically.

‘There are four possible motives. To damage your firm. To do down the author. To disoblige this Blair-Chatterley. Or, of course, pure mischief. I take it you want me to find out—’

Arthur Geraldine held up his hand: there was more hair on its back than on his head. ‘Precisely. We are not vindictive. But we must prevent any recurrence of the trouble. Finding the person responsible won’t help us in court; but we should at least feel secure against—’

‘Suspect anyone?’

Automatically, the three partners’ eyes sought one another in a silent consultation. Nigel could read their minds: they were debating the ethics of voicing suspicions for which they had inadequate grounds, or which they were ashamed of feeling. After a short pause, Mr. Geraldine spoke:

‘We have discussed it amongst ourselves, naturally. But we are quite at a loss. During the crucial periods, the proof copy of Time to Fight was in Protheroe’s room, accessible to——’

‘I’d rather go into the mechanics of it later, if you don’t mind. There was no one with a grudge against the firm?’

A slightly embarrassed silence, broken by Basil Ryle: ‘I still think Bates should be questioned.’

‘We’ve had all that out, Basil.’ Miss Wenham was visibly bristling.

‘Bates is—was our Production Manager,’ Arthur Geraldine explained. ‘He was certainly under notice at the time. But he’d been with us, let me see, thirty-two years, and always devoted to the firm’s interests. I am confident he is above suspicion.’

‘But you sacked him.’

Mr. Geraldine winced at the crude expression. ‘He was getting on in years, you know, and his methods had become just a leetle—ah hum—over-conservative, shall we say? So we asked him if he was prepared to retire, somewhat before the fixed date, on full pension of course.’

This Agag-like treatment of the subject only heightened the tension round the table. Nigel interpreted it—correctly, as it proved—to mean that the up-and-coming young Ryle had fallen foul of Bates or his methods, and forced his resignation, against the opposition of Liz Wenham certainly and perhaps of the senior partner.

‘And was he?’

‘Was he—’

‘Was your Mr. Bates “prepared to retire”? Did he go, or was he pushed?’

Nigel caught an approving gleam in Miss Wenham’s eye, as she said, ‘He certainly did not want to go. But he wouldn’t do a thing like that. It’s out of the question.’

Basil Ryle, sighing, shrugged his shoulders. ‘I think, if Mr. Strangeways agrees to help us, he must be allowed to have an open mind about everyone in the firm—including us round the table here.’

‘Ah, come now, Basil.’ A trace of Irish was heard, for the first time, in Arthur Geraldine’s speech.

‘Basil is right. We owe it to our employees.’ As so often when Liz Wenham spoke, it had the effect of a window opened to let in some bracing air. The uneasiness in the room was dispelled.

‘What about your reader?’ Nigel asked. ‘By the way, is he the Stephen Protheroe who wrote Fire and Ash?’

‘Yes. A remarkable poem, wasn’t it?’ said Miss Wenham.

‘We have sold some 26,000 copies of it,’ remarked Mr. Geraldine, ‘since 1927, and there is still a modest demand. Extraordinary, you know, that he never followed it up.’

‘I should think that poem would be enough to burn anyone out. And is he to be above suspicion too?’

‘Stephen has been with us since 1930. He has no financial interest in the firm, though we did sound him about partnership a few years ago.’

‘He seems to have had the best opportunity to tamper with the proof copy,’ said Nigel.

‘Possibly.’ Arthur Geraldine’s very long, thin upper lip seemed to stretch yet further, giving him a shark-like look. ‘But if he did it, I’d never trust my own judgment again.’

They discussed ways and means for a while. It was decided that Nigel should pursue his investigations, under cover of being temporarily engaged as a specialist reader. None of them supposed that this cover would hold up for more than a day or two, but even so short a period might help. His fee was stated, and agreed to. Then Miss Wenham said:

‘Where’s he going to work?’

‘Better put him in the room next to Stephen’s,’ said Arthur Geraldine.

‘Miss Miles won’t welcome that,’ said Basil Ryle.

‘Oh damn, I’d forgotten she was still with us. How much longer do we have to entertain the woman?’

Ryle shrugged. It was evident to Nigel that the best-selling authoress was Ryle’s protégée, acceptable to the other two, if at all, for the money Wenham & Geraldine would make out of her.

‘How long has she been using the room?’ he mildly inquired.

‘Since we signed her up, last June, off and on. She was moving house then.’

‘And now she seems to have moved in permanently on us,’ muttered Liz Wenham.

Geraldine said, ‘Well, as long as it’s a golden egg, I suppose we can put up with her laying it on the premises. Mr. Strangeways had better go in with Stephen, then.’ Moving over to his desk, he dialled a number on the internal telephone.

‘Stephen, could you spare us a few minutes?’

The receiver buzzed at him like a wasp.

‘… Well, it is rather important. Thanks.’ He put down the telephone. ‘Stephen’s in a mood.’

Nigel looked forward with some interest to meeting the author of that acrid, tragic poem, Fire and Ash, in a mood or out of it. Stephen Protheroe, once upon a time ‘a name to be conjured with,’ ‘a young singer to be watched,’ etc., etc., had given the public no further opportunity to watch him or to conjure with him. Withdrawing again into the total obscurity from which Fire and Ash, his one published work, had emerged, he had been lost to view for over twenty-five years. Few of the many admirers of that book could have stated with any certainty whether he was still alive.

‘We’re all very fond of Stephen,’ said Liz Wenham. ‘And terrified of him.’


Chapter 2

First Impression

A LITTLE GRIG of a man darted into the room, with a movement that suggested fins rather than legs. The fish-like effect was accentuated by his thin mouth, which was opening and shutting silently. After a few seconds, the mouth achieved speech.

‘How much longer is that bloody woman going to infest the building? She’s wasted half an hour of my time this morning already—pestering me about her punctuation. Punctuation! I ask you! Am I hired to put in stops for female morons? And I don’t like her scent either.’

Protheroe’s diatribe was itself most effectively punctuated—with loud sniffs. Nigel took in the high-bridged nose, the noble forehead, the fine eyes blazing through horn-rimmed spectacles, which surmounted so oddly a weak mouth and an almost non-existent chin. The man’s voice was equally paradoxical—deep and resonant, but occasionally cracking to a furious squawk. One’s eyes kept returning to his mouth, which had the habit of nibbling silently at words, before pronouncing them aloud.

‘I have worked in this firm now for a quarter of a century,’ Protheroe was proclaiming, ‘and I should have thought I had earned the right to a little (sniff) privacy. Of course, if you prefer me to spend my time spoon-feeding illiterate (sniff) ex-trollops rather than reading manuscripts, I’ll accommodate myself to your (sniff) new policy. Who’s this?’

Stephen Protheroe had at last become aware of Nigel’s presence, and whipped off his spectacles with the apparent object of seeing him better.

‘Our new reader. Mr. Strangeways—Mr. Protheroe.’

‘Hm’ff. Sorely needed. How do you do? You can take Miss Millicent Miles off my hands. I like the ‘Miss.’ A Miss is as good as a Miles, I told her just now. She always—she hates puns. So do I, but it’s the only way I can get her out of the room.’ He turned upon Liz Wenham. ‘New reader, did you say? We don’t want a new reader.’

‘Now sit down, Stephen, have a glass of madeira, and calm yourself.’

Protheroe peered at the proffered glass suspiciously, took a gulp, smacked his lips.

‘The madeira vine,’ he informed the company, ‘was introduced to the island by the Portuguese, from Cyprus, or possibly Crete, early in the fifteenth century. It is a cousin of the wine known to schoolboys as Malmsey, and to antiquarian pedants as Malvoisie. Under either name it no doubt tasted equally sickly.’

‘Stephen, could you stop talking for a minute and listen,’ implored Liz Wenham. The note of exasperated affection in her voice was not lost upon Nigel.

‘Strangeways has very kindly consented to investigate our little trouble over Time to Fight. You remember, Stephen, he was recommended to us yesterday by—’

‘Nobody here ever tells me anything.’

‘You just don’t listen—that’s your trouble,’ said Liz Wenham.

‘I shall observe your methods with interest,’ Protheroe gave Nigel a courtly bow. ‘The science, or perhaps one should say the art, of detection has long been to me—’

‘Perhaps we should let Strangeways proceed with his art, or science,’ Basil Ryle interposed.

‘“In my craft or sullen art,”’ chanted Protheroe. ‘A shade dubious, do you think? That “sullen”—did it come from the heart or the head?’

‘For God’s sake Stephen!’ exclaimed Arthur Geraldine. ‘This is a publishing house, not a Senior Common Room. You don’t seem to realise the gravity of this libel action.’

‘Protheroe has nothing at stake,’ snapped Ryle.

Liz Wenham bristled. ‘I think we all know how much spiritual capital Stephen has put into the firm.’

‘Now, children! No quarrelling!’ Protheroe turned to Nigel. ‘At your service.’

‘I’d like to study the proof copy that was tampered with, and the original typescript. I want the addresses of General Thoresby, Blair-Chatterley and Mr. Bates, and a list of your present employees, with the length of time each has been in the firm, and a specimen of his or her handwriting. In the meantime, perhaps I could have a talk with Protheroe.’

Arthur Geraldine nodded. He went to a corner of the room, opened a safe which was discreetly concealed behind a large screen—as though nothing to be associated with base lucre should meet the eye in this high-toned room—and returned to the table with a proof copy and a typescript bound in brown paper.

‘Er, you will be at pains, I am sure, my dear fellow, not to—’ The senior partner, looking oddly pathetic, broke off and tried again. ‘I do realise, of course, that you will have to ask a great number of questions. But we do not want the staff, er, well, you know, unduly—I mean, unnecessarily—upset.’

‘I am sure Mr. Strangeways is the soul of tact,’ said Liz Wenham soothingly.

With that, Nigel took his leave, escorted by Stephen Protheroe. Stephen pointed out the rooms of the other two partners, off the same passage as Geraldine’s. Then they mounted a flight of stairs, emerged on to a landing with the lift doors to their left and a notice, Wenham & Geraldine: Editorial Dept. on the wall in front of them, and stopped at a door three yards down the passage. To this door was fastened a card, bearing in large block capitals the legend MR. BLODWORTH – KEEP OUT.

‘Here we are,’ said Stephen. ‘Mr. Blodworth passed over many years ago, but we like to keep in touch with our past. And of course it does baffle a certain number of my unwelcome visitors—though not, I fear, for long.’ He gazed at the card meditatively; then, whipping out a thick pencil, wrote underneath KEEP OUT the words This includes you, Miss Miles. ‘Welcome to my hutch,’ he said, throwing open the door.

It was certainly very different from the great open spaces of the senior partner’s room.

‘Very cosy, I am sure,’ said Nigel, eyeing with misgivings the cluttered desk, the naked bulb overhead, the shelves of dusty books, the two hard chairs which comprised the furniture and fittings of this glorified packing-case. One side of it was partitioned off from the room next door by a thin wall with a sliding, frosted-glass window in it. Through the wall could be heard the excitable chatter of a typewriter.

‘She actually composes her sickening works on a machine,’ said Protheroe, with an expression of deep disgust. ‘That shows you, doesn’t it?’

‘And where do I sit?’

‘Oh, I expect we can squeeze a little table into that corner. If we do, it will be physically impossible for our neighbour to get into the room at all. Then it only remains to seal up the sliding window and we shall be inviolable.’

‘Yes, that’s very nice. But how about getting out of the room? We shall need to do that from time to time.’

‘Oh dear me, are you one of those active detectives? I was hoping you would be the Nero Wolfe type, never budging from your chair.’

Clearing a space on the desk, Stephen put down the proof copy and typescript of Time to Fight; but Nigel showed no eagerness to examine them yet. Instead, he flicked a forefinger at them and asked:

‘Well, what can you tell me about all this?’

‘Tell you? How do you mean?’ Protheroe seemed a little disconcerted.

‘Go back to last July. The day this proof came back from the author. What date was it, by the way?’

‘The 22nd.’

‘Did it come by post, or did the author leave it in?’

‘Post. Does that matter?’

‘Probably not. What happened next? What’s the exact procedure in this house?’

While the typewriter clacked feverishly next door, Nigel extracted from Stephen Protheroe the following information. The proof had arrived by midday post on the 22nd. The parcel was brought to Basil Ryle’s room. After lunch he began scrutinising it, to make sure that the author had settled all the printer’s queries, and the author’s corrections made sense. A publicity meeting that afternoon prevented Ryle from finishing work on the proof, so he took it home with him. Reading it after dinner, he discovered that the offending passages had not been taken out. Next morning he discussed with Geraldine and Protheroe whether they should be quietly deleted in the office and the book sent to press, or whether General Thoresby should be consulted. Though the General had previously agreed to their deletion, Geraldine decided that the firm had better have a show-down with him, and get the record absolutely straight. So a meeting was arranged for 2 p.m. the same afternoon, between the partners, their legal adviser, and the author. This, as Nigel had already been told, was a lively encounter: but the General had finally been induced to see reason, and the libellous passages were erased there and then. The meeting broke up a little before 3 p.m. Ryle at once brought
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