

    
        [image: Blonde Genius]
    


    
        
            
                
                    Presents: 

                    Blonde Genius

                    by J.T. EDSON

                    with PETER CLAWSON
                
            
        
    


     


    



Benkinsop’s Academy for the Daughters of Gentlefolk prided itself that any girl coming from its hallowed portals was a valuable and talented member of society—underground society that is. For although the Prospectus included Wise Shopping, Household Hints and Folk Dancing classes, had you investigated behind the basement doors and red warning lights, you would have found girls practising the gentle arts of shoplifting, safe-cracking and striptease.
But the Academy was in deadly peril from a rival organisation. As the Champion of the Lower Grebe Approved School for girls held the drugged Head Girl of Benkinsop’s in a stranglehold during the Inter-Schools “Debate”, a member of the Mediterranean Syndicate was lifting the contents of the Head’s safe containing ancestral diamonds and £10,000 “Petty Cash”...
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Author’s Note
This book has a Message; read it, enjoy it, that’s all we ask
 



One
Sitting in the passenger seat of the maroon E-type Jaguar, listening to the flow of conversation emanating from the walkie-talkie in his right hand. Gus Saunders mopped the sweat from his brow. He could claim to be one of the five best cat-burglars in the world—although, due to a tendency to “grass” when arrested, his social standing in the Profession was not exalted—yet he still felt anxiety as he thought of what lay ahead.
On the face of it, Saunders could hardly have been situated better for making what the Profession termed a “big tickle”. Conditions were close to a cat-burglar’s idea of perfection. He had a dead drum, or as near to it as made no difference. His getaway had been planned to the last detail and was assured. In addition to having a certain and lucrative sale for the loot, he had the backing of the Mediterranean Syndicate; with the possibility of more of its business being turned his way.
It should all have added up to a screws man’s dream of heaven; but not under the circumstances.
Shivering a little as he thought of what would happen if he failed, Saunders looked out of the window. Through the starlit darkness, he could make out the high and massive wall which surrounded the property he was to visit. That was no problem, the big double wrought-iron gates stood wide open. Squinting a little, he managed to read the words printed upon the brass plate on the right-hand gatepost.
 
BENKINSOP’S ACADEMY
FOR THE
DAUGHTERS OF GENTLEFOLK
MISS A. P. D. BENKINSOP,
M.A., B.Sc. (Oxon.), G.M., H.O.G.A.
Headmistress
 
Through the gate, at the end of the gravel driveway which separated the spacious, well-tended lawns, stood the big, fine old Georgian mansion in which he would find the big tickle. Behind it were the other buildings of the very élite finishing school, its gymnasium, science laboratory, swimming pool, tennis courts and all the other necessary adjuncts for the education of the wealthy’s daughters.
Or such of them who met with Miss Benkinsop’s high standards of acceptance. Mere wealth, as Saunders had reason to know, could not ensure ones daughter of a place in Benkinsop’s.
“Rosalie was telling me to be sure and take a look at this, Miss Benkinsop,” said the harsh male voice from the walkie-talkie. “I’m pleased I asked you to show it to me, It’s very nice too.”
The conversation to which Saunders was an unsuspected eavesdropper was originating, via a powerful transistorised two-way radio concealed upon the person of the male speaker from the combined sitting room, study and business office of the school’s headmistress.
It was a room to which errant pupils would be summoned, should their misdeeds warrant such a serious step, and arrive with trepidation yet the certain assurance that justice would be fairly and adequately done. Decorated and furnished to the height of good taste, the room contrived in a subtle way to take on the atmosphere of all its functions. On the wall hung portraits, each by an acknowledged master of the day, representing Miss Amelia Benkinsop’s predecessors. From Regency, through Victorian, Edwardian, World War I to present day, there was a strong family resemblance between the faces. Each was portrayed dressed to the height of formal fashion for her era and around each slender neck was hung the same magnificent diamond, sapphire and emerald necklace.
While Miss Amelia Benkinsop was not wearing that particular piece of jewellery at the moment, it was on display and being admired.
Neither too tall, nor too short, Miss Benkinsop was many men’s idea of the perfect height and build. Her golden blonde hair was treated with the kind of elegant coiffure that a certain prominent West End artisan creates so well. It set off her flawless beauty and emphasised the regal distinction of her patrician features As usual on informal, or business occasions, she was attired in a very smart tweed two-piece that could only have come from the best establishment on Bond Street. It neither detracted from, nor tried to draw attention to her graceful and shapely figure. She looked like—and indeed frequently was—one of the gracious, svelte, superbly calm and utterly competent ladies whose pictures appear in the pages of Tatler or The Field.
If Miss Benkinsop was the epitome of the British upper-class lady, her guest—despite his expensive, well-cut dinner jacket. monogrammed white silk shirt, black bow tie and other visible signs of wealth—was definitely lower class Italian.
Thickset, burly, hard-faced, Alfonso Fiorelli had always caused Miss Benkinsop to think of Sicilian bandits, or other equally non-socially acceptable members of the community. However, his present position in society had elevated him to the station where he could expect the full courtesies when visiting the school.
For all that, Miss Benkinsop wished her guest-of-honour did not wear such a potent after-shave lotion and other perfume. The combined aromas were so distasteful to her nostrils that she had been compelled to open the bottom half of the room’s window.
Standing by Miss Benkinsop’s Sheraton desk, before which on occasion his current wife had waited apprehensively for justice to be done, Fiorelli handed back the magnificent necklace. On a silver tray, a crystal decanter, two glasses and an ashtray to accommodate Fiorelli’s long, thick cigar, suggested that the meeting was of a social rather than a business nature.
Knowing that it was anything but a social call, Miss Benkinsop had been only too willing to turn the Regency portrait on the hinges of its frame and open the safe which it usually concealed, producing and displaying the pride of her family’s not inconsiderable collection of jewellery.
“It is indeed,” Miss Benkinsop admitted, taking the necklace across to the safe. “The Prince Regent gave it to one of my forebears, along with this house, when she danced what he and Beau Brummel called deucedly undraped for them in the Pavilion at Brighton.”
Oblivious of the interest and suggestion of avarice with which Fiorelli watched her every movement, Miss Benkinsop returned the necklace to its box in the safe. While closing and locking the door, then returning the portrait to its more usual position, she continued speaking.
“I’ve always maintained that, but for her catching a chill, people would today speak of Mrs. Benkinsop and not Mrs. Fitzherbert.”
“I bet they would Fiorelli,” commented sycophantically, although he could barely remember who the Prince Regent was, much less details of “Prinny’s” paramour Mrs. Fitzherbert. “Is that her, the Regency lady in front of the safe?”
Maybe Fiorelli’s knowledge was lacking in English history, but his pose as an art collector had at least taught him the various periods.
“Yes,” Miss Benkinsop confirmed, walking back to her guest. “That’s Amelia, the founder of our line.”
“About our proposition. Miss Benkinsop?” Fiorelli hinted, bringing the conversation once more to the subject which the headmistress was trying to avoid.
“I’m afraid it’s quite out of the question, Mr. Fiorelli. I couldn’t even consider it.”
“But we—”
“Ever since the Academy was founded by my great grandmother,” Miss Benkinsop interrupted politely but firmly, we have prided ourselves on being a self-supporting and independent establishment. With no outside associations.”
“But we could help you make it pay better—” Fiorelli pointed out, using an argument which he felt sure could not fail to create a good impression.
He had sadly misjudged Miss Benkinsop. An expression of reproving distaste came to her beautiful face as she replied pointedly:
“We’ve never concerned ourselves greatly with making it pay.”
“But—!” Fiorelli began, genuinely shocked by the apparent disdain his hostess expressed for the sacred subject of money.
“I’m afraid I’d rather not discuss it further,” Miss Benkinsop declared, with an air of finality in her tone. “If we go now, I’ll just have time to show you some of our Prep. classes before the Main Debate.
Leading the way across the room, Miss Benkinsop paused on reaching the door. So did Fiorelli, having grown used to a minion opening up for him. Suddenly realising that such was not the case this evening, he did the honours. Smiling graciously, Miss Benkinsop swept by him.
“Perhaps you’ll change your mind,” Fiorelli commented, darting a fast and unobserved glance in the direction of the Regency portrait.
“I doubt it,” Miss Benkinsop replied.
“Don’t you lock your study?” Fiorelli asked, trying to sound more nonchalant and less hopeful than he felt as he noticed the apparent oversight.
In the Jaguar, Saunders tensed and muttered what for him amounted to a fervent prayer that the answer would be in the negative.
“It isn’t necessary,” Miss Benkinsop replied, then proceeded to destroy the sense of elation which she had unconsciously caused to rise in Saunders’ breast, “Amanda fitted one of her automatic locks for me.”
Letting out a disgruntled groan, Saunders glared furiously at the walkie-talkie. Clearly somebody up—or down—there did not particularly like the cat burglar.
“Oh well, Gus boy,” Saunders told himself bitterly. “It looks like it’s a climb job after all. But if there’s one of them locks on the window—”
He let the words trail off, diverting his attention to uttering another prayer that such a contingency did not arise.
Having walked side by side along the first-floor passage, Miss Benkinsop and her guest strolled down the wide main staircase towards the entrance hall. To make conversation—and prevent his hostess from remembering that she had not closed the study’s window—Fiorelli remarked:
“Who’s Amanda?”
“The School Swot,” Miss Benkinsop replied. “Of course, you haven’t met her?”
“Not yet,” Fiorelli admitted, his voice implying that it was a pleasure to which he was looking forward with considerable anticipation.
“A charming girl,” Miss Benkinsop stated, then dropped her voice to a more conspiratorial level. “But not quite the class we like at Benkinsop’s. Her background’s all wrong, you know.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“It’s her father. He was quite a well-known scientist, brilliant in his field but vague and terribly absentminded. He brought her here in mistake for Roedean, or one of the other less exclusive schools.”
“I’m surprised you let her stay,” Fiorelli commented.
“I was away at the time,” Miss Benkinsop explained. “And when I returned, a few days later, it was too late.”
“Why was that?”
“I told you he was absent-minded?”
“Yes.”
“Well, he was testing some new, very powerful high explosive at a top secret War Department laboratory and set off a charge of it to study the results—”
“And?” Fiorelli prompted.
“He forgot to go behind the protective screens before he set it off.”
“Couldn’t her mother take her back?”
“The Professor was a widower,” Miss Benkinsop explained. “I was unable to trace any other relatives. One can’t turn a poor, defenceless orphan out, can one?”
“No,” Fiorelli conceded, although his natural inclination had been to say, “Why not?” He realised that Miss Benkinsop had probably never made a more beneficial gesture than in keeping Amanda Tweedle at the school.
The main entrance hall, into which the couple descended, was the hub around which all the school’s activities centred. Various classrooms could be reached from it. The wide staircase led from it to the first floor, which housed the administrative offices and teachers’ living quarters, then on to the pupils’ dormitories in the third storey.
By the big front door, closed at that hour of the evening, was a large notice board. In its centre, neatly—in fact, almost professionally—printed was a notice advertising, in large blue letters, an important school contest which was taking place that evening.
 
BENKINSOP’S DEBATING SOCIETY
PRESENTS
AN INTER-SCHOOL DEBATE
BENKINSOP’S v. LOWER GREBE A.S.G.
Myra Rosenbloom (3rd Form) v. Doris Hack
Carole Finnegan (4th Form) v. Betty Bull
Rosita Costello (5th Form) v. Anne Smith
 
MAIN DEBATE
PENELOPE PARKERHOUSE (Head Girl)
v.
TESS DUBERVILLE (School Captain, A.S.G.)
 
“That’s a real good bill you’ve put on tonight,” Fiorelli commented, indicating the poster as they went by.
“We try to put on the best possible show for these occasions,” Miss Benkinsop replied. “Of course, our girls have so many advantages over the A.S.G. that the results are mostly foregone conclusions.”
“Not in the Main Debate though,” Fiorelli suggested.
“That remains to be seen,” answered Miss Benkinsop, leading the way to a door marked “CELLARS. No Admittance”. “It keeps people from straying around,” she apologised as Fiorelli looked at the sign. “I hate visitors prying, unless they are properly escorted.”
“I can imagine,” Fiorelli grinned, for the Prep. classes at Benkinsop’s were famous in his social set.
Going down into the basement, Fiorelli looked at the various doors which led off from the passage at the foot of the stairs. Each had a red light above it, but in most cases the bulb was dull and not operating.
“I did warn you that there might not be many classes tonight,” Miss Benkinsop remarked. “We prefer the girls to attend and support the Debating Team.”
“There’re three classes, at least,” Fiorelli replied, glancing at the lights which were on. “And we wouldn’t have time to look in on many more before the Main Debate.”
“You’re right, of course,” Miss Benkinsop agreed. “Come this way, please.”
Feeling a growing sense of anticipation, Fiorelli followed Miss Benkinsop to one of the illuminated doors. A neatly printed sign was attached to it.
 
FOLK DANCING CLASS
Miss P. Pedlar
 
Stepping cautiously from the Jaguar, Saunders tucked the walkie-talkie into his left-side jacket pocket. He had followed the conversation and assumed that Miss Benkinsop was now safely down in the basement of the house. If he knew anything about the school—and he believed that he did—everybody else would be attending the Debating Evening.
“Debating,” Saunders thought. “That’s a bloody bright name for—”
Putting aside his thoughts on that aspect of the school’s life. Saunders passed through the main gates. With so many parents and other visitors around—a Benkinsop’s Debating Evening ranked as a highly important social occasion among its pupils’ parents and their associates—he ought to be safe enough. The alarm systems which Amanda Tweedle had installed would most likely be switched off. However, one could never be sure of what new devices the School Swot might have rigged up.
Saunders concluded that, whatever traps for the unwary—or unwanted—visitor might be scattered around the gardens, he ought to be safe enough as long as he stuck to the driveway. Clad in a stylish dinner jacket, with the required black bow tie—no modern multi-coloured nonsense was permitted by the headmistress—only his lightweight, specially designed “climbing-shoes” would have set him apart from the invited guests.
Slightly over average height, Saunders had the ideal build for his chosen line of work. He was very strong, exceptionally fit, with long arms, wiry but powerful fingers and small, almost prehensile feet capable of gaining support from the smallest crack or protuberance. Around his waist, under his dinner jacket, was a belt holding the tools which, he hoped, would open Miss Benkinsop’s safe.
First, however, he had to wait until the headmistress and her guest were on their way to witness the Main Debate. Once that happened, there was no danger of her returning to the study. Nor would anybody else be likely to arrive and interrupt Saunders in his work.
 



Two
Lilting melodiously, the strains of Greensleeves, played by a string quartet, came to Fiorelli’s ears as he followed Miss Benkinsop into the classroom devoted to the art of Folk Dancing; as practised by the school. The room itself. he noticed, was set out to supply the correct atmosphere for the class’s pupils. Halting just inside, as Miss Benkinsop had done, he stared with rapt attention to the stage. On it, a student was rendering an aesthetically pleasing variety of Folk Dance.
Standing at her guest’s side, Miss Benkinsop absentmindedly beat time with an expressive forefinger. Watching Clarissa’s rendition of the dance, the headmistress’s mind turned back to the War years. It had been in Copenhagen that she had demonstrated her own ability in that particular type of Folk Dance, holding entranced the Nazi garrison’s highest-ranking officers while members of the Danish Resistance—to which M.I.5 had attached her at that period—carried out a vitally important mission.
Suddenly Miss Benkinsop was jolted from her reverie. She frowned at the girl on the stage and started to move forward.
“No! No! Clarissa dear, that will never do!” Miss Benkinsop protested, as she passed the half a dozen or so other pupils who were seated at the tables which formed part of the classroom’s decor. “The fans should be used to titillate the appetite. To encourage and attract by partial exposure and cunning semi-concealment. You, my dear girl, are waving yours like a sailor sending a rude message by semaphore.”
About to insert a similar comment, Miss Pedlar had turned off the record player on hearing her superior’s voice. Although she wore plain horn-rimmed spectacles and tweed two-piece, Miss Pedlar looked nothing like anybody’s conception of the music teacher at an exclusive public school. Her platinum-blonde hair, beautiful face, elegantly curved figure, shapely legs in sheer black stockings and four-inch high heels suggested—correctly—that she might have made her mark in one or another of the Folk Dancing arts.
Faced with such a rebuke, Clarissa stood bashfully. She held the large white fans before her, obviously taking in every word that Miss Benkinsop said.
“With your permission, Miss Pedlar,” the headmistress continued, “I’ll endeavour to show Clarissa what I mean.”
“I wish you would, Miss Benkinsop,” Miss Peaches Pedlar answered unhesitatingly. “I used to work with bubbles and it’s not quite the same thing.”
Gathering up Clarissa’s robe, for she was all too aware that there was a gentleman—and not even a pupil’s father—present. Miss Benkinsop handed it to the girl before taking the fans. A sixth former. Clarissa was a black-haired girl of considerable attraction. Before she had had time to don her robe and leave the stage, Fiorelli had seen enough of her—clad in the traditional Folk Dancer’s costume of G-string and pasties [i]—to decide that she was well suited to that particular branch of the arts.
As Miss Pedlar started the record player and the strains of Greensleeves filled the air, Miss Benkinsop began to dance. Touching another switch, the music teacher set a stereophonic system into action. From all around the room, came the usual sounds that might have been heard in the type of establishment which catered for lovers of Folk Dancing.
On the stage, Miss Benkinsop commenced a very expert demonstration of how a pair of fans should be used as an adjunct to that particular form of dance. The long-flowing fronds took on a life of their own, rippling and pulsating; swooping, caressing, now promising—yet never quite reaching the point of—a complete revelation of what lay beyond them.
Nobody could say Fiorelli was an over-imaginative man. He held his present high office in the Mediterranean Syndicate by virtue of dogged persistence, complete ruthlessness and considerable organising ability. For all that, watching Miss Benkinsop perform, he mentally removed the elegant tweeds and whatever lay beneath them. He visualised her dressed—or undressed—as a Folk Dancer should be. Having studied her carefully all evening, with the eye of a connoisseur, he had plenty of material with which to indulge in his fantasies. Give him his due, he had come up with a very accurate picture of what he would have seen if she had been performing the demonstration in status quo.
Sweating freely and joining in the sound effects, to the amusement of the members of the class. Fiorelli almost jumped when Miss Benkinsop culminated her demonstration by throwing her arms wide above her head and allowing the fans to at last reveal all. With something like a shock and experiencing a severe disappointment, the man became aware of her true appearance. Leaning against the wall, he took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow.
That’s roughly what I mean, dear, Miss Benkinsop announced, waving a depreciatory hand in response to the spontaneous burst of applause which rose from every other occupant of the room. She stepped from the stage and handed the fans to the admiring Clarissa, “Now you try.”
“Yes, Miss Benkinsop,” the girl replied, and stepped on to the stage with the determined mien of one who planned to do her best.
“Don’t keep the class too long, Miss Pedlar,” Miss Benkinsop requested. “I’m sure they all want to go and support Penelope in the Main Debate.”
Strolling back to Fiorelli, the headmistress watched him once more mop his brow as he opened the door.
“Do you find it a little warm in here, Mr. Fiorelli?” she inquired as they left the room.
Wondering what the hell was happening, Saunders crouched behind a bush and studied the unilluminated front of the building. He did not like what he saw.
“That’s going to be a hell of a climb,” he told himself dismally. “If it was for anybody but Fiorelli, I’d take stoppo right now.”
“I understand you don’t just teach the girls how to dance,” Fiorelli commented as they made their way to the next of the classes.
“Good heavens, no,” Miss Benkinsop replied. “The B.O.G., that’s the Benkinsopian Old Girls’ Booking Agency, handles their careers after they graduate. I’ve heard it’s highly thought-of in the entertainment world.”
“It is,” Fiorelli conceded, knowing that the B.O.G. Agency not only demanded the highest salaries and best working conditions for its clients, it took a mere five instead of the traditional ten—or higher—per cent of their earnings. “They drive a hard bargain.”
“One must look after one’s girls, even after they have left one’s immediate care,” Miss Benkinsop explained. “Of course, not all our girls go in for the Arts. Some will be entering commerce, or domesticity when they leave us. Our Wise Shopping Class helps some of them to find their vocation.”
“Oh yes. Rosalie’s told me about it. Of course, when she was head girl here, she stuck to the Arts.”
“With her attributes, we considered it advisable.”
“Yes, I can see how you would,” Fiorelli grinned, reaching for the handle of the “Wise Shopping” classroom’s door. “Who runs this class for you?”
“Miss Dinks,” Miss Benkinsop replied. “The English mistress. She’s fully qualified.”
On opening the door, Fiorelli’s ears were not assailed by the gentle strains of sweet music. He might, in fact, have been excused if he had believed that in some way he had been transported
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She’s brilliant. She’s blonde. She’s dangerous.
And you really don’t want to cross her.
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