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About the Book

Private detective and poet Nigel Strangeways is invited to address the Maiden Astbury literary society. The picturesque Dorset town is home to Bunnett’s Brewery, run by the much disliked, and feared, Eustace Bunnett and shortly before Nigel’s visit, Bunnett’s dog Truffles, was found dead in one of the brewery’s vats. The culprit was never caught – although there was no shortage of suspects – but when a body is then found in the same vat, boiled down to its bones, Nigel is called into action to help capture the killer.

The third book in the Nigel Strangeways series, this is a gloriously inventive, puzzling and witty investigation to delight all fans of classic crime.


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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I

April 23, July 16

Dogs begin in jest and end in earnest.

PROVERB

EVERY DOG, THEY say, has its day. Whether Truffles would have assented to this proposition during his lifetime is highly doubtful. Not for him the elusive rabbit, the ineffable dungheap, the hob-nobbing with loose companions at street corners that for upper-class dogs represent the illicit high-spots of cloistered lives. Truffles, like everything else that Eustace Bunnett had to do with, was kept very much at heel. One might have supposed that a wife, a brother, a brewery and a town council would have provided Mr. Bunnett with sufficient exercise for his lust for power. But that would be to underestimate both the late (though far from lamented) Eustace Bunnett and that most insidious of human vices of which Edmund Burke said so justly, ‘Power gradually extirpates from the mind every humane and gentle virtue.’ No, Truffles had a dog’s life, in every possible sense of the phrase. Even the natural and almost boundless servility of his species must have been pretty heavily strained by the demands of his master.

Yet Truffles, too, had his day. Whether it was adequate compensation for a lifetime of alternate whipping and pampering, I cannot pretend to decide. At least it ended in posthumous fame; and posthumous fame is no doubt the next best thing to a happy life. Truffles achieved the ambition of all downtrodden creatures. His pusillanimous and shifty-looking terrier face appeared in every illustrated newspaper in the United Kingdom, ousting from the front page the not altogether dissimilar features of Hitler, the neurotic-bulldog expression of Mussolini, the sealed lips of Mr Baldwin, and the unconcealed charms of bathing beauties. In death, as in life, Truffles and his master were not divided. Side by side with the dog’s face appeared that of Eustace Bunnett—the petulant mouth, the pince-nez which only called attention to the cold and self-satisfied eyes, the whole expression of meanness, suavity, self-importance, and latent ruthlessness. And as for the headlines!

But we anticipate, as the small boy said when he was sick on Christmas Eve. When Nigel Strangeways received the invitation, he naturally had no inkling of the sinister circumstances in which it was going to involve him. Had he had such an inkling, he would have accepted the invitation with much more alacrity: Nigel would go anywhere if a problem in crime was promised, whereas he would normally have run miles to avoid a literary society—and it was to address the Maiden Astbury Literary Society that he had been invited. Here is the letter, filed by him later as exhibit one in the Bunnett case:

3, Pound Street, Maiden Astbury, Dorset

DEAR MR STRANGEWAYS,—As secretary of the local literary society (a poor thing, but our own!), I am venturing to ask whether you would come down and give us an address. We have been studying your delightful little book on the Caroline poets, and our members are all eager to have the privilege of meeting its author. The desire to ‘see Shelley plain’ is a very human failing, after all, and perhaps will excuse the presumption of this request. I know how busy you writers are, but I’m sure you would feel recompensed by our enthusiasm. I’m afraid we cannot offer you a fee: I expect the funds could rise to your expenses, though, if necessary! Do come if you can—any date in June or July would suit us.—Yours sincerely,

SOPHIE CAMMISON

PS—We live in the middle of the Hardy country.

PPS—My husband met you at Oxford, and would be so glad to renew the acquaintance.

‘Crikey!’ said Nigel, inspecting this communication bleakly over his early morning cup of tea. ‘This is what comes of dabbling in literature. Why ever didn’t I stick to the straight path of crime?’

‘What comes of dabbling in literature?’ asked Georgia from the adjoining bed.

‘Oh, you’re there. You know, I just can’t get used to waking up and finding a woman in the room.’

‘It’s a damn sight better than waking up and finding a fer-de-lance in the room, and that’s what happened when I——’

‘Spare us the reminiscences, please. Keep them for Three Thousand Miles Through the Bush on a Tricycle, or whatever you’re going to call your travel book.’

‘You’re sweet. I’m glad I married you,’ said Georgia.

‘Well, you go instead then.’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘This,’ said Nigel, holding up the letter, ‘Some dastardly hag wants me to go down to Dorset and address her blasted literary society. A literary society! I ask you.’

‘Let me see.’ Georgia took the letter.

‘Note the skittishness,’ said Nigel. ‘Sophie clearly has rather protuberant eyes of a washed-out violet colour, and spits at you when she talks. Her friends say, “Poor Sophie is so artistic, you know!” She is the type of virgin that——’

‘What’s all this about “virgin”? Her postscript says she is married.’

‘Oh, I hadn’t got that far. Anyway, I never read postscripts—either they’re unnecessary or they’ve got a catch in them.’

‘Well, it’s a post-postscript, actually. The PS says they live in the middle of the Hardy country.’

‘A fact already adequately communicated by the address at the top of the page.’

‘The PPS says her husband knew you at Oxford.’

Nigel sat up in bed. ‘Ah, now that is interesting.’

‘You remember him?’

‘Yes, vaguely. I don’t mean that, though. What’s interesting is the fact that this frolicsome hag only mentions him in a postscript. She is evidently jealous about him and henpecks him unmercifully, at the same time telling all her girl friends that Herbert has no soul and does not understand her. Her mission is to bring culture, spiritual values and whatnot into Herbert’s life—and, if I remember anything about him, she’s undertaken a pretty tough job. Still, she’s probably got him down by now. Wives always do.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I don’t believe a word of it. I’ll lay you evens that Sophie Cammison is a highly intelligent woman with a figure as well developed as her sense of humour. She wrote this letter with her tongue in her cheek, and she’s pulled your leg right out of its socket.’

‘How anatomical you are,’ said Nigel. ‘So you expect me to go down there without a fee—the funds could rise to expenses, exclamation mark—just to win a beggarly quid off you?’

‘Not win, lose.’

‘Very well, that settles it. I’ll go, just to prove you’re wrong. It’ll be interesting to see how old Cammison has turned out, too.’

‘Ah, the human interest always gets you, doesn’t it? You’re the editor’s dream come true.’ Georgia wrinkled up her nose at him.

‘Now that I come to look at you in the cold light of morning, you really are exactly like a monkey,’ said Nigel.

‘Darling Nigel!’

‘Well, only fairly like a monkey. A literary society! Human interest! Pah!’

But indeed that absurd bet with Georgia was to lead Nigel into a very great deal more human interest than he could possibly have bargained for …

As the train puffed through the lush July landscape of Dorset, Nigel took out Mrs Cammison’s letter again. He was feeling more reconciled to the visit. Georgia, whose odd craving for the most solitary and uncomfortable parts of the world had won her fame as an explorer, was off wandering amongst the outer Hebrides. So he might as well be in Dorset as anywhere else—even if it was to involve him in reverent pilgrimages to Mellstock and Egdon Heath with the kittenish Cammison creature. For there could be no doubt that Georgia was wrong there. Sophie Cammison, Nigel reflected as he studied her letter again, would be one of those kittens that keeps a very useful set of claws concealed behind her playful pattings: she was the sort of woman who had to be bossing something; if it wasn’t a literary society, it would be flag-day committees, the Women’s Conservative League, Rescue and Prevention, the Society for the Preservation of Home Crafts, Country Dancing, or some other of those innumerable activities that give idle women a pretext for interfering with other people’s lives. Well, she was not going to get her claws into him.

In due course a ramshackle station bus bore Nigel up the steep, narrow main road of the little Dorset town and deposited him outside 3, Pound Street. It was a solid, dignified little house, its Ham Hill stone glowing apricot in the evening sunlight. A brass plate on the door read ‘Herbert Cammison, F.R.C.S.’ Of course: Nigel remembered now that Cammison had been studying medicine: in his youth he had been just the moody, wild, cynical type of lad that by some incredible alchemy turns out a model of professional etiquette and bedside manner. No doubt the Herbert Cammison who one night had strung every chamber-pot in college on a rope over the quadrangle was now incapable of saying boo! to a stethoscope. Tempora mutantur, murmured Nigel as he crossed the threshold, nos et mutamur in illis. The hall was dark, cool, stone flagged. The maid took his suitcase and showed him into the drawing-room. Nigel’s determination to show Sophie Cammison at the outset that he did not stand any nonsense was badly wrecked. Failing to notice the two steps that led down into the room, he fell into her presence rather than arrived. As he picked himself up, blinking in the strong light, he heard an amused voice say:

‘It’s all right. Everybody does that the first time. I’m always telling Grace to warn people.’

Nigel shook hands with the owner of the voice. Mrs Cammison was a robust shapely creature, red-cheeked and blue-eyed, the picture of health: she might have been any age from twenty-five to thirty-five, and looked like a Victorian painter’s idea of a milkmaid except for her chic dress and the horn-rimmed spectacles that went so incongruously with her fresh face. Nigel muttered involuntarily:

‘I believe Georgia was right after all.’

‘“Georgia was right”? That’s your wife, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. It’s a long and rather discreditable story.’

‘Do tell me. You can tell me while you’re having tea. You haven’t had it yet, have you? I’m sorry I couldn’t meet you, but Herbert wanted the car this afternoon.’

Nigel ate heartily, as always, and Mrs Cammison regarded him with the amiable satisfaction of a mother who observes that her son has recovered his appetite. After a bit she said:

‘Well now, what is this discreditable story?’

‘Well, you see,’ said Nigel, picking his words gingerly, ‘it was your letter. I—er—formed one opinion from it about what you’d be like, and Georgia formed another.’

‘It doesn’t seem a very long story.’

‘No, perhaps not. That’s because I’m leaving out the er—discreditable details.’

‘I can imagine them.’

‘I sincerely hope you can’t. But seriously, you’re not a bit like your letter.’

Sophie Cammison’s eyes twinkled. She replied comfortably:

‘And you’re not a bit like a celebrated amateur detective.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Nigel disconcerted. ‘You know about that?’

‘I read the newspapers. They were full of you last year over that Chatcombe case.1 That was when you met your wife, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes. What do you think an amateur detective ought to look like?’

‘I’ll tell you that if you tell me first what you thought I was going to look like.’

‘Well, on your own head be it,’ Nigel told her. Mrs Cammison threw back her head and laughed with hearty enjoyment. No man is quite invulnerable against a woman’s laughter, when she is laughing at his ideas—even if the ideas are only half serious. A little piqued, Nigel said:

‘Why did you write such a misleading letter, then? You’ve lost me a quid over it.’

‘Oh, I just thought it was the sort of style that would appeal to a writer. If he was a fool, I mean, it would flatter his vanity: if he wasn’t, he’d see through it.’

‘And I didn’t see through it, therefore——’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean that—really, I didn’t,’ exclaimed Mrs Cammison, flushing deeply. It made her look a little overblown, a little stupid. But she isn’t stupid really, thought Nigel: her physical self-confidence has made it unnecessary for her to learn finesse: she is sophisticated in her intelligence, but ingenuous at heart. Clever—the letter shows it—in a superficial, mischievous way, like an ape. Probably a good mimic.

He said, ‘Now it’s your turn to expose your misconceptions.’

‘Well, I suppose my idea of a detective is based on Sherlock Holmes, Father Brown and Poirot.’

‘A curious composite figure he must be! Long and short, fat and thin——’

‘Now don’t interrupt. He has piercing eyes, that see exactly what you are thinking. He is always making sinister deductions from one’s most innocent remarks. And of course he’s wildly eccentric. Are you wildly eccentric?’

‘It’s very difficult: some of my friends complain that I’m too eccentric, others that I’m not eccentric enough.’

‘You look quite ordinary to me.’

Nigel, who prided himself normally on his unobtrusive appearance, now found himself faintly resenting this remark. Really, it’s strange the way this artless creature gets beneath my skin, he reflected: perhaps because everything she says is so transparently honest. He was driven, as a sort of self-assertion against this downrightness of hers, to adopt a flippant tone.

‘And how is crime in these parts? Have you any nice murders for me to solve? Or a spot of blackmail, perhaps? I am always willing to oblige.’

There was the slightest pause. Then Sophie Cammison said:

‘Oh, no, I’m afraid not. We’re a very law-abiding lot. By the way, Mr Bunnett is coming round after the meeting, and one or two others. He is anxious to meet you. I hope you don’t mind.’

Actually, Nigel minded a good deal. It is one of the impositions, however, that an author has to put up with—this ‘one or two people coming round after the meeting’ and bombarding him with questions, opinions and manuscripts when he is already reeling with fatigue. Nigel said politely that it would be a pleasure. So that was that.

It was only when he was dressing for dinner an hour later that this conversation returned to Nigel’s mind. There was something in it that had bothered him. What? Mrs Cammison had talked about detectives ‘making sinister deductions from one’s most innocent remarks’. That was quite true, of course: and still more true of pauses, hesitations in answering a question. Ah, now he’d got it! There had been a slight but quite unnecessary pause after his flippant remark about ‘crime in these parts’. And then, when Sophie had answered, ‘Oh, no, I’m afraid not’, her voice had been almost too normal—as though she were consciously mimicking her own normal voice. Then she had abruptly changed the subject. Of course, she was abrupt. It was her natural manner. But Nigel believed that, when a person deliberately changes the subject, there is often an unconscious association between the original subject and the new one. Still, it was difficult to see any connection between crime and a few people coming round after the meeting, apart from the criminal act of subjecting a jaded author to such an ordeal. One person was mentioned by name—who was it now? Oh, yes, a Mr Bunnett. A relation, perhaps, of the composer of Bunnett’s ‘Magnificat in F’, or whatever the key was, so beloved of ambitious village choirs.

As it happened, the mysterious Mr Bunnett’s name cropped up at dinner, though in a context very far removed from church music. Nigel was a firm believer in first impressions. He thought that you could find out more about a person in the first ten minutes than in the next ten days, because then the mind was unprejudiced, the intuition like a smooth wax tablet ready to take a clear imprint. So, while he sipped his sherry and talked trivialities with Mrs Cammison, he was closely observing her and her husband. It was not easy to recognise in this swarthy, taciturn doctor the harum-scarum undergraduate of ten years ago. Cammison’s face was peculiarly unrevealing, his voice quiet and non-committal. Two vertical furrows above his nose might indicate worry or concentration. There was a sort of stealthiness about his movement, like a cat’s, and at the same time a suggestion of perfect nervous co-ordination. His hands were very quiet and very sensitive—a surgeon’s hands. They seemed to handle knife, fork and glass of their own volition, as though they could go on working if their owner was asleep or dead. Nigel only saw Herbert Cammison smile once during dinner and that was at his wife during a lull in the conversation: it was a smile of curious warmth and complicity.

The relations between these two were obviously of the best. There was none of that slightly petulant, semi-affectionate verbal sparring in which ill-assorted couples are apt to indulge before strangers. Nor did they compete with each other at all for their guest’s attention. Nigel was wondering idly why Sophie Cammison, with her dark hair and high colouring, wore such insipid pastel shades instead of something more crude and barbaric, when the name of Bunnett cropped up. Cammison had asked him would he have beer or whisky. Nigel chose beer. As he fingered the bottle, he saw it was labelled, ‘BUNNETT’S BREWERY, MAIDEN ASTBURY, DORSET.’

‘Is this something to do with the man I’m meeting tonight?’ he asked, and was instantly aware of a tension in the atmosphere, a guarded deliberation in the way Mrs Cammison answered:

‘Yes, he owns the local brewery.’ She went on quickly and smoothly, ‘Mr Bunnett wanted to meet Mr Strangeways, so I asked him with a few others to come round after the meeting.’

‘Oh,’ said Herbert Cammison. ‘I see.’

On the face of it, one couldn’t imagine two more ordinary remarks: but Nigel somehow felt that Mrs Cammison’s tone implied, ‘Don’t show surprise, Herbert: leave me to manage this’, and her husband’s answer a more than superficial acquiescence.

‘Well,’ said Cammison in his usual sombre tones, ‘here’s luck.’ He raised his glass and waggled his little finger at Nigel—a gesture that suddenly bridged the gulf between Oxford and Maiden Astbury. ‘I wonder are we drinking Truffles tonight,’ he added.

‘Drinking truffles?’ asked Nigel in amazement.

‘Herbert!’ Mrs Cammison remonstrated. ‘Don’t be so disgusting! Anyway, that brew wouldn’t have matured yet.’

‘I don’t mind. It would add body,’ said Herbert equably.

‘What on earth is all this about? An old Dorset recipe?’

‘Not exactly,’ Cammison answered. ‘Truffles fell into one of the open coppers a week or two ago. Eustace Bunnett’s dog. A happy release for the abominable little beast, I should call it. Bunnett made the hell of a to-do about it, I believe.’

‘A happy release?’

‘Yes,’ said Cammison crisply. ‘I suspect Eustace Bunnett of sadist tendencies. Amongst other things.’

‘Herbert!’ his wife exclaimed. It was something more than the conventional ‘shocked’ expostulation.

Herbert replied grimly:

‘Well, perhaps “suspect” is the wrong word. We all know——’

‘Do you mind people asking questions after your address?’ Sophie interrupted hastily. Nigel grimaced.

‘That’s part of the bargain, I’m afraid,’ he said.

When dinner was over they walked along to the hall. It was a dusty, fusty, depressing place, smelling of varnish and stewed tea—the centre, Nigel imagined, of all Maiden Astbury’s more gruesome activities, from jumble sales to inquests. The intelligentsia, so to speak, of the town was already assembled. Nigel was introduced to a strapping great woman of aggressively civic aspect who might have sat, suitably draped, for a statue of the Goddess of Public Works (‘this is Miss Mellors, our president’), and followed in her wake up to the dais. The Goddess of Public Works breathed heavily on him, took out a bottle of eau-de-Cologne, liberally lustrated herself and boomed at Nigel:

‘Glad you could come. Good turn-out tonight. Feeling nervous?’

‘Paralysed. However, I’ve fortified myself with some of your Mr Bunnett’s excellent booze. Good stuff, isn’t it?’

‘Indeed? “Good” is not the word I should apply myself. I am vice-president of the Blue Ribbon Society. We aim to stamp out liquor-drinking.’

‘Oh,’ said Nigel, reflecting that anything Miss Mellors stamped on would stand little chance of survival. He fidgeted with his notes and began to scrutinise the audience. Lower-middlebrow, he decided, was the prevailing tendency: he began to wonder whether a lecture on the post-war poets was quite their dish of tea. Still, it was too late to do anything about it now. The front row was occupied, reading from left to right, by two ladies with ear-trumpets huge as cornucopias; a small boy sucking a lollipop and looking mutinous, as well he might be, Nigel considered, after being dragged to a party like this; a bucolic woman—his mother, presumably, who looked as if she would be more at home with fatstock prices than with sprung rhythm; an old gentleman with hand already cupped expectantly to ear; two nuns; three empty chairs; a beaming curate.

‘Do—er—all these people belong to the Literary Society?’ he asked Miss Mellors timidly.

‘Oh, no. We threw the meeting open to the public. Coffee and sandwiches are being provided afterwards.’

‘Oh,’ thought Nigel, ‘so that accounts for it. She might have put it a little more tactfully, though. Bread and circuses, with me figuring as the circus, I suppose.’

‘Only respectable people are admitted, of course,’ said Miss Mellors.

‘Of course.’

As Miss Mellors rose to introduce him—in words that were neither few nor remarkably well-chosen, Nigel resumed his study of the audience. His eye was attracted by a gentleman in the third row who was regarding him coldly through a pair of pince-nez: Nigel took an instant dislike to him; his roundish face and small, petulant mouth contrasted disagreeably with something mean, ascetic and arrogant in the eyes. Without removing his gaze from Nigel, the man made a remark to a faded, pathetic-looking little woman by his side, twisting his mouth towards her contemptuously. She looked up at him as she answered, the white of her eyes showing in an expression horribly fawning and docile—as though she were his dog. Some distance behind, Nigel caught sight of his host and hostess, Herbert unsmiling, self-contained as ever, his wife grinning mischievously at Nigel. Away to the right sat a young man in a stained tweed coat, a khaki shirt and side-whiskers, manifestly trying to dissociate himself from the whole proceedings. The contemptuous pout of his lips reminded Nigel vaguely of somebody—who could it be, now? Beside him sat another young man, who appeared to be already asleep: ‘the local press, no doubt,’ said Nigel to himself. Miss Mellors was whipping herself up to her peroration, speaking in an affected mimsy sort of voice that she reserved presumably for cultural pronouncements: Nigel preferred her normal, unmitigated boom.

‘… and I am sure we all feel privileged to have such a distinguished author with us tonight. Mr Strangeways’ fame in another field is well known to us. No doubt, as an eminent detective, he will be able to give us some clues as to this modern poetry, and I feel sure that most of us need them. Ha! ha!’ (‘Hear, hear!’ unexpectedly roared the old gentleman with his hand cupped to his ear.) ‘Well, you have not come here to listen to me, so without more ado I will call upon Mr Nigel Strangeways to give us his delightful lecture. Mr Strangeways.’

Nigel rose and gave them his delightful lecture …

When it was over, and the coffee and sandwich binge had ended, Miss Mellors called for questions.

A gentleman with a white moustache and mottled complexion instantly rose and launched into a philippic against the alleged bolshevist tendencies of the younger poets. His speech ended on a note of interrogation; but as it had contained only rhetorical questions, Nigel had to content himself with replying that there was no doubt a great deal in what the last speaker had said.

A rather pretty young woman got up, blushing, and said that there seemed to her to be no music in modern poetry.

Nigel quoted a number of passages to refute this heresy.

A considerably less pretty young woman, with protruding teeth and a theosophical glint in her eye, asked:

‘What about the music of the spheres?’

This was the first question—in the strictly grammatical sense—that Nigel had received: but, as he did not know the answer, he had to remain silent. At this impasse, the young man in the khaki shirt brought relief.

‘What is your opinion of surrealism?’ he asked truculently.

Nigel translated his opinion of surrealism into comparatively uncensorable language. The young man then showed signs of making a fighting speech, but was quelled simultaneously by a nasty look from Miss Mellors and by the uprising of the gentleman to whom Nigel had taken an instant dislike.

‘Mr Bunnett,’ said Miss Mellors.

‘So that is Mr Bunnett,’ thought Nigel: ‘I might have guessed.’

All heads turned as the local brewer adjusted his pince-nez and gave a dry cough.

‘I don’t think,’ he said in a dry, crackling voice, ‘that we can profitably concern ourselves with surrealism. We may not be experts on artistic questions’—his little mouth twisted sideways towards the last speaker—‘but at least we can recognise stark lunacy when we see it.’

‘Hear, hear!’ exclaimed the mottled gentleman.

Mr Bunnett removed his pince-nez and pointed them at Nigel.

‘Now, sir. You were saying, I think, that modern poets feel themselves bound to the truth, to the exploration of reality, however ugly or painful it—and often, I fear, the poetical results too—may be. Now this is my point. You may think me an old fogey, but I read my Tennyson, my Browning, my—er—Shakespeare, and I don’t want reality in my poetry. There is quite enough of it in ordinary life. If I want reality, I look at the butcher’s hook.’

Mr Bunnett paused meaningly. The faded woman beside him tittered, a signal for polite laughter from the rest of the audience.

‘No, sir,’ proceeded Mr Bunnett, his voice throbbing, rather as though he had pulled out a vox humana stop; ‘what I ask the poet for is Beauty: I ask him to make me forget the ugliness and difficulties of this world, to lead me into a fairy garden.’

‘I am sure, sir,’ rejoined Nigel in his politest and most non-committal voice, ‘that no modern poet would wish to lead you up the fairy garden path.’

There was an instant of anxious silence, as the audience sought to assess the exact significance of this remark. Then a colder silence set in like the Arctic night, broken only by a sound—which might have been a snore or a snort—from the local press.

‘It evidently doesn’t do to sauce your Mr Bunnett in this town,’ said Nigel as he walked back with Mrs Cammison to her house.

‘No,’ she replied evenly: ‘he is highly respected, as they say.’ Suddenly she began to chuckle, and waggling an imaginary pair of pince-nez at Nigel, rasped in the most exact imitation of Mr Bunnett’s tones:

‘I ask the poet to lead me into a fairy garden.’ Her voice changed. She was saying, half to herself, ‘A fairy garden. Yes. Perhaps it’s not so incongruous. The fairies were malevolent spirits, weren’t they?’

Nigel hesitated, decided against the question he would have liked to ask, and said lightly:

‘You’re a remarkably good mimic.’

‘Yes, so they tell me. You ought to see this street in moonlight: there are lovely shadows. The full moon is just over, though.’

What a queer mixture of straightforward and mysterious this woman was! Her talk of moonlight and shadows for some reason put Brahms’ ‘Sapphic Ode’ into Nigel’s head. He began to hum it gently. He was still humming it when they stopped at the front door and Sophie Cammison put her hand on his arm and said:

‘Nigel. Don’t sauce Mr Bunnett any more, will you?’

He had never heard her voice sound more neutral and equable. Nor was there anything in her words to explain the little shiver that ran up his back, as though the spirit of fear itself had laid one icy and deliberate finger upon him.

Five minutes later Mrs Cammison’s comfortable, untidy drawing-room was filled with people. Miss Mellors occupied the greater part of one sofa. Nigel was introduced to Eustace Bunnett and the pathetic-looking woman, his wife; then to the young man in the khaki shirt, Gabriel Sorn; then to several others, whose names he did not catch. Herbert Cammison was attending to the drinks, pouring them out with noticeable dexterity and holding the glasses up to the light as if they were test-tubes. He turned to Miss Mellors, his dark face quite expressionless.

‘Whisky, sherry, a cocktail or tomato-juice, Miss Mellors?’

‘You naughty man!’ she laughed roguishly; ‘are you trying to make me break the pledge?’

The doctor was evidently a favourite.

‘Mrs Bunnett?’

She started a little, and said breathlessly:

‘Oh, me? Sherry. Just a little sherry, please,’ then looked round apologetically at her husband.

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have some ice-water, Emily?’ asked Eustace Bunnett in his precise, crackling voice, jingling a bunch of keys in his pocket. There was a moment’s embarrassing pause. Then, simultaneously, Dr Cammison said dourly:

‘There is no ice-water’, and Emily Bunnett, catching Nigel’s eye, flushed painfully and said:

‘No, dear, I think I will have some sherry.’

Nigel observed a faint contraction of Bunnett’s cheek muscles. He wondered how long ago was the last occasion on which Mrs Bunnett had asserted herself: no doubt she would be made to pay for it later: Nigel found himself disliking the brewer more and more.

For a while the conversation was general. Then Gabriel Sorn came up to Nigel and began talking about surrealism. He talked well. Soon the others were listening. When Sorn realised this, his enthusiastic, rather naïve manner changed. His mouth twisted into a theatrically cynical expression, and he said, ‘Of course, the advantage of the method is that you are not responsible—not consciously—for anything you create, and therefore you’re not open to criticism.’

‘Aren’t you betraying your beliefs now?’ asked Nigel gently. The young man gave him a startled, almost respectful glance; then took a gulp at his whisky—he had been drinking pretty heavily—and exclaimed:

‘It’s not the first time. I spend my life betraying them. Didn’t you know that I am the brewery bard?’

Eustace Bunnett took off his pince-nez and opened his mouth, but Sorn forestalled him.

‘Oh, yes,’ he went on wildly, ‘you must have seen some of my—occasional verses, shall we call them?

“North, south, east and west,

Bunnett’s beers are still the best.”

Eustace Bunnett cut in, his voice suave as ice:

‘Mr Sorn does some of our publicity work, Mr Strangeways, amongst his—er—other duties.’

‘Well,’ said Nigel, ‘it certainly gives you a public. I’m all for poetry being popular. Get the ordinary man used to the idea of verse—on hoardings, the films, anywhere—and there’ll be more chance of his wanting to read serious work.’

‘I don’t agree,’ said Sorn: ‘poetry can never be a popular medium again. It will have to appeal to a small circle of highly-trained, sensitive persons. I——’

‘Now, Gabriel,’ Mr Bunnett interrupted, ‘we can’t have you monopolising our distinguished guest. Run along and talk to Mrs Cammison.’

Sorn’s fists clenched. Nigel was terrified for a moment that there might be a scene. Then the young man’s shoulders drooped; he kicked the fender childishly and moved away. Mr Bunnett clearly disapproved of his employees muscling in on the limelight. He now straddled his short legs in front of the fireplace, made a movement with his hands as though straightening an invisible piece of blotting-paper on an imaginary table before him, and said:

‘I have a little problem for you, Mr Strangeways—in your detective rather than your literary capacity.’

Nigel received the impression that everyone in the room had been frozen into immobility, in the middle of a word or a gesture: it reminded him of the children’s game called ‘Grandmother’s Steps’. Mr Bunnett had his audience where he wanted them.

‘Yes,’ he proceeded, ‘I am sure it would interest you. A fortnight ago, on the second of this month, to be precise—my fox-terrier, Truffles, disappeared. He was found later when my men were cleaning out one of the open coppers. The flesh, of course, had been all absorbed, but we identified him by the metal tag on his collar.’

Eustace Bunnett paused impressively.

‘But where do I come in?’ asked Nigel.

‘I understand that you are interested in crime,’ said the brewer in a measured, perfectly serious voice: ‘there is not the least doubt in my mind that THE DOG WAS MURDERED.’

The guests, who had been fidgeting a little, were now frozen again. Nigel noticed Dr Cammison standing rigid with a bottle poised above a glass.

‘But,’ Nigel stammered at last, ‘but isn’t it much more likely that the dog fell into the open copper by accident, chasing a rat or something.’

Mr Bunnett raised a censorious hand.

‘If you will allow me to tell you the facts. Truffles accompanied me to the brewery every morning. There was a basket for him in my room, and he was attached to the leg of the chair by a strong steel chain. I had occasion to go out for a few minutes that morning. When I returned, I found that the brute was gone. He had not slipped his collar. Someone had unfastened the catch of the lead.’

‘Well, granted that was so, you surely don’t suspect one of your employees of deliberately stealing the dog and throwing him into the open copper. No doubt someone unleashed him for a joke and he wandered out and met his death accidentally.’

‘The sides of the open copper in which he was found, Mr Strangeways, are six foot high, and Truffles was old and very far from active.’ (No wonder, thought Nigel, after a lifetime on the lead.) ‘I questioned my employees, but could not pin the guilt on anyone.’

Eustace Bunnett’s voice hushed. His lips scarcely moved as he added:

‘I am exceedingly anxious to find out who did it.’

Nigel was genuinely appalled by his tones. As though seeking to give the brewer an opportunity for justifying them, he said:

‘You were very fond of Truffles?’

‘The animal was my property, Mr Strangeways.’

A short silence while the company digested this.

‘It seems to me a lot of fuss to make about a dog,’ said Miss Mellors unexpectedly. ‘Why didn’t you call in the police while you were about it?’

‘I did,’ replied Mr Bunnett frigidly. ‘They declared themselves unable to take any action. That is why I am asking Mr Strangeways.’

Nigel surreptitiously pinched himself. Yes, he was awake, incredible as it might seem.

‘You wish me to conduct an inquiry?’ he said. ‘But the whole thing is’—he was on the point of saying ‘utterly farcical’, but remembered Sophie’s request that he should not sauce Mr Bunnett again, and amended it to ‘most irregular’.

Mr Bunnett smiled at him. At least, a sort of twinkle appeared in his eyes, though his mouth remained singularly mirthless.

‘I did not imagine a little “irregularity,” as you put it, would be any great obstacle to one who declares himself an admirer of modern poetic metres. I am prepared to give you full facilities for questioning my staff, and a free run of the premises, of course. My little problem should help to keep your hand in till your next big murder case turns up.’

Mr Bunnett’s request was so bizarre that Nigel felt strongly tempted to take it up. But no, it was all too sickening—this dried-up, vindictive creature with his lust for domination.

‘I’m afraid, sir, I really can’t——’

‘Oh, for God’s sake do. None of us will get a moment’s peace till the thing is cleared up.’ It was Gabriel Sorn who had interrupted. Nigel heard a heartfelt appeal beneath his repressed, edgy tones.

‘Very well, then,’ he said, ‘I’ll take it on. But I assure you, Mr Bunnett, that I am still convinced it was an accident.’

‘I shall be
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