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As Daisy reached a second time for the gleaming brass knocker, the dark green front door opened.

“Oh, it’s you, Daisy. Do come in,” invited Muriel Westlea, an apologetic smile on her thin, perpetually worried face. A faded woman in her early thirties, she was drably dressed in a brown spotted challis well past its prime. “I’m sorry you had to wait, but it’s our parlourmaid’s day off. You haven’t even got a coat.”

“It’s all right, I only live next door after all, and it’s a simply spiffing day. The daffodils are about to burst into bloom. I adore spring.”

Daisy stepped into the house. The sun, shining through the Victorian stained-glass fanlight and panels on either side of the door, cast green and purple blotches on white walls and polished parquet. On the hall table stood a vase of crimson hothouse roses.

“From one of Betsy’s—Bettina’s—admirers,” said Muriel, following Daisy’s gaze. “They never have the fragrance of the real thing.”

“No, but they’re jolly pretty. Your sister’s real name is Elizabeth, is it?”


“Yes. She was always Betsy as a child and I can’t get out of the habit.”

“I know, it took me ages to stop calling Lucy by her school nickname, which she hates so much I shan’t even repeat it to you.” Daisy held out her empty jamjar. “I’m afraid I’ve come begging. I started to make a birthday cake for Lucy and discovered too late that I’m short of flour. Do you think your cook can spare a quarter of a pound or so?”

“Of course. Let’s go down to the kitchen.” She led the way towards the service stairs at the back of the hall. From somewhere in the depths of the house came the sounds of a piano and a female voice. “When is Lucy’s birthday?”

“Tomorrow. I’m making a sponge because it’s light and she’s always watching her figure. I wish I had her strength of mind,” Daisy added mournfully. “I shall never attain the no-bosom, no-bottom look.”

“It wouldn’t suit you,” Muriel comforted her, “and anyway the fashion will change one of these days.”

She opened the green baize door and suddenly the music was louder: Carmen warning her lover, “Si je t’aime, prends garde à toi!”

“Your sister’s voice is lovely.”

“That isn’t Betsy, it’s Olivia Blaise, one of Roger’s pupils.”

“Blaise? Sounds familiar. I think she came to Lucy to have her portrait taken,” said Daisy as they started down the stairs. “Mr. Abernathy has referred quite a few of his pupils to her. Jolly decent of him. It must be wonderful to live surrounded by music,” she added as the piano started on the introduction to another of Carmen’s arias.

Muriel sighed. “If only one might have the music without the artistic temperament! I’m afraid ‘If I love you, watch out,’ or better still, ‘If you love me, watch out,’ nicely sums up most of them. That’s the soloists, of course. Humble chorus members like me keep our heads down.”


Daisy was dying to ask whether, as she suspected, Bettina was one of the artistically temperamental majority. She was saved from the temptation to dispense with tact by their arrival in the kitchen.

The cook filled Daisy’s jamjar with flour and, when Daisy admitted to never having made a sponge before, gave her a few hints. “The kettle’s on the boil, Miss Westlea,” she said then. “You’ll be wanting tea?”

“Will you stay for a cup, Daisy?” Muriel asked hopefully.

“I’d love to but I’ve already turned on the oven and broken all the eggs into a bowl. I think I’d better get back.”

“I suppose so.” Disappointed, Muriel ushered her back up to the hall.

This time the singing was on the other side of the baize door, coming from a room off the hall at the front of the house.


“Judex ergo cum sedebit, 
Quidquid latet apparebit: 
Nil inultum remanebit!”



Though Daisy didn’t understand the words, she thought the rich voice sounded positively spiteful.

“That’s Betsy. Verdi’s Requiem, the part about the Day of Judgement when ‘nothing will remain unavenged.’ She’s going to sing in it at the Albert Hall. Most of her appearances are with provincial opera companies so it’s a great opportunity for her to be heard by the people who count.”

“I hope it goes well,” Daisy said with more politeness than truth. She had only met Bettina Westlea—alias Mrs. Roger Abemathy—a couple of times but she wasn’t frightfully keen on her. In fact, she had put the singer down as a bit of a blister.

“She has a beautiful voice,” Muriel said loyally, “and she’s beautiful, too, perfect for an opera heroine. It’s just a matter of the right people hearing her. Oh, do you think Lucy would like
a pair of tickets to the concert as a birthday present? Betsy has a few complimentary tickets to spare. It’s next Sunday, a matinée. To be precise, 3:00 P.M., 18th March 1923, is to be Bettina’s moment of triumph.”

“I don’t know about Lucy. I’d love to go.”

“Then you shall have them.” Muriel’s smile made her look years younger and almost pretty. “They’re down in the music room. I’ll bring them round later.”

“Topping! Will you be singing?”

“Yes, it’s the ProMusica Choir. Roger’s our chorus-master, you know.”

As Muriel reached for the door-handle to let Daisy out, the knocker rat-tatted. The gentleman on the doorstep was tall and lithe, youngish, and rather good-looking. His pale grey lounge suit was the last word in natty men’s tailoring. However, a shock of brown hair much too long for fashion brushed his collar, where a white silk cravat supplanted a tie, and his shirt and the handkerchief in his breast-pocket were lilac. Clearly he laid claim to belonging here in Bohemian Chelsea.

Daisy did not recognize him, though the motor-car visible behind him out in Mulberry Place was familiar, a maroon Leyland Eight with the distinctive long, square bonnet.

He raised his grey Homburg. “Good-afternoon. I’ve come to fetch Miss Blaise.”

“You had better come in and wait.” Muriel’s voice was colourless, her face set as she moved aside. “Miss Blaise should be up any minute. Daisy, do you know Mr. Cochran? He’s to conduct the Verdi. Our next-door neighbour, Miss Dalrymple,” she introduced Daisy as the conductor bowed slightly, giving the jamjar of flour a puzzled look.

“You live next door?” he said. “You must be the photographer Abernathy recommended for my publicity photos.”

“That’s my friend, Miss Fotheringay. She’s very good.”


“I’d have given her a shot, but my wife decided on a West End chap she had patronized before.”

As Daisy nodded, the drawing-room door was flung open. “Muriel, for heaven’s sake, how do you expect me to practise with all this noise?” Bettina demanded petulantly. “Who … ? Oh, it’s you, Eric.” Her smile was the smile of a cat with a live mouse beneath its paw. “Have you come to meet dear Olivia? I do hope she’ll be glad to see you.”

Mr. Cochran’s answering smile was decidedly weak, not to say unhappy. He appeared unimpressed by golden curls surrounding a perfect oval face and wide eyes of celestial blue with long lashes judiciously darkened. Bettina’s blue silk dress, belted at the hips, its embroidered hem skimming the ankles in the latest fashionable length, matched her eyes and flattered her svelte figure. Beside her poor Muriel looked shabby, gaunt, and middle-aged.

“Hello, Bettina,” said the conductor lamely. “Working hard on the Requiem, I trust?”

The singer gave him a scornful look.

Daisy was torn between dashing back to her oven and lingering in the hope of finding out what was going on between Eric Cochran, Bettina Westlea Abernathy, and Olivia Blaise. As a writer she had a duty to satisfy her insatiable curiosity about human relationships. At least, it was a good excuse.

But the gas bill would be horrendous if she left the oven burning. She was turning to Muriel to take her leave when footsteps at the back of the hall drew everyone’s attention.

Olivia Blaise was the essence of chic. As she came closer, Daisy realized that her pale yellow coat-dress was too short for the new style and made of a cheapish jersey, yet she looked inarguably elegant. Perhaps it was the way she walked, with a supple grace eloquent of vitality restrained, Daisy thought enviously. Probably she’d look equally marvellous in rags. Her
smooth, dark, bobbed hair and rather sharp features gave her an elvish air. Daisy remembered that Lucy had raved over her bone-structure and predicted a brilliant career as a model should she come a cropper as a singer.

She grimaced as she saw the four standing in the hall.

Stepping forward, Cochran blurted out, “Olivia, let me give you a lift.”

“Oh, all right,” she said ungraciously. “I suppose it’s better than taking the ’bus.”

Behind her, emerging from the shadows at the back of the hall, trudged Roger Abernathy, a stocky middle-aged man, balding, with thick-lensed horn-rimmed spectacles. His face was drawn with pain and his lips had a bluish tinge.

“Roger!” cried Muriel, darting to his side. “You came up the stairs too quickly again. Sit down.” Her arm around his shoulders, she urged him to a chair by the hall table.

Olivia swung round. “Gosh, it’s my fault. I was in a hurry, hoping to avoid … this.” She gestured at Cochran and Bettina. “What can I do, Miss Westlea?”

“He hasn’t got his medicine.” Muriel was feeling in Abernathy’s inside coat pockets. “If you wouldn’t mind, Miss Blaise, there’s a spare bottle of pills in the cloakroom, and a glass of water … ?”

“My own fault,” Abernathy muttered as Olivia hurried past him with a compassionate glance. “Better in a moment.”

“When you’re quite recovered, Roger,” Bettina snapped pettishly, “I need your help with the Liber scriptus.”

“Of course, my love.” His gaze followed his beautiful wife, his wistful, doggish devotion obvious despite the heavy spectacles.

She disappeared into the drawing room, shutting the door with an irritable thump. A moment later, a piano chord sounded, followed by the richly glorious mezzo-soprano voice:
“Liber scriptus proferetur,” taking the awkward fifth leap in its stride.

Olivia Blaise returned with Abernathy’s medicine. Cochran hovered awkwardly on the threshold, uncertain whether to remove his obviously unwanted presence. Daisy decided it was past time to remove hers.

“I’m off, Muriel,” she said. “Thanks!”

Busy with the pill-bottle, Muriel gave her a distracted smile. “I’ll see you later, Daisy.”

Daisy dashed back to the “bijou” residence next door and down to the cramped semi-basement kitchen. Weighing out flour and sugar in advance, as advised by Muriel’s cook, she set about vigorously beating up the eggs.

An hour later, she was at the kitchen table, just finishing a cup of tea with Mrs. Potter, the daily who “obliged” her and Lucy, when the doorbell rang.

“So I up and I tells ’im, ‘not on your life you don’t,’ I says,” the charwoman finished her story. Draining the last heavily sugared drop from her cup, she heaved herself to her feet. “I’ll get the door, miss. Time I was scrubbing out the bathtub. Now don’t you go peeking in that there oven, mind, or Miss Lucy’s birthday sponge’ll end up flat as a pancake, mark my words.”

Her weighty tread mounted the semi-basement stairs. Daisy stared longingly at the gas-range. Surely if she just opened the oven door a crack, no harm would come to the cake? But the Abernathys’ cook had said the same, and how Lucy would rag her if she made a hash of it after her airy claim that nothing was easier!

“It’s miss from next door, miss,” Mrs. Potter yelled down the stairs.

“Don’t come up, Daisy, I’ll come down,” Muriel called. Light footsteps pattered down. “I’ve brought you the tickets.”

“Thanks, Muriel, you’re a brick. Sorry I hopped it like that
but I felt a bit de trop. I’d have stayed if I’d thought you needed help.”

“That’s all right. Poor Roger has a weak heart but all he needs is his pills. He ought to carry them, only he forgets. Betsy knows his turns are not serious,” she added in defence of her sister.

Daisy, her opinion of Bettina reinforced by the scene she had witnessed, said tactfully, “I’m glad Mr. Abernathy isn’t gravely ill.”

“So am I. He’s always been very kind to me.” Muriel’s thin cheeks pinkened. “I’m sorry you … that is, I’m afraid it was all rather awkward.”

“You mean with your sister and Mr. Cochran and Miss Blaise?”

“Yes. You see, Miss Blaise expected to get the mezzo part in the Verdi, and then it was given to Betsy. I’m afraid there are hard feelings.”

That was the least of it, Daisy thought. Hoping to hear the rest of the story, she said, “Would you like a cup of tea? This pot is stewed, but I can easily make some more.”

“I’d love to,” Muriel said regretfully, “but I must get back. With Beryl out, there’s no one else to answer the door. I’ll see myself out. I don’t want to tear you away from your baking. Mmm, your cake smells delicious.”

“Oh Lord, I’d forgotten the time!” Frantic, Daisy checked the clock. “Whew, still five minutes before I dare peek. If it turns out half-way decent, you must come over tomorrow and have a slice.”

“I’d love to. Four o’clock? Betsy will be out all afternoon.”

“We’ll see you at four,” Daisy agreed, suppressing with difficulty the temptation to say she’d meant elevenses. It would only upset Muriel. If she chose to allow her sister to ride roughshod over her, it was none of Daisy’s business.
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The sponge cake came out looking quite edible, success enough to satisfy Daisy considering it was her first attempt. The black bit round the edge of the bottom could easily be scraped off and she would fill the dip in the top with jam. Leaving it to cool on a rack, she took the Requiem tickets and went out to Lucy’s photographic studio in the back garden.

Practically overnight, the forsythia had burst into bloom, a fountain of gold against the mellow red brick of the converted mews. Daisy wished some clever inventor would hurry up and invent a simple and satisfactory colour photography process.

The small studio was as usual cluttered with cameras, tripods, backdrops, and props. The desk in the corner was piled high with photos and bills, paid and unpaid, beneath which the appointment book undoubtedly lurked. Lucy was talking about having a telephone put in; she’d probably use it to hang up the black cloth she draped over her head when she shot portraits. How anyone who invariably emerged from beneath the black cloth without a hair out of place could stand the mess had puzzled Daisy for years.

“Lucy?”

“I’m in the darkroom, darling. I’ll be out in a jiffy.”


“Right-oh.” Daisy sat down at the desk and began in a desultory way to sort out the jumble. She helped out in Lucy’s business when things were particularly busy so she knew pretty much what was what.

Among the heaps, she came across a photo of Bettina and her husband. Roger Abernathy, standing behind his seated wife, gazed down upon her with a smile so fatuously adoring it made Daisy snort with disgust. Too sickening! Some men simply couldn’t see past a head of golden curls, or perhaps, in this case, a golden voice. She buried the photo at the bottom of a pile.

The papers were all neatly stacked by the time Lucy emerged. She had already taken off her white darkroom coat and combed her dark bob. No chemical stains had been permitted to yellow her fingers to match her amber eyes. Tall and sleek, she wouldn’t have been caught dead in last year’s calf-length hems, though her budget was as limited as Daisy’s; she made her own clothes and spent on materials and trimmings the equivalent of what Daisy put into books and gramophone records. Daisy’s best hat, from Selfridge’s Bargain Basement, always made her shudder.

“Angel!” she said as she caught sight of her tidy desk. “You shouldn’t have.”

“I jolly well couldn’t bear looking at it while I waited.”

“Then you know how I feel looking at your hair. The best birthday present you can give me is to have it bobbed.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Come on, Daisy, you’ve been havering for months.”

Daisy sighed. “All right, I’ll do it. Tomorrow morning. I’ve invited Muriel for tea—I hope you don’t mind.”

“Muriel? Oh, that poor prune next door. Why on earth … ?”

“I had to borrow some flour for your cake, and then she offered
two concert tickets for your birthday.”

“A concert!” Lucy groaned. “You didn’t go and tell her I’d be thrilled?”

“No, darling, I said I didn’t know about you but I’d be thrilled, so she gave them to me. You needn’t think I’ll try to make you go with me.”

“You’d better invite Phillip.”

“Phillip! He’d accept because he thought I needed an escort, and like you he’d be bored to tears. There’s nothing worse than going to a concert with someone who’s bored. It’s impossible to enjoy it. No, I’m going to ask Alec Fletcher.”

“Oh Daisy, not your tame policeman! He’ll be as bored as Phillip and not gentleman enough to hide it.”

“A fat lot you know. You haven’t even met him yet. Alec is a perfect gentleman, and what’s more, he likes good music. He invited me to a concert at the Queen’s Hall, but it was last week while I was in Suffolk doing the research for the third Town and Country article.”

“But really, darling, a bobby! Too, too déclassé, even if he is a Detective Chief Inspector. A policeman simply cannot be quite … well, quite. And when Phillip’s dying to marry you!”

“He’s not dying to marry me, he simply feels duty-bound to take care of me because of Gervaise,” Daisy said crossly. Her brother, Phillip Petrie’s closest chum, had been killed in the Great War and she didn’t appreciate the reminder every time she had this argument with Lucy. “Just because you think Binkie’s blood-lines are reason enough to encourage him although he’s a complete fathead …”

“Phillip’s not the brightest star in the firmament,” Lucy retorted.

“So why are you pushing me at him?”

Lucy sighed. “It’s not so much pushing you at Phillip as trying to wean you from your ’tec. Lady Dalrymple would have
forty fits if she knew you were seeing a common copper.”

“Mother has forty fits whatever I do. She needs something to carp at. It’s what keeps her going.”

“True,” Lucy said ruefully. “Well, I won’t carp at you any longer just now. I’ve got someone coming for a sitting—if you’ve unearthed my appointments book, you might look it up and tell me if they’re due at quarter past or half past.”

“Quarter past. I’ll get out of your way. Don’t despair, darling. Remember Alec’s a widower who lives with his mother and daughter, both of whom may hate me on sight.”

“No one ever hates you on sight, darling. They’re more likely to pour their troubles into your ears as you step over the threshold.”

Laughing, Daisy returned to the house. It was true people tended to confide in her, though she wasn’t sure why. Alec, who had twice revealed to her more details of a current case than his superiors or he himself thought quite proper, muttered accusing reproaches about guileless blue eyes. She protested that her eyes were no more guileless—less guileful? —than anyone else’s, and besides it made her sound like a halfwit.

Be that as it might, people told her things, and whatever Alec said, she had helped him solve both cases.

She was dying to ring him up about the concert, but she didn’t want to disturb him at Scotland Yard. Didn’t quite dare, actually. Detective Chief Inspector Fletcher could be quite formidable when annoyed.

It was a pity she and Lucy really couldn’t afford to have a ’phone installed in the house. That evening, after an early supper of toasted cheese, Daisy nipped out to the telephone kiosk on the corner and asked the operator to put her through to Alec’s home number.

A young girl’s voice answered with a conscientious repetition of the number.


“This is Daisy Dalrymple. May I speak to Mr. Fletcher, please, if he’s at home?”

“Gran, it’s Miss Dalrymple!” The voice was muffled, as if the speaker had turned away from the mouthpiece. “You know, Daddy’s friend. I can’t remember, should I call her ‘Honourable’ or what?”

So Alec had talked about her at home. At least Belinda hadn’t slammed the receiver into its hook on hearing her name.

“Miss Dalrymple.” The girl sounded breathless now. “This is Belinda Fletcher speaking. Daddy … my father’s just come home and gone upstairs. If you don’t mind waiting just a minute, I’ll run and fetch him.”

Daisy contemplated the six minutes’ worth of pennies lined up on the little shelf by the apparatus. “Could you ask him to ring me back right away, please? I’m in a public booth. If you have a pencil, here’s the number.”

“We always have a pencil and pad by the telephone in case there’s an urgent message from Scotland Yard,” Belinda said proudly. “Daddy says I’m very good at taking messages.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Daisy read off the number. “Thank you, Miss Fletcher. I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, even if at a distance.”

“Me too. I mean, I want awfully to meet you properly. I’ll go and tell Daddy right away.”

She rang off, leaving Daisy to wonder whether such enthusiasm wasn’t worse than outright hostility. How on earth was she to live up to whatever exaggerated idea of her charms Belinda had got into her head?

Fortunately no one came to use the telephone booth before the bell shrilled. In fact, Alec rang back very quickly.

“Daisy! Don’t tell me you’ve fallen over another dead body?”

“Certainly not. When I do, I’ll ’phone up the Yard.”


“I trust that won’t be necessary. What’s up?”

Daisy had sudden qualms. Among close friends in her set, it was perfectly acceptable for a girl to ask a man to escort her to an event if she was given free tickets, but perhaps middle-class mores were different. Could Lucy be right that it was a mistake for her to have made friends with Alec?

No, though he might laugh at her, he wouldn’t think her forward or pert or any of those ghastly Victorian notions. At least, not more forward or pert than he already considered her, and he seemed to like her anyway.

“I’ve got free tickets to the Albert Hall,” she said tentatively. “On Sunday afternoon, three o’clock. Would you like to go with me?”

“What’s on? A boxing match?” His grin came down the wire as clearly as if she could see it.

“Don’t be a chump, it’s a concert. Verdi’s Requiem. My neighbour’s singing the mezzo solo.”

“I’d love to go, Daisy, and I’ll do my utmost to keep the afternoon free, but though things are quietish at present you know I can’t give you an absolute promise.”

“I know, you might be called out to a murder in Northumberland. I’ll keep the ticket for you. If you can’t make it, I can always rope in Phillip at the last minute.”

“I’ll make it,” Alec said grimly. He still wasn’t convinced Phillip was no more to her than a childhood friend. “By hook or by crook.”

“What an unsuitable phrase for a policeman!” Daisy teased. “Phillip’ll be very relieved if you do. He’d hate it.”

“I wouldn’t want to be responsible for his agonies. May I take you out to dinner afterwards?”

“I’d like that, if you swear you won’t leave for Northumberland between the soup and the fish.”

“I swear. Even if it’s John o’ Groats I’m called to, I shan’t desert you till after dessert. I’ll pick you up at two.”


“Spiffing.” Daisy would have liked to go on chatting but if he had just come in from work he must be tired and hungry. Complimenting him on his daughter’s telephone manners, she said cheerio.

 


On Sunday, Alec’s small yellow Austin Seven, its hood raised against a wintry downpour, pulled up outside the house promptly at two. Daisy saw it from the window of the front parlour, where she was pretending to read The Observer. She dashed into the hall and jammed her emerald green cloche hat onto her head, tugging it down as far over her ears as she could, practically down to her nose. Then, in more leisurely fashion, she put on her green tweed coat.

The doorbell rang. She opened the door and Alec smiled at her from beneath a huge black, dripping umbrella.

“You’re all ready to go?” he said, raising dark, impressive eyebrows. “No hurry, we’ve plenty of time.”

“Yes. No.” Flustered, she hoped he didn’t think she wanted to avoid introducing him to Lucy, who was out anyway. “Come in a minute while I find my gloves. Shall I take an umbrella?”

“Mine is plenty big enough for two. And there’s no wind, you don’t need to pull your hat so low. I can scarcely see your face. Or is that the latest style?”

“No.” In fact, now that he was close she couldn’t see his face at all, nothing above the Royal Flying Corps tie in the open neck of his overcoat. She pushed the cloche up a bit. “Oh Alec, I had almost all my hair cut off—I promised Lucy—and it feels so peculiar and draughty. My ears feel positively naked. I don’t know what you’ll think … .”

“Nor do I, since I can’t see a single lock. The hairdresser did leave you some hair, I trust?”

Bravely Daisy took off her hat and present her shingled head for his examination.


“Hmm.” Chin in hand he studied her, a twinkle in his eyes. “Just like Lady Caroline Lamb in the portrait by Phillips.” Alec had studied history at university, specialising in the Georgian era.

“The one who chased Lord Byron? Didn’t she go mad?” Daisy asked suspiciously.

“Yes, but she wrote a very successful book on the way, a scandalous roman-à-clef. On second thoughts, the chief similarity is the hair. Caro Lamb had short, honey brown curls like yours, but she had brown eyes, not blue, if I’m not mistaken. As for her expression of haughty wilfulness, only the wilful part applies to you.”

“Mother would agree, but I’m not wilful, I’m independent.”

“Same thing. No one could describe you as haughty, at least.” He grinned. “And I don’t suppose Caro Lamb ever had a single freckle on her nose, either.”

“Blast, are they showing?” Whipping out her powder-puff, Daisy sped to the hall mirror and anxiously examined her roundish face. “No. You beast!” She dabbed a little extra powder on her nose anyway. “You haven’t said if you like it, Alec.”

He came up behind her and set his hands on her shoulders, gazing at her in the looking glass. “It’s utterly enchanting,” he said softly.

Daisy blushed, to her own extreme annoyance—too fearfully Victorian! “Here are my gloves, in my pocket,” she said. “Let’s go.”

A few minutes later the massive rotunda of the Royal Albert Hall loomed before them through the rain. The huge auditorium had been planned by Prince Albert as the centrepiece of a corner of Kensington to be dedicated to the arts and sciences. Not completed until a decade after his death, it had for half a century been a major venue for everything from political and religious meetings to concerts and sports events. Colleges and museums clustered around it, and usually the streets were busy.
However, it was a wet Sunday afternoon and they were early so Alec had no difficulty finding a place to leave the Austin quite close to the entrance.

In the lobby he bought a programme, and the usher directed them around the circular passage to the inner entrance nearest their seats.

The seats were perfect, neither too far from the stage nor too close, and a little above its level. Daisy could never understand why anyone would pay the premium prices to be in the front rows. All one could see was the conductor, the soloists, and the first ranks of violins and cellos, and just about all one could hear, too. That was where people sat who cared more for showing off their furs and hats than for the music. Not the place for her green tweed and the Selfridge’s Bargain Basement cloche!

Behind her and Alec and to either side, and even behind the stage, the tiers of seats rose towards the distant glass dome, now a dingy grey. A full house was about eight thousand, someone had told her. At the moment the vast hall was thinly populated, but people were gradually filing in through the many doors around the circle.

“Good,” said Alec, “there’s a translation in the programme. My Latin isn’t up to it, hasn’t been for years.”

Together they studied the words of the Requiem.

“Gosh, look at that,” Daisy exclaimed, and read aloud, “‘Confutatis maledictis: When the cursed all are banished, doomed to burn in bitter flames, summon me among the blessed.’ Talk about holier-than-thou!”

Alec laughed. “It is rather, isn’t it? You have to consider it as opera. The story may be questionable but the music is divine. Listen to this. ‘Day of wrath, day of terror, day of disaster and anguish, that great, hopeless, exceeding bitter day.’ Just like one of those operas which ends with bodies strewn all over the stage.”


“Ghastly! I’m not all that keen on opera.”

“Nor am I.”

They finished reading the programme as the orchestra players started to wander in. Odd notes, chords, and twiddles of melody arose in a tantalizing cacophony. A momentary silence fell as the leader came in and bowed to the audience, to a wave of applause. The first oboe sounded an A and the serious tuning of instruments began.

Daisy regarded the leader, Yakov Levich, with interest. A Russian Jew in exile, he was beginning to make a name for himself as a solo violinist—she had read a glowing review of his recent recital at the Wigmore Hall. Tall and almost painfully thin, he had curly black hair greying at the temples and a long, serious face with prominent cheekbones and a high-bridged nose.

An expectant hush fell as the choir filed in. Daisy turned her attention to picking out Muriel and pointing her out to Alec. She had more colour in her face than usual and the severe black of the choir uniform unexpectedly suited her. She opened her music score with a look of joyful anticipation. Obviously singing was one of the few pleasures in her life.

Eric Cochran appeared, baton in hand, his longish hair the only sign of Bohemian proclivity now he was clad in formal tails. He led in the soloists. First came the soprano, Consuela de la Costa, a voluptuous figure in crimson velvet cut dashingly low on the bosom.

“More appropriate to the opera than a requiem mass,” Alec whispered.

“Perhaps she represents one of the temptations which lead the damned to Hell?” Daisy whispered back.

“Or the fiery furnace itself.”

Behind Miss de la Costa, Bettina Westlea was a cool, slender beauty in blue satin with a more respectable neckline. Gilbert
Gower, the tenor, came next. A handsome Welshman, he had been a staple of the English opera stage for years, never quite achieving the summit of the profession, but well respected. Next and last, the bass was another refugee from the Bolshevik Revolution. A Russian bear of a man with a full black beard, Dimitri Marchenko had as yet found only small rôles in England, chiefly in oratorio.

“I’ve heard him in the Messiah,” Daisy muttered to Alec. “His low notes have to be heard to be believed. ‘Why do the nations …’” she hummed.

“‘ … so furiously rage together’? Most appropriate.”

They settled back, clapping, as conductor and soloists bowed. Cochran raised his baton, brought it down with infinite delicacy. The pianissimo first notes of the Requiem murmured through the hall.

The music swept Daisy away. She forgot the grim words except to wonder at the brilliant way Verdi illustrated them. After the momentary annoyance of latecomers entering at the end of the Kyrie, the Dies Irae was gloriously terrifying. Marchenko’s Mors stupebit, reaching down into the depths of the bass range, sent a shiver down Daisy’s spine. Consuela de la Costa’s voice was as vivid as her appearance. Mr. Abernathy had given Bettina whatever help she had needed and she sang the Liber scriptus with a thrilling intensity. Gower’s clear tenor was a touch off-key in the Quid sum miser, but his Ingemisco was so beautiful it brought tears to Daisy’s eyes.

The first half of the concert ended with a hushed “Amen” dying away into slow chords and silence. For a long moment Daisy, along with the rest of the audience, sat in a near trance before a roar of applause burst forth.

Soloists and conductor bowed and departed. The chorus began to file out.


“My hands hurt from clapping,” Daisy said to Alec as they made their way out to the circular passage to stroll about during the interval.

“It was worthy of sore palms,” Alec said, smiling. “Thank you once more for inviting me. I must write a note to your friend Miss Westlea, too.”

“I’m glad you could come.” She linked her arm through his, surely justifiable as the eddying crowd threatened to part them. “You do still mean to take me out to dinner, don’t you?”

“Yes, I’m incommunicado as far as the Yard is concerned.”

“Spiffing!” said Daisy.

“Hungry? There’s the bar over there. Would you like a drink?” Alec asked. “I expect they have salted almonds or something else to nibble on.”

“No, thanks, I’m not thirsty and I’ll save my appetite.”

“Did you notice Bettina Westlea had a glass under her chair she kept sipping at when she wasn’t singing?”

“Her throat must get fearfully dry.”

“The others managed without, not to mention the chorus. I wonder if that might annoy conductors enough to explain her lack of success. She has a lovely voice.”

“I suspect she’s just generally difficult to work with.” Daisy decided not to describe Bettina’s peevish self-importance in case it spoilt his pleasure in her singing.

They completed the circuit of the hall just as the bell sounded for the end of the interval. The second half began with a lengthy section for all four soloists. They sat down; the choir rose. Daisy glanced down at the programme: the Sanctus was next.

As she looked up again, she saw Bettina reach beneath her chair for her glass. Thirsty work, singing.

Bettina took a big gulp and choked. Her face turned bright red. With a strangled cry she sprang to her feet, the glass flying from her hand as she clutched her throat. Gasping, she doubled
over, spun around in a grotesque parody of a ballerina’s pirouette, and collapsed.

Her sprawling body writhed, jerked convulsively twice. For a moment heels drummed a desperate tattoo on the stage. Then the blue figure lay still.
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Alec leapt up. “Police!” he said sharply, pushing past knees to the aisle.

The trumpets’ staccato introduction, the basses’ resolute opening “Sanctus,” died away. Half the choir sat, the rest remained uneasily standing, except for Daisy’s friend Muriel Westlea, who scurried down from the ranks, threading her way between woodwinds and violas.

“Betsy!” she cried, and fell to her knees at her sister’s side.

From somewhere in the audience came a belated scream. People started to stand up. Though the hall was still quiet, any minute there would be a hubbub followed by a stampede for the doors, and Alec had no way to stop it.

The conductor still stood on the podium, gaping down at his supine soloist. “Police!” Alec rapped out again as he reached the rapidly emptying front row of seats. “Mr. Cochran, make an announcement, please. No one is to leave.”

Cochran shook his head dazedly, visibly pulled himself together, and swung round to face the audience. “Your attention, please, ladies and gentlemen,” he began in a carrying voice. “There has been an accident … .”

Alec turned towards Bettina Westlea, just in time to stop a
short, stout man stepping on the damp patch of floor littered with broken glass.

“I’m a doctor,” the man declared, reaching for Bettina’s wrist, which dangled limply over the edge of the stage. Blank eyes bulging, her lips were blue though her face was suffused with blood. “No pulse. I’m afraid she’s dead.”

“Cause of death?” Alec demanded.

“I shan’t commit myself, but it looks to me very like cyanide poisoning.”

Alec bent down and sniffed. A strong smell of bitter almonds met his nostrils. He nodded.

Above his head, a shriek rang out: “¡Asesino!”

He looked up. Miss de la Costa, her face a mask of horror, was pointing a quivering, accusatory finger at Gilbert Gower. Did she know something, or was she merely being irritatingly foreign and operatic?

From audience, orchestra, and choir arose a swelling clamour. Two more men hurried up to announce themselves as doctors.

“Damnation!” Alec muttered. Here he was, a Scotland Yard officer miraculously witness to a murder—an apparent murder, he corrected himself—and he had far too much to do to be able to observe the reactions of the horde of presumed suspects on the stage.

As the three doctors conferred, Alec glanced at the victim’s sister. Muriel Westlea sobbed, her face buried in her hands. Beside her knelt Daisy, a comforting arm about her shoulders.

“Damnation!” Alec repeated, softly but vehemently. He ought to be resigned by now to the inevitability of Daisy involving herself in whatever was going on around her. At least she was looking about her, and she was a keen observer and meticulous reporter—when she didn’t decide for reasons of her own to keep information from him.

Shrugging, he turned back to the doctors.


“Cyanide,” confirmed the tall, scrawny, elderly one. “Flushing, collapse, cyanosis, all typical symptoms.”

“It could have been a natural seizure,” the third suggested tentatively. A youngish man in gold-rimmed spectacles, he was very pale, his forehead gleaming with sweat. Amazing how many doctors couldn’t cope with sudden, unprescribed death.

“The odour, Doctor!” said the first, disdainful. “The odour of bitter almonds is unmistakable.”

“I can’t smell it.”

“Some can’t discern cyanide,” the elderly man agreed.

The stout doctor nodded. “Cyanide it is,” he said.

Two out of three and the evidence of his own nose were enough for Alec. “If there’s nothing you can do for her, gentlemen,” he said, “I’ll ask you to return to your seats. I shall need official statements later. By the way, I’m Detective Chief Inspector Fletcher, Scotland Yard.”

“Scotland Yard!” came a groan from behind him. Alec was just in time to stop the groaner stepping on the shattered glass. A tubby man with a bristling moustache, his forehead was bedewed like the young doctor’s but his complexion was florid. “Jove, you fellows are fast! Peter Browne, Major, Albert Hall manager.”

“Tell your ushers to close and guard all exits, at once, please, Major. I need a telephone.”

“My office.” Browne started off.

“Just a minute. You there!” Alec beckoned to the nearest cellist. “I need a couple of music-stands.”

Mystified, the man passed down two stands. Alec arranged them crosswise over the damp patch and the glass shards. That would have to do for the moment.

Catching Daisy’s eye, he mouthed, “Telephone.” She nodded. He hurried after the manager.

 


 




When Bettina fell, Daisy had been watching Muriel. She saw her expectant delight in the music turn to dismay, to horror. As Muriel hurried to her sister’s side, Daisy followed Alec past the knees of their stunned neighbours and down the aisle.

The leader, Yakov Levich, had risen to his feet and stood there indecisively, holding his violin. While Alec spoke to Cochran, Daisy called softly, “Mr. Levich, help me up, please. I’m a friend of her sister’s.”

Levich set down the violin and bow on his chair and leaned down to offer a lean, long-fingered hand. He was stronger than he looked. With his aid Daisy scrambled onto the stage, blessing short skirts and the demise of corsets. She crossed behind the podium, where Cochran was asking the audience for calm, and joined Muriel just as the short, stout doctor declared Bettina dead.

Muriel broke down in tears. Daisy, her arm about Muriel’s shoulders, looked up as Consuela de la Costa gave a theatrical shriek, “¡Asesino!”

The curvaceous Spanish soprano’s quivering finger accused Gilbert Gower of the dire deed.

“Here, I say!” stammered the startled tenor weakly. Close to, he was much older than he had appeared from the auditorium, in his fifties, with thinning hair discreetly Marcelled and deep lines in his face, though still passably good-looking. “You don’t want to go about saying things like that, my sweet.” Moving closer, he said something Daisy couldn’t hear above the growing noise of the agitated throngs.

Miss de la Costa promptly flung herself into his arms, sobbing hysterically. “Oh, mi querido, mi amor, I mistake. I not mean.”

Holding her rather closer than was strictly necessary to comfort her, he murmured soothingly in her ear.

Daisy glanced at the bass soloist. Dimitri Marchenko was
still seated, hands on knees in apparent stolid calm. However, his eyes glittered with what looked like satisfaction, and in a soft, malicious voice he sang a reprise of his Confutatis maledictis: the damned condemned to the flames. There was one person who was not sorry Bettina lay dead.

Eric Cochran, on the other hand, was aghast, practically tearing his hair. Daisy remembered the curious scene in the Abernathys’ front hall, when Bettina had taunted Cochran, and Olivia Blaise was so obviously less than thrilled to see him. And later Muriel had told Daisy the conductor gave the mezzo part to Bettina although Miss Blaise expected it. Yet Cochran had gone to the house to meet Miss Blaise, and he hadn’t seemed attracted to Bettina. Nor did he seem grieved now by her death—more appalled. Curiouser and curiouser, thought Daisy.

While she contemplated the reactions of those around her, consoled Muriel, and tried to avoid looking at Bettina’s congested face, Daisy was aware of Alec talking to several men. One of them muttered something about a seizure, but the others insisted on cyanide. That explained the almondy smell. She was familiar with it from Lucy’s darkroom, where a solution of cyanide of something-or-other was used as a fixing agent.

So Bettina’s glass had contained deadly poison. It lay smashed on the floor below the stage now, shards scattered across a damp patch of carpet already drying in the warm air of the hall.

Daisy wondered how much of a substance Scotland Yard’s forensic lab needed for chemical analysis. Luckily the odour made identification obvious. Nonetheless, Alec had barricaded the spot with music-stands; he probably hoped one of the larger pieces of glass would provide what his sergeant, Tom Tring, referred to as “dabs.”

He’d caught her eye, mouthed, “Telephone,” and gone off with a plump, red-faced man—leaving Daisy to cope with a
stageful of questionable characters, she thought indignantly.

One of the characters now approached, though actually she was predisposed in favour of the helpful Yakov Levich. His bony face was sensitive, his dark eyes kind, troubled now as he regarded Muriel’s bent head.

It was a bit soon for condolences. “I think Mr. Levich wants to speak to you,” Daisy murmured in Muriel’s ear. “Shall I tell him to go away?”

“No!” Looking up, her face blotched with tears, Muriel gave the violinist a tremulous smile. Daisy helped her stand up and she held out her hand.

Levich took it in both his. “My dear Miss Westlea,” he said, his diffidence evident despite a strong accent, “I regret so much.”

“Thank you, Mr. Levich.” Muriel spoke shyly but she gazed up at him with a glow which transformed her face.

Oh dear, another complication!

“Betsy!” The despairing cry momentarily hushed the milling orchestra members. A way opened between them and Roger Abernathy stumbled through. He stopped beside his dead wife, staring down. “Betsy, no!” His anguished voice broke. “Oh, my dearest girl!”

His thick spectacles misted over. His lips were bluish in his suddenly white face, and he clutched at his chest in a gesture horribly reminiscent of Bettina’s clutching at her throat.

“Come and sit down, Roger.” Calm, gentle, yet decisive, Muriel took his arm and made him sit on the nearest chair. To the hovering Levich she said, “Please, a glass of water.”

“I fetch.” He strode off.

“Shouldn’t he lie down?” Daisy asked as Muriel felt in Abernathy’s inside pocket and produced the pill-bottle.

“No, he can’t breathe if he lies down when this happens. Oh, drat! Only one left. Here, Roger dear, put this under your tongue.”


Obedient as a child, he opened his mouth while tears trickled down his cheeks.

“He has his pills?” Olivia Blaise materialized beside them.

“Only one,” Daisy told her, unsure how many were needed.

“I know a couple of people in the choir who use the same stuff. Just a minute.”

Both choir and orchestra were beginning to leave the stage, but Miss Blaise found whomever she was looking for and came back with half a dozen tiny tablets.

“Bless you!” said Muriel, scooping them into her brother-in-law’s little bottle. She and Miss Blaise sat down on either side of him, leaning protectively towards him.

Levich returned with a glass of water. Miss Blaise glanced round, her gaze going past him and taking on such a depth of contempt that Daisy turned to see what she was looking at.

Eric Cochran was talking to a woman whose silver-fox-fur coat hung open over a heavily embroidered silk dress. The river of diamonds sparkling at her throat was not quite the thing for a matinee performance. Despite expertly applied cosmetics, she was clearly several years older than the young conductor.

“My career’s over, Ursula,” he said to her in despair. “No important orchestra will hire me after this.”

“Stuff and nonsense,” she responded bracingly. “Just because the little … an unfortunate young woman has met her end when you happened to be conducting, there’s no reason to give up.” She cast a look of venomous dislike at Bettina’s body, lying there for the moment ignored, unmourned.

Daisy felt it was rather indecent to leave the dead singer sprawled in undignified death. To her relief, because her eyes would keep sliding back to the horrid sight, one of the uniformed Albert Hall ushers appeared with a cloth to cover the body.

However, Alec would not appreciate any effort to straighten
the contorted limbs before the police had done whatever they had to do. Daisy stepped forward to warn him.

“Chief Inspector’s orders, miss,” said the usher. “I shan’t touch, just cover her up, like. You’ll be Miss Dalrymple? He said to tell you to hold the fort, he’ll be back soon as he can.”

Pleased at the hint of Alec’s appreciating her assistance, Daisy helped the usher spread the wide, oddly shaped green baize.

“Piano cover, miss,” the man explained.

Enveloped in the trappings of music in death as in life, Bettina disappeared beneath the strange shroud.

When Daisy turned back to see how the new widower was doing, the youngest of the three doctors was bending over him, consulting with Muriel. “Quite right, Mr. Abernathy should not lie down,” he said, “but we must get him to a more comfortable chair, where he can relax. The name’s Woodward, by the way.”

“He’s not fit to walk, Dr. Woodward,” Muriel protested.

Yakov Levich laid his hand on her arm. “I help to carry,” he offered.

The doctor nodded. “Thank you, sir, we’ll manage between us. But where to?”

“The conductor’s private room,” Miss Blaise suggested, not without a glint of malice. “I know the way. Follow me.”

Muriel came over to Daisy. “Will you come with me?” she begged, her eyes anxious. “Poor Roger’s in a bad way and … .”

“I would,” Daisy said apologetically, giving her a hug while watching another new arrival on the stage, “but Al … Chief Inspector Fletcher sort of depends on me to keep an eye on things here. I came with him, you see. He’ll be back shortly, and I’ll come and find you.”

“Oh please do.” Muriel followed the others.

The woman who had just arrived was middle-aged, plain
and plump, her clothes of good quality but dull and dowdy. Her lips tightened as she regarded Gilbert Gower, still locked in a barely decorous embrace with the gorgeous Consuela de la Costa.

Gower caught sight of her and let go of the soprano like a live wire. A nervous hand smoothed his waved hair.

“Jennifer, my dear.” He came over to the woman, took both her hands in his, and kissed her cheek. She must be Mrs. Gower. “Miss de la Costa was fearfully shocked, practically hysterical. I’ve been trying to calm her down. These foreigners, you know.”

“They do tend to be emotional, don’t they?” Mrs. Gower said dryly.

“I … er … I didn’t know you were coming.”

“The children were invited out to tea and tennis so I decided to make use of the ticket you gave me.”

“I’m glad.” Suddenly the aging tenor clung to his wife. “It’s the deuce of a mess, old dear. The police are here already. I gather they suspect Bet … Miss Westlea was deliberately poisoned.”

Mrs. Gower started to speak, but Daisy was distracted by Alec’s return. She sat down on the edge of the stage, legs dangling, to talk to him.

“Any trouble?” he asked in a low voice.

“Not exactly, except Bettina’s husband’s weak heart playing up. I’ve got lots to tell you, though.”

“I was sure you would,” he said, resigned. “Don’t think I’m not grateful, but I hope you aren’t expecting …”

“ … To involve myself in the case?” Daisy said guiltily. “I wasn’t exactly expecting to, but I’m afraid Muriel wants me to be with her.”

Alec groaned. “I might have guessed. I suppose if I send you home, I’ll be accused of bullying a female witness. I have
to speak to her, of course, and the husband. He’s the choirmaster, right?”

“Yes. They’re both fearfully upset, though I must say Muriel calmed down right away when Mr. Abernathy was taken ill. She’s used to coping with his attacks, but one of those doctors is with him, too. A Dr. Woodward.”

“I suppose I’ll have to take medical advice on whether he’s fit to be questioned.” He ran his fingers through his hair, which, dark and crisp, showed no sign of disarray. “I’ve got bobbies from the local division on their way to man the doors, and most people will only need to leave their names and addresses. The trouble is going to be deciding whom else I ought to see.”

“The other soloists, for a start.” Daisy looked around, but by now the stage was empty except for the baize-covered body. The nearby area of the auditorium had cleared, too, though many people had remained in the upper reaches rather than move out to the doubtless crowded passage and lobby.

“Yes, I gather the soloists all shared a suite,” Alec said. “The organist used it, too. The manager, Major Browne, thinks Mrs. Abernathy’s glass may have been there during the interval. An usher was posted at the door during that period to keep out the unauthorized, but I’ve not had a chance to speak to him yet, nor to see the room. Browne has locked it and given me the key.”

“It wasn’t kept locked during the performance?”

“No. One doesn’t exactly expect late-arriving concert-goers to pinch the soloists’ handbags, let alone to poison them.”

“Rather not!”

“I’m praying I shan’t have to trace latecomers. This place is a nightmare in terms of universal access to everything. With the circular construction, there’s no proper backstage. The dressing-rooms—if that’s the proper term—are around the
outside of the building, with performers and audience mingling in the passage. Chaos! Still, I have to concentrate on the most likely suspects.”

“You’d better have a shot at the conductor,” Daisy suggested. “He’s been behaving a bit oddly. He …”

“Save the details for later, please. Any more?”

“His wife, I should think, and Olivia Blaise, who’s—who was a rival of Bettina’s. And Gilbert Gower’s wife, perhaps, though I don’t know that she had anything to do with Bettina. That’s her with him now. I can’t think of anyone else.”

“With the organist, the three doctors, and Browne, that’s plenty. They’re not the sort of people I can leave Tom Tring to handle on his own, either.”

“Is Sergeant Tring coming?” Daisy was pleased. She and the elephantine sergeant had a mutual soft spot for each other.

“I telephoned him and Ernie Piper at their homes, and they’ll both be here as soon as they can. I’m assuming the case will be assigned to me, as I’m on the spot, though the local divisional Super could insist on jurisdiction.”

“He’s a chump if he does.” She recalled Cochran’s abject despair, Marchenko’s glittering eyes, Consuela de la Costa’s hysterical accusation. “I’ve a feeling you’re going to find yourself up to your ears in artistic temperament!”
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