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“I don’t care,” said Phillip Bethancourt rather petulantly and snuffled moistly into his handkerchief.

Detective Inspector Jack Gibbons stared at him, taken aback. Bethancourt was an enthusiastic amateur sleuth and normally showed the keenest interest in Gibbons’ cases. This kind of response to an appeal for help was unheard of and left Gibbons at a loss. 

“But, Phillip—” he began. 

Bethancourt pulled a thermometer out of the pocket of his dressing gown, thrust it firmly into his ear for a moment, and removed it again, peering at the results through his hom-rimmed glasses. 

“Over a hundred,” he groaned, and plied his nose with the handkerchief again. 

“That’s too bad,” said Gibbons without much sympathy. He had already spent half an hour upon his arrival making soothing noises at his friend and brewing a pot of tea for the invalid. “Phillip, this is one of the nightclubs you’re a member of. Hell, you probably know the dead woman—” 

“I’m tired of nightclubs,” said Bethancourt, popping a zinc tablet into his mouth. “I’m thinking of resigning all my memberships. If it’s information about nightclubs you want, you can talk to Marla.” 

Marla Tate, one of England’s top fashion models, was Bethancourt’s girlfriend, and while there was no doubt that she knew the nightclub scene thoroughly, she was hardly likely to be receptive to any requests from Gibbons. Marla loathed her boyfriend’s hobby and not unjustly blamed Gibbons for Bethancourt’s interest in murder cases. 

“I’d rather talk to you,” said Gibbons. “But maybe later, if you think she really might know something, you could ring her and—” 

“I can’t ring her,” mumbled Bethancourt around the zinc lozenge. “I’ve broken up with her.” 

“You what?” Gibbons stared at his friend, utterly astonished, while behind the glasses Bethancourt’s red puffy eyes met his gaze dully. 

“You heard me,” said Bethancourt. “We had an enormous row over the phone yesterday. I really think the least she could do when she’s got a day off is rally round with a liter of orange juice and take Cerberus for his run in the park.” 

Gibbons glanced over at the large Borzoi hound who was lying mournfully in the doorway. 

“Well, yes,” he admitted. “But I thought she was in Paris.” 

“She has to come back next week for a location shoot anyway,” said Bethancourt. “She could just as well have come back early, but she wouldn’t. She said there was a party she wanted to go to and tried to make out it was my fault for not having stayed in Paris when she wanted me to. So I told her if she wanted to take that attitude she needn’t bother ever coming by again and rang off.” 

Gibbons couldn’t help wishing that he had overheard this conversation. In his experience, it was usually Marla who was in a temper and Bethancourt who worked masterfully to calm her down. 

“Well, I’m sorry,” he said rather lamely. In truth, he didn’t take it seriously. When Bethancourt was over his flu, Gibbons was certain he would exert himself to resume the status quo. He’d lost count of the times that Marla had threatened to leave his friend, and no matter what Bethancourt’s sin, it had never come to anything in the end. 

“So you can see,” sniffled Bethancourt, “the last thing I want to talk about at the moment is nightclubs.” 

“It’s not nightclubs per se that I'm interested in,” said Gibbons persuasively. “It’s a murder that just happened to occur at a particular nightclub. At the Purple Pansy.” 

“I haven’t been there in months.” 

“The victim,” pursued Gibbons doggedly, “looked to me like she might have been a model. I’ve sent Sergeant Peters round to the agencies, but it would be quicker if you knew her and could identify her.” 

Gibbons had opened his briefcase while he spoke and now produced some photographs. 

“I'm ill,” said Bethancourt peevishly. “I'm already nauseated, and you said she was strangled. I don’t want to look at dead, strangled people when I’m nauseated.” 

“She’s a bit puffy,” admitted Gibbons, eyeing his pictures judiciously, “but still recognizable. Here, have a look.” 

Before Bethancourt could protest further, the doorbell rang. Cerberus woofed softly and rose, trotting in a businesslike manner toward the door. 

“I’ll answer it,” said Gibbons. “You see if you know the victim.” 

He dropped the pictures neatly in Bethancourt’s lap and made for the hall before his friend could hand them back. He was more than a little surprised, when he opened the door, to find Marla there. 

She was clearly in a temper. Jade green eyes snapped with anger, and she did not even bother to say hello. “I might have known you’d be here,” she snarled and pushed past both him and the dog to stride down the hall. She glanced into the bedroom; not finding her prey there, she continued on to the drawing room. 

Bethancourt looked as surprised as Gibbons had, but before he could say anything, she slammed a carton of orange juice down on the nearest coffee table. 

“There’s your bloody orange juice! I hope you’re satisfied.” 

“Thank you, Marla,” said Bethancourt meekly. 

She loomed over him where he lay on the sofa. “Don’t you ever dare threaten me again,” she continued. “And let’s have one thing clear: just because we’re sharing a flat in Paris together doesn’t mean I’ve turned into your nursemaid.” 

“Obviously not,” returned Bethancourt coldly, his delivery somewhat hampered by the nasal quality of his voice. “And I did not threaten you.” 

“You most certainly did. You threatened to break up with me.” 

“You’re wrong,” said Bethancourt flatly. “I didn’t threaten to break up with you, I did it. And I meant every word.” 

They glared at each other, Bethancourt sniffling and Marla quivering with rage. 

“Oh, blow your nose,” she said at last, turning away. “Where’s the damn dog lead?” 

“I think it’s hanging in the hall,” offered Gibbons, since Bethancourt was industriously blowing his nose. 

Marla marched out, calling sharply to Cerberus, who actually padded after her. Gibbons in his place would not have. In a moment they heard the door slam shut. 

“I need another handkerchief” said Bethancourt, still sniffing. “Would you get one out of the bureau for me, Jack?” 

Gibbons obliged. When he returned, Bethancourt was rubbing fretfully at his nose and staring at the crime scene photographs. He took the fresh linen, blew into it vigorously, and said, “I don’t know her, and if I were you, I wouldn’t ask Marla just now. But I’ll tell you whom you could ask—Spencer Kendrick.” 

Gibbons nodded. Kendrick was a fashion photographer and a friend of Bethancourt’s; Gibbons had met him several times. 

“All right,” he said, pulling out his notebook. “Where do I find him?” Bethancourt rattled off the address of Kendrick’s studio and his phone number, and Gibbons jotted them down. “I’ll ring him now and run over if he’s there,” said Gibbons, collecting his photographs and stuffing them back into his briefcase. He hesitated. “Are you going to be all right?” 

“God knows,” answered Bethancourt. “Marla’s idea of succoring the sick does seem more likely to kill than cure. But no doubt she’ll take herself off shortly, and I can get some rest.” 
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Gibbons felt rather awkward as he rode the lift up to Spencer Kendrick’s studio and contemplated interviewing an acquaintance in the course of a murder investigation. It would, he reflected, have been much easier if Kendrick had been either a friend or a stranger. Strangers, of course, were the norm, but at least a friend would understand that Gibbons had no choice but to follow where the investigation led and to use every resource in pursuit of that investigation. A mere acquaintance was far more likely to take offense. It was not what he would have wished for on his first case since making inspector at midsummer. 

Kendrick was working. The lift let Gibbons out directly into the studio, where his ears were assaulted by blaring music. There were several people in the huge space, but no one paid any attention to him. Off to one side he spotted Kendrick, a tall, lanky man with a grey-streaked ponytail and a calm demeanor. In an industry whose denizens were more than usually histrionic, that demeanor was famous. It was said that no provocation had ever caused Kendrick to lose his composure, not even the dramatic public scene that had led to his rather messy divorce some years earlier. 

He was conferring with another man, although how they could hear each other over the music Gibbons couldn’t imagine. He made his way over and inserted himself firmly into the conversation. 

“Good timing,” said Kendrick. “The model’s changing and I’ve just about finished setting up. Come through.” 

Gibbons caught only a few words of this, especially since Kendrick had a quiet, even manner of speaking, but willingly followed his host across the room and through a door in the far wall. This part of the loft was apparently soundproofed, as the decibel level dropped considerably as soon as Kendrick closed the door, and they were left with only the pounding of the bass. In the hallway beyond the door Kendrick turned into another room on the left, which proved to be a small office space. 

“Have a seat,” said Kendrick, dropping his long, lanky frame into an office chair and swiveling it around to face Gibbons. He eyed his guest curiously. ‘What can I do for you? Are you planning a surprise party for Phillip or something?” 

“His birthday’s not till December,” answered Gibbons. “No, I’d like you to look at some photographs and see if you recognize the woman in them.” 

Kendrick looked mystified, but reached for the pictures. 

“I should warn you,” said Gibbons, pausing before handing them over, “that the woman in question was a murder victim. They’re not pretty.” 

Kendrick went very still. “Are you telling me someone I know has died?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” answered Gibbons. “It’s possible she was a model, but unless you identify her, I don
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