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1

Which one? The red-head in the dark green jersey-wool swim-suit clinging to every sun-tanned undulation? Or the blonde lifting the big red and white beach-ball high into the air above her head ready to throw?

Police Constable Peter Lassington, comfortably at ease, off duty, free from the constant watchfulness of the London streets, could not make up his mind.

The blonde in the percale cotton bikini all wet from the sea and practically transparent? The red-head with the long tanned legs lying looking between half-closed eyelids at the gleaming twin-tub washing-machine just behind her? Or, what about the one in the new rainbow-striped two-piece, the one kneeling back on her heels that way looking up at the man in the sports car?

Peter Lassington sighed.

The phone rang.

He picked up the receiver.

‘Regent 1129.’

‘That you, Mr Lassington?’

He tried to place the voice. It was familiar. A woman’s. A bit out of breath. Puffy. And worried.

‘Yes,’ he said cautiously.

‘Listen, you ought to come round. Come round, quick.’

The voice obviously felt that enough had been said. It panted hoarsely down the line. Silent, waiting.

‘Come quick?’

A policeman stationed and living in the Soho area develops a certain natural caution about mysterious telephone calls. Caution on two fronts. A natural disinclination to get involved, and a carefully cultivated playing it by ear when certain friends, or half-friends, want to convey information. Or half-want.

And at the present moment on a February morning of sleeting, chill, implacable rain the natural disinclination was perhaps a little stronger than it ought to have been in a thoroughly keen and efficient young police officer.

The woman at the other end of the line had been thinking. She had arrived at the conclusion that not quite enough had after all been said. She breathed more hoarsely for a few seconds and then broke into speech again.

‘Round to Fay’s Place,’ she said.

And at once Peter Lassington knew who was speaking. Fay’s maid. A picture of her formed in his mind’s eye, not exactly the sort of picture he preferred in that private viewing theatre, but obtrusive. Difficult to push out. The enormous form rising like a squat pyramid from hips of elephantine proportions to some wisps of residual hair clinging for dear life on to a greasy tortoise-shell comb.

Fay Curtis’s old maid.

‘Yes, what is it?’ he said urgently.

‘You’d better come. Fay’s dead.’

‘Dead? Dead? What do you mean, dead? How –’

But with a last horrendous asthmatic wheeze Fay’s maid had rung off.

Peter Lassington sat upright in his comfortable fireside chair and thought hard.

He looked across at his wife sitting with her sewing by the light of the window. If light was the right word for the cold, grey stuff that crept in from the cold, grey day.

‘Just heard something,’ he said. ‘Bit odd. Think I’d better pop round there. Won’t be ten minutes.’

Mary looked up from the neat patch on the pillowcase in her hands to the steady grizzling rain outside. And from the rain to the magazine on her husband’s lap.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘anything would be better than reading that, I suppose. I can’t think why you bring me it every week. You’re the only one who ever looks at it.’

Peter grunted as he heaved himself up from his chair.

‘Can’t think why you don’t like it,’ he said. ‘Some pretty smashing swim-suits in it. You ought to get yourself one.’

Mary smiled down at her sewing.

‘Can you see me bothering with choosing which silly new bathing costume I’m going to have for next summer?’ she asked.

In the narrow hallway, where he was already reaching down a heavy mackintosh from the little row of bright-knobbed pegs, Peter Lassington laughed.

‘It’s a good job I picked you to marry,’ he said, ‘since we’ve got to exist on a constable’s pay.’

He opened the front door and hurried downstairs and out.

The rain, like so many ranks of imperturbably British grenadiers, was beating itself stupid against the yellowish grey stones of the pavement. Peter turned up his collar and hunched his shoulders.

He set off through the familiar streets of Soho cutting his way through, nipping along the occasional roadless court, making quick progress in spite of the thickening crowds of typists and shop assistants drably plunging through the unremitting rain in search of early lunches. He glanced at them as he strode along but had to admit that, for all their gay coloured umbrellas and glossy mackintoshes, they were not an enlivening sight. Perhaps the cold was to blame. Few feminine charms can struggle successfully against the all-embracing hug of the good, thick, woolly cardigan.

He hurried on past the familiar shops, the little foreign groceries with windows crowded with Polish pickled herrings, Italian sausages, poppy-seed covered loaves and businesslike cans of the favourite foods of half a dozen countries.

In the doorway of a chemist’s shop he paused for a moment and looked up at the rain to see whether it was worth waiting a few seconds for some faint slackening. Through the dripping plate-glass window the massed attractions registered on his mind – the cough medicines, bathroom scales, toothpastes, hair coloriser, slip-on fingernails, stick-on eyelashes, a pyramid of little dark brown bottles of vital energy tablets and under these, perhaps significantly, a single tube of babies’ teething jelly.

But at Fay’s Place Fay was dead. He put his head down again and plunged on.

Past sandwich bars already beginning to attract sodden queues of customers; past cleaners’ shops with their rows of hanging dresses steadfastly awaiting collection; past bookshops with their arrays of volumes dedicated, as their notices said, to ‘art, science and the medical’ or, to put it more prosaically, to sex; past still fairly empty pubs, darkly painted, corniced and curlicued and smelling of draught beer.

And in less than ten minutes he was at Fay’s Place.

Few of the hurrying lunch-seekers would have even noticed that it was there. To the outward world at this hour of the day it presented simply one door, painted purple once and subsequently covered with successive layers of London grime, and above it one small, extinguished neon sign saying palely ‘Fay’s Place’.

Police Constable Lassington pushed with his gloved hand at the apology for a door. It swung ajar indifferently.

He stepped quickly in.

The corridor ahead was unlit and if there were any windows they made little difference. But he knew his way and plunged on confidently along past grimy walls and down a narrow flight of stairs with a sharp twist in it. At the bottom there was another door, crudely painted in bright red with the legend ‘Fay’s Place’ once again, this time in sloping irregular white letters.

Again Peter Lassington put out a hand and pushed. The door clicked open and flopped right back.

He hurried in.

At this early time of day the clubroom was unable to rise to its expected level of brazen gaiety. It was unfairly handicapped, to begin with, by being lit not by the discreet wall-lights in pink shades but by one single central bulb of feeble power and feebler intentions. The only window stared fishily at the unaccustomed scene and contributed no more than a dirty expanse of lustreless grey. On the surfaces of the rather old hat black glass-topped tables the rings where last night’s pools of alcohol had dried up could still be seen. The tables had been divorced, too, from their little tubular chairs and could not, deprived of this support, muster much of an air of inviting liveliness.

Even the summertime abandon of the beach scene painted behind the little bar was no longer able to give out any very positive spirit. Its long-legged girls with their acceptably rounded posteriors and uniformly pert bosoms were no doubt making a vigorous effort to create an atmosphere of sophisticated sexuality. But in the nature of things they were bound to fail.

Peter Lassington bit his lower lip and called out cautiously.

‘Anybody at home?’

The tawdry gold and black curtain beside the bar screening off the inner part of the club parted suddenly.

‘Pete. What are you doing here, my old beaut?’

It was Jack Spratt. Detective-Constable James Spratt.

He stood holding back the flimsy curtain and looking at Peter with a questioning tilt to his customary broad grin.

Peter, like almost everybody who found Jack barging into their world, grinned back.

‘You here on business?’ he asked.

Jack ducked his head under an imaginary bombardment of vexations and grinned again.

‘Wouldn’t come for me health, old darling,’ he said. ‘Though I s’pose you have.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes, you. Constable Lassington. You ought to be out there in the rain pounding that old beat, boy. Not nosey-parkering into a highly unrespectable joint like this.’

Peter relaxed under Jack’s warmth.

‘Not on duty, me,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you’ve forgotten up there in C.I.D., but we get time off sometimes in the uniform branch.’

‘Go on,’ Jack answered cheerfully, ‘you’d give your back teeth to be in the C.I.D., you know you would.’

Peter smiled back at him.

‘What if I would?’ he said. ‘It’d make a change.’

‘So you come round here trying to get in on the act?’

‘Just what sort of an act is it?’

‘Come and have a look if you like,’ Jack said carelessly. ‘But no advice.’

‘All right, mate. I’ll let you muddle along on your own then.’

Jack whirled round.

‘You won’t, you know,’ he said.

He let the irrepressible grin break out again.

‘I’d like to see you keep your filthy little claws off any C.I.D. business once you get within a mile of it,’ he went on. ‘I know you, matey. There’s nothing you want more in the world than to get into the old plain-clothes racket.’

Peter smiled. A self-contained, almost secretive smile.

‘That’s what you think,’ he said.

‘I do, me old beaut. I think it, and I know it. What about the way you’re busy collecting yourself a little crowd of snouts? I dare say that’s why you came in here. And I know darn well it’s the reason you’re always in and out of old Bill Sprogson’s shop.’

‘Bill Sprogson? What do you mean, Bill Sprogson?’

Jack grinned like a cannibal.

‘What do I mean Bill Sprogson? I mean you hang about that collection of filthy books he’s pleased to call a shop, so that he’ll feed you with bits of news he picks up about who did any jobs round about.’

‘Well, what if I do?’

‘Nothing, boy, nothing. Only if you are going to try to get yourself a private snout, you want to go about it a bit more clever. You don’t want half the world to know.’

‘Oh, go on. Just because you happened to see me once in his place.’

Peter was doing his best to hide his annoyance. But it was not a very good best.

‘Come on,’ he said, ‘let’s see old Fay, for heaven’s sake. I haven’t got all day.’

‘No?’ said Jack.

He grinned again and led the way into the back parts of the club.

In a tiny, lilac-coloured bedroom off a short corridor, painted some time ago in an unsuccessful shade of pink, Fay Curtis, presiding nymph of the earnestly striving haunt of vice that bore her name, lay dead. At her elbow her last cigarette was crushed wetly into a glass ash-tray advertising a brand of beer by means of a brightly coloured portrait of a girl in a low-cut dress.

Peter noticed the heavy daub of violet lipstick at the tip of the half-smoked butt and was able to imagine quite clearly enough the cigarette itself as it passed the last moments of Fay Curtis’s life drooping from the corner of her too much made-up mouth.

She was lying sprawled on a vague divan with a mess of tattered-looking candy-striped lilac sheets under her and a hopelessly inefficient flopsy pillow near her head. Peter could see, more clearly than in life, how the henna hair gave way as it approached the skull to a coarse obstinate grey. The scrawny neck lay no longer concerned about its harsh wrinkles and unprotected by the faded housecoat with its pattern of huge, bright poppies.

‘Poor old Fay,’ Peter said. ‘What happened?’

‘Gas, of course,’ Jack answered cheerfully. ‘Still, she’ll never have to pay the bill.’

‘Who found her?’

‘Big fat old girl. Calls herself a maid.’

‘Yeah, I know her. She rang me, as a matter of fact.’

‘Did she? Looks as though she was on the game once upon a time to me. Got a tattoo mark on her wrist. Lot of those old-timers had that.’

‘My, my,’ Peter said, ‘what will Sherlock Holmes spot next? That cigarette ash, my dear Watson, number 89 in my monograph.’

‘No. But I’ll tell you what I haven’t spotted,’ Jack answered.

‘What’s that, then? The murder weapon?’

‘Murder weapon, my fanny. You won’t come across a more routine suicide than this one, not if you do get to spend the rest of your blessed life in the C.I.D.’

‘All right, then, what haven’t you spotted? You tell me what it is, and I’ll show you where it is.’

‘You won’t, you know. Because it’s not here. That’s what.’

Jack grinned at him in enjoyment of his self-made mystery.

‘All right,’ Peter said, ‘if you won’t tell me I can’t help you.’

‘No, go on,’ Jack said, caught up in his game, ‘go on, guess what it is.’

‘What is this? A quiz programme?’

‘No. No, it’s a perfectly good question. Test of detective abilities. Here you are, old woman dead on her bed, smell of gas, door and window blocked up, more or less. Perfectly routine suicide. So what’s missing?’

‘I give up.’

Jack’s eyes gleamed.

‘You can’t give up yet. You got three guesses.’

‘Oh, come off it.’

‘No, go on. Three guesses. I tell you it’s a perfectly reasonable test of your ability.’

‘Go on. Who do you think you are? Chief lecturer at detective school?’

‘You couldn’t guess in a million years.’

The grin was cheeky now.

‘Oh, couldn’t I?’

Peter Lassington’s eyes squinted slightly in concentration.

‘Shilling in the gas,’ he said.

‘Clever stuff, clever stuff. But miles out. I told you: there’s no reason at all to think this is anything but a perfectly routine suicide. So what’s missing?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. The old girl’s garters.’

‘That’s two. One more.’

Peter’s lips pursed in unlocated annoyance. Jack still grinned equably.

And suddenly Peter laughed.

‘Quite simple,’ he said.

‘All right, if it’s so simple, what is it?’

‘A note. A suicide note. They all write them, and I can’t see one anywhere. You’d know it a mile off if she’d left one, too. Got a fist like a cow and always uses purple ink.’

‘That so? You really know her then?’

‘Listen. Am I right? Yes or no?’

‘Okay. You win. No note.’

Jack took his defeat cheerfully.

‘It’s odd, you know,’ he went on. ‘I mean, they almost always do leave a note.’

‘And you’ve really looked everywhere?’

‘Turned the place inside out. Best detective school tradition. Start from point near door, work round systematically in a clockwise manner. Constable Spratt, which way is clockwise? Please, sir, don’t know, sir. Can’t tell the time, sir.’

‘And not a sausage?’

‘Not a sausage.’

‘So she didn’t leave a note then,’ said Peter.

‘Very splendid piece of logical reasoning, Constable Lassington.’

‘But I wonder what made her do it? Any ideas?’

‘Cor, wouldn’t you feel like turning it in sometimes if you kept a place like this?’

‘The club? It’s all right.’

‘But tatty.’

‘No, you should see it in business hours. Looks a bit more like it then.’

Peter slipped a comb from his pocket, ran it twice through his well-groomed hair, and began a slow, seductive dance in the crammed little bedroom where Fay Curtis had put an end to her life.

‘You used to come here then?’ Jack said. ‘With Mary?’

‘Don’t be stupid. What do you think a girl like Mary would want in a place like this? No, I’ve looked in once or twice on duty. When there’s been a bit of a row or something.’

‘Can’t have been very often then. Old Fay kept things pretty quiet. I often thought she must have something going on as well as the club, the way she took such care not to have trouble.’

‘Yep, could be.’

Peter shrugged.

‘No,’ he said, ‘I quite liked the old girl. Used to stop and chat sometimes in the afternoon. If I happened to be passing and things were quiet.’

‘You know,’ Jack said, ‘that could be why she took the quick way out.’

‘What could be?’

‘That she was up to her old neck in some racket, and things were getting too hot for her in some way or another.’

Peter looked down again at the thin body in the garish, poppy-splodged housecoat on the tangled lilac sheets of the divan.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘that should be easy. Have you got anything on her? Were those smart operators of the C.I.D. about to move in?’

‘No,’ Jack said. ‘Looked it up before I came away, me old beaut. Jack’s the boy for efficiency.’

‘And there was nothing?’

‘Not really. Some of the boys thought she was up to something, spot of the old procuring maybe. But there wasn’t a thing to go on.’

‘So your theory doesn’t look too bright, lad.’

Jack shrugged cheerfully.

‘Dunno,’ he answered. ‘It still could be. Takes time for some of these rackets to show their lovely little heads. So she may have been busy at something for all we know. Someone may have been putting the black on the old trout. Anything.’

‘Seen the maid?’ Peter asked. ‘Funny, I know her quite well in a way, but I’m damned if I know what she’s called.’

‘Yep. She’s in the little bit of kitchen out there. Brewing up, I dare say. Couldn’t get much out of her. Just that she came in this morning and found old henna hair the way she is now.’

‘Really? The old duck always seemed chatty enough to me.’

‘Oh, yes. Chatty as all get out. But when you come to look at it: damn’ all.’

‘S’pose you’re right really. Great one for her aches and pains. Very smart on the weather. But not much else.’

‘Did you say she rang you?’

‘Yes.’

Peter suddenly smiled.

‘Dare say she didn’t much like the look of what the station sent round,’ he said.

‘That’s all right by me, boy. They don’t have to like the look of it, not when they get to her age.’

The door of the scruffy little room opened slowly. Outside in the corridor stood the subject of their conversation. If she had overheard their not precisely warm-hearted comments, she appeared to bear no ill will.

Her immense body blocked the whole doorway. Indeed, it was a matter for speculation how she ever succeeded in getting the vast width of her hips in through the narrow gap to offer her mistress whatever ministrations she was accustomed to perform.

‘I made a drop of tea,’ she said. ‘It’s what you want at a time like this, that’s what I say. Nothing like a good cup of tea when there’s trouble. Sort of warms you.’

‘That’s my girl,’ said Jack.

As there was no sign of the tea itself he moved forward to go to the kitchenette somewhere in the background. The enormous bulk of the maid wobbled round in front of him and set off along the narrow corridor, brushing the ill-painted pink walls on both sides with the vast delicately-flowered apron that covered her middle area. Peter followed.

At the door of the kitchenette the old duck turned and contrived to pass two big cups of milky tea out through the gap where her pyramidal figure left a space. Jack handed the first cup to Peter and took the second himself. They drank.

‘Yes,’ said their huge companion, ‘I thought I might as well phone through to you, too, Mr Lassington. What I say is, when you’re dead you might as well be looked after by someone you know. It’d be more of a comfort like.’

‘Expect you’re right,’ said Peter.

In the circumstances it was a judicious comment.

‘Yes. Well, I know what I should feel if I’d done it. And mind you, there’s many a time I’ve thought of it. I won’t hide that from you. Many a time.’

‘Have you now?’ Jack said.

He grinned in unalloyed friendliness.

‘’Course I have. You don’t think my life’s been all roses and butter, do you? The trouble I’ve had in my time. First it was my figure was too good. Then it kept somehow going to pieces.’

She took a swig of the milky tea with a gratifying slurp and contemplated those parts she could see of the figure that had so spectacularly gone to pieces.

‘Still,’ she said, ‘I dunno what made her do it in the end. ‘Course, she didn’t tell me everything. I knew that. Sort of close, she was. Always the same, even in the old days when we was girls together. Never told you everything she was thinking, she didn’t.’

The milky tea was drained to the last milky dreg.

‘No,’ she went on, ‘now I’m different.’

It took her some time to explain to her own satisfaction the whole extent of her differences from her late employer. When she had finished Jack cheerfully thanked her for the tea, made no comment on her psychological exposé, and announced that he might as well be pushing off.

‘I’ll come too,’ Peter said.

‘Ta ta, then, dear,’ said Fay Curtis’s ex-maid. ‘Be seeing you, I dare say.’

She began manoeuvring her quivering bulk round to face into the little kitchenette. Peter and Jack walked back through the conscientiously sexy clubroom and past the flimsy door which divided its gaieties from the drab world outside.

Peter puffed out a sigh.

‘How’s Sheila?’ he asked.

‘Oh, she’s all right, boy. Mary okay?’

‘Yes. Much as usual. Kids all right?’

‘Kids. Don’t give me kids. I don’t know why we ever have them.’

Peter laughed.

‘You ask Mary,’ he said. ‘You hear the way she goes on, you’d think there was nothing else in the world but having a family.’

‘Then you take my advice, me old darling. You stick to your guns. Keep off ’em. Once you start ’em, you might as well give up being married for all the joy you get out of it.’

‘You try and convince Mary of that, that’s all. Hey, you know old Fay had a daughter, don’t you?’

Jack laughed.

‘It’s June,’ he said. ‘Her name’s June Curtis.’

Peter looked surprised.

‘You mean the June I’ve heard you on about?’

Jack linked his two forefingers tightly together and twirled them expressively.

‘That’s the one,’ he said.

‘And did you know who her Mum was?’ Peter asked.

‘Didn’t have a clue. Listen, lad, when I get stashed up with a female like June, you don’t think we discuss family trees, do you?’

‘No, s’pose not. And I expect she wasn’t too proud of her old Mum anyway. Might look a bit dicey for a future Miss Globe to have an old lady keeping a joint like Fay’s Place.’

‘You could be right. June’s certainly a good bet for Miss Globe, anyhow.’

They reached the creaky old door to the street. Jack laid a hand on Peter’s shoulder.

‘Listen, mate,’ he said. ‘You know what she’s doing today?’

‘June? No.’

‘Miss Valentine contest.’

‘But that’s just round the corner. At the Whatsit Ballroom. The Star Bowl.’

‘Yes. That’s it. Look, there isn’t really any need for June to know about this straight away. I’ll be seeing her tonight after it’s all over. I’ll tell her then. But we don’t want her getting depressed. When she gives those judges the works, they want to be good and cheerful works. Means a lot, winning tonight.’

‘Yes, I know. The Star Bowl’s on my beat. Often stop outside and have a quiet read of all the posters. It’s a big step on the way to the Miss Globe show.’

‘You bet it is. And you know what that’s worth to the winner?’

Jack winked.

‘All of twenty-five thousand nicker by the time she’s finished, my old beaut. So just get out of that girl’s way. She’s rarin’ to go.’

‘I’ll bet she is.’

Peter looked out at the street. The rain knew its duty. England expects. It had not let up an inch.

Peter turned up his collar.

‘Well, you going back to that cosy little C.I.D. office?’ he said.

‘Got to hammer out a report, boy. But, cheer up, you’ll make it there one day. Just when you’re going to retire.’

Jack grinned like a savage and Peter dug him hard in the ribs. He stood on the rain-edged worn step as Jack, still smiling all over his face, plunged off in the direction of the station.

He gave him a full minute to get clear and then turned and pushed the old purplish door open once more. With lips pursed as if to whistle he set off along the narrow grimy little corridor.
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Police Constable Peter Lassington went quickly down the stairs of Fay’s Place – soon to be named something else in the unavoidable absence of the presiding nymph – through the clubroom with its patiently waiting glass-topped tables, past the once inviolable black and gold curtain and into the little, slatternly private world of the late Fay.

‘Hey,’ he called out. ‘It’s me. Me. Peter Lassington. There’s something I want to ask you. Just thought.’

He advanced along the short corridor towards the kitchenette. The huge bulk of Fay’s maid emerged.

Somehow she found room to get her great, fat-encased arms akimbo on her rolling hips.

‘Yes?’ she said.

The consumption of another two or three cups of over-milky tea had not noticeably sweetened her views on life. Rather the opposite. There was a new aggressive note in her wheezy voice.

Peter Lassington looked at her sharply.

‘Little thing I wanted to ask you,’ he said.

‘I thought there might be.’

The coarse eyebrows in her narrowing forehead descended with dark meaning.

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘it’s no use you smiling like a bleeding crocodile. You can’t put nothing past me.’

‘But what do you think I want to put past you?’ Peter said. ‘I only came back just to ask something.’

Her two bleary eyes looked from side to side.

‘What you might be wanting to put past me I wouldn’t rightly know,’ she answered. ‘But I warn you: I won’t stand for it.’

‘But listen,’ said Peter. ‘There’s only one simple question I’d like to ask you. It’s just that I didn’t want the other chap, Jack, to hear.’

‘I dare say you didn’t. There’s questions and questions.’

There could be no doubt of the effect of milky tea in intensifying the elements of the suspicions in the old duck’s mind.

Peter made an effort to keep calm.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘I just wanted to ask whether you knew anything about a note. A note she – A note Fay might have left.’

‘Ah.’

Suspicions apparently confirmed.

‘Ah,’ she repeated. ‘He asked me that.’

‘Jack?’

‘How should I know his name?’

‘The chap, the detective, who was here with me.’

‘Who else?’

Peter looked disappointed.

‘And you told him you hadn’t seen a note?’ he asked.

‘’Course I did.’

‘Oh, well, thank you. Thought I’d just ask. There’s no need for the C.I.D. blokes to be first with everything.’

He turned away.

‘You don’t think I didn’t know he was C.I.D., do you?’ the wheezy voice came from behind him.

He looked back over his shoulder.

‘No, of course you knew he was C.I.D.’

As he reached the end of the little, shabby, pink-painted corridor the sound of her heavy breathing was still audible.

‘That’s why I didn’t tell him any more than I had to,’ she said.

Peter swung round.

‘You didn’t tell him any more than you had to?’

‘’Course not. C.I.D., see. You don’t think I’d go out of my way to help that lot? Not after all these years.’

‘No,’ Peter said.

He checked a rising excitement.

‘No, I suppose you wouldn’t.’

‘That’s why I rung you, see.’

‘Yes; I wondered about that.’

‘I knew you was a friend of Fay’s like. I knew that much.’

‘Yes. I was a friend of Fay’s.’

‘That’s why I rung you.’

‘Quite right.’

For three or four long wheezing breaths she contemplated her own wisdom in making that telephone call.

Peter kept looking at her.

‘And there was something you might have told Jack, if he hadn’t been C.I.D.?’ he asked.

‘Those bleeders,’ Fay’s ex-maid said.

Peter waited.

‘Those bleeders. Nothing but chase, nothing but ask.’

‘Made your life pretty miserable at times I dare say,’ Peter put in.

The bleary eyes darkened once more.

‘And so did you lot. In uniform or out, you’re all the same. Won’t let a poor girl get on with her job, always moving on, always ready to tally up another arrest at a poor girl’s expense. Never thinking what it meant in fines. Fines, fines all the time.’

‘Well,’ Peter smiled, ‘we have to do it, you know.’

It worked.

The eyes under the narrowing forehead lost their dark smoulder.

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘you have to do it just the same as us, I suppose. We’re all the same under the skin. That’s what it comes down to. Under the skin.’

‘So you didn’t tell old Jack too much?’

‘I didn’t tell him about the letter Fay wrote, that’s what.’

‘Letter? What letter?’

She shook her droopy bloodhound cheeks.

‘Ah,’ she said, ‘I knew something was wrong when old Fay took to writing a letter. She didn’t do that, not once in five years she didn’t.’

‘No, I suppose she wouldn’t.’

But the reflective note was a mistake. It had the undesirable effect of setting the huge bulk of humanity off on a private reminiscent jag all of her own. A long, slow, silent reminiscent jag.

After a clear two minutes Peter could stand it no longer.

‘This letter,’ he said, ‘what happened to it?’

‘What happened to it?’

The dulled eyes lit up.

Peter held his breath. But more prompting was evidently required.

‘It went in the post?’ he asked.

A fit of puffy giggles emanated.

Peter waited again.

‘In the post,’ he said at last. ‘She put it in the post?’

‘No.’

A note of contempt.

‘You know old Fay. Wouldn’t stir out if she didn’t have to.’

Just in time Peter checked himself from making a general observation about the late Fay’s dislike of leaving the close world of her own ‘Place’. Another period of reflection on general matters would be altogether too much for his patience.

‘You took it for her,’ he said. ‘You didn’t happen to notice who it was to, did you?’

‘I know who it was to all right.’

Peter smiled.

‘Very natural to look,’ he said. ‘And who was it to, then?’

‘It wasn’t natural to look.’

Peter held his face blank.

The huge mass of human flesh in front of him plainly saw that she had achieved a degree of power. She savoured it.

‘You’d like to know all about it, wouldn’t you, Mr Nosey Parker?’ she said. ‘There’s nothing you’d like better, is there? Nothing you’d like better than to know just what name there was on that there envelope?’

‘I wouldn’t mind knowing,’ Peter said.

To the forces of power submission is too often the only practical answer.

‘You wouldn’t mind knowing. I bet you wouldn’t, my lad. I bet you’d give a lot to know that.’

Peter ran the tip of his tongue along his lips.

‘I’d give a penny or two,’ he offered.

‘Penny or two. I bet you would. You can spare it.’

‘Spare it?’

‘Yes. I bet you policemen get a fat wage packet come Fridays.’

‘Wages. Don’t make me laugh.’

‘And pickings, too.’

‘What do you mean pickings?’

‘Motorists.’

The bleary eyes rose magnificently to a definite gleam.

Peter looked at her with momentary bewilderment.

‘Motorists?’

‘Yes. Pound note wrapped round the licence when you ask to see it. I know why you persecute the poor motorist.’

A sudden uncontrollable fit of laughter swept over Constable Lassington.

‘You’ve been listening to the A.A. or something,’ he said. ‘The persecuted motorist.’

She shifted her huge pyramid of flesh uneasily.

Peter saw that the balance of power had turned. As accidents occasionally do turn it.

He launched his attack.

‘All right,’ he said, ‘joking apart, who was that letter addressed to? Come on, now.’

And Fay’s ex-maid came on.

‘Teddy Pariss,’ she said. ‘It was to Teddy Pariss, if you must know.’

‘Teddy Pariss, the dance halls’ owner? And posted last night?’

‘Ah, you don’t know everything.’

Peter pounced hard on this trace of defiance.

‘Did it catch the last post? Yes or no?’

‘Didn’t catch no post at all, clever.’

‘Ah, you took it round for her, did you? Where did you take it?’

‘Where did you think I took it?’

‘I’m asking you where you took the letter.’

Years of being at the wrong end of police questioning have their effect. Fay’s maid, Fay’s former maid, spoke up.

‘I took it round to that Star Bowl dance place. Where else? That’s one of his places, isn’t it?’

‘And when did you deliver it?’

‘Only this morning, if you must know. It was raining bleeding cats and dogs last night, so I says to myself “What’s the point of going round out of my way only to get wetter?” So I took it round this morning. Raining worse then.’

She stood there in front of him wheezily contemplating the perversities of the British climate.

Peter left her where she stood.

But at the door of the clubroom he paused.

‘This’ll be one in the eye for Detective-Constable Spratt,’ he said loudly.

Fay’s maid – now out of employment – did not appear to hear.

In the still determinedly dutiful, cold and uncompromisingly unpleasant rain Police Constable Peter Lassington, gloved hands thrust into his coat pockets, marched through the Soho streets again. By now the narrow pavements were thick with people pushing along in the sombre hunt for something to eat at a competitive price. Men with folding mackintoshes and old briefcases jostled girls with heads encased in folding rain-hoods. Sometimes they jostled by mistake, sometimes on purpose. Elderly female shop assistants with iron-crimped hair under small but stout umbrellas made their way purposefully to the exact spot they had determined on as giving the best value in hot lunches. Grubby little men without briefcases paused in the slogging rain for a few restful moments in front of the photographs outside a strip club.

The sights and sounds were depressingly familiar to Peter. He must have passed by the restaurant trade clothier’s with its ever-smiling dummy in white apron and tall chef’s hat a hundred times. The barber’s shop a bit along the street, painted a dull green and with a dust-covered scatter of birth control packets in the window, was the place where once a fortnight he got his hair trimmed to the regulation shortness. The pawnshop round the corner had never, to his knowledge, changed its display of massive silver sporting cups, candelabra and punch bowls. They gave the establishment its air of respectability: they served.

Even the Star Bowl ballroom on the edge of Soho was a sight he knew as well as his own front door. He had inspected the big, bright posters advertising the Miss Valentine contest for the first time three weeks before. Their every detail was now utterly familiar to him, except that a thin sticker had been pasted across each one with the repeated words ‘Tonight Tonight Tonight’.

In the shelter of the porch roof a few well-soaked passers-by were standing, trying to make up their minds to face the full unpleasantness of the day again. Presiding over them, resplendent in a deep orange uniform with midnight-blue tassels, was a doorman.

Peter knew him as well as he knew the posters.

‘Mr Pariss here?’ he asked him confidentially.

‘I’ll say he is,’ the doorman answered.

He turned his eyes up to the low grey sky. There was meaning in the look.

‘Tell me something,’ Peter said. ‘You didn’t happen to get a note for him this morning – from a big, fat old girl, bit short of breath?’

‘Cor. Her,’ said the doorman.

‘Has Mr Pariss had it yet?’

The doorman chuckled.

‘Lord, no,’ he said. ‘You should see it in there. He’s got no time for letters. We’ve got the girls in.’

Peter made a face, as much as to say he understood.

‘What would have happened to a note like that then?’ he asked.

‘Secretary took it off me. I showed her where it was marked “Private”. “I won’t open it,” she said. Hoity-toity.’

‘Think I’ll step in,’ said Peter.

‘Have to unlock for you then,’ the doorman said. ‘It’s like a zoo in there. Only you have to keep the animals out as well as in.’

It was a duty he appeared to relish. With a smile ready to burst out the moment onlookers went away, he took out a key and surreptitiously unlocked a side door in the big array of swinging glass which made up the ballroom entrance.

‘Thanks, mate,’ Peter said.

In the deep-blue carpeted foyer, which when the Star Bowl was open set off so well the dark orange of the doorman’s uniform, Peter paused for a few moments. He let the warm, moistureless air dry off the outer layer of wet on his mackintosh, hat and gloves. Then he set out to locate the owner of so much plush luxuriousness.

It was not difficult.

Down a thickly carpeted corridor, through a pair of swing doors and there he was.

Unmistakably.

In the huge ballroom with its immense, bare, glossy floor and its distant, high, wide stage there could be no looking elsewhere. Though there were people in plenty about, ranging from the cluster of twenty or so girls pressed together against the far wall of the stage to an odd scatter of overalled workmen busy with hammers and paintbrushes, one figure alone compelled attention. In front of the stage there was a narrow raised pathway about four feet high coming out into the ballroom and back in a flattened loop. In front of this was a heavily draped judges’ table. And in front of the judges’ table was Teddy Pariss.

His feet were wide apart. His hard, bulbous body in its sporty Prince of Wales check suit was held back at an angle. The two bulges of flesh at the back of his neck were strained outwards. His bullet head was tilted. And he was shouting. Shouting with all his might at the would-be Miss Valentines.

‘Now, for the fifty-thousandth time, will you listen?’

The girls pressed even harder against the blue draped curtains which hung at their backs. It was plain that behind the curtains the wall was unyielding.

‘Well,’ Teddy Pariss yelled, ‘are you going to listen? Are you going to do what you’re told? Or do I have to come and bloody well make you?’

The threat had its effect.

‘Yes, Mr Pariss,’ one of the braver girls managed to say.

‘All right, then,’ Teddy Pariss shouted. ‘Now, when the music starts you come out one by one on to the catwalk. You come out in your right order. Any girl too stupid to count?’

And he waited, expecting an answer.

‘All right, then,’ he went on, without the least slackening in his commendably hectoring tone, ‘all right, then, look at the discs on your wrists.’

On the shallow stage the girls glanced down at the big white plastic discs strapped on their right wrists. Some shyly, some sulkily, some slowly, some quickly. But none quickly enough for Teddy Pariss.

‘Come on, come on, we haven’t got all day. I want some bloody lunch at some time or another. Now, hurry up, you stupid lot. Into line, in order.’

He stood looking at them as they shuffled into line. Watching like a great tom-cat ready to pounce.

‘Seven. You, Seven. You dumb cluck. Since when has seven come before six? Move. Move.’

The girl with the number seven disc on her wrist, a small plumpish dark-haired bewildered-looking creature, scuttered into place at last.

‘All right, then? Right. When the music starts, off you go. One, you go right away. Two waits till she gets to the turn of the catwalk and then she goes. Then three and so on. Right. Let’s try it. Charlie.’

Only on this last word did he swing away from the almost mesmerized bunch of beauty queens. Charlie, a sparse-haired, worried man, lifted up his hands and brought them crashing down in an opening chord on the battered rehearsal piano. Up on the stage the girl called One looked nervously from side to side, received a slight push from Two and started off.

‘Sam. Sam, are you timing this?’ Teddy Pariss shouted.

‘Yes, Mr Pariss,’ called a frowsty-looking little fat man nursing a stop-watch in a corner by himself.

The piano thumped out a weary tune. One by one the beauties left their safe huddle, ventured on to the exposed outwalks of the catwalk, smiled down at the indifferent judges already sitting at their table, completed their lonely circuit and regained the comparative haven of the stage.

When the last of them had rejoined the bunch Pariss turned to his timekeeper.

‘What did they take, Sam?’

‘Eleven minutes, nine, Mr Pariss.’

‘Eleven, nine. Eleven, nine.’

He rounded on the girls up above.

‘What the hell do you think you are?’ he yelled. ‘A lot of bleeding double-decker buses? They won’t want to see all that much of you tonight. Don’t you kid yourselves.’

He turned to the worried-looking piano-player.

‘Charlie, it’s your bloody fault. I told you to tighten that tempo, and what do you do? Damn all.’

‘It’s the girls, Mr Pariss, honest it is. They won’t listen to the music, so I have to slow it down to fit in with them. What else can I do?’

‘You can make them listen to the music,’ Teddy Pariss snarled back. ‘Make them. And if you can’t, I can find some other cheap musician who can.’

‘I’ll try.’

‘You’d better. Now we’ll do the whole thing twice more . . .’

Peter Lassington, who had quietly made his way down the length of the great, glassy ballroom snaked over with black electric cables, took a last quick look at its owner and then darted through the inconspicuous door he had already spotted leading through to the back-stage area.

‘Got you, me lad.’

A pair of hands grabbed his two elbows and held him fast. In the sudden darkness after the bright lights of the ballroom he could see nothing. There was only the two sets of hard fingers digging into his arms.

In a moment he recovered his wits.

He flung himself forward in a single, quick lunging movement.

The grip on his elbows broke. From behind him there came a roar of fury and despair like a great walrus suddenly bereft of its young.

He wheeled round.

‘Bert Mullens. What the hell do you mean by that?’

A pace away Bert Mullens, the stage-door keeper, blinked at him in the half-light.

‘Who – Who is it?’ he said.

‘It’s me, Pete Lassington. Constable Lassington, you silly old fool.’

‘Oh. Oh.’

For a little Bert Mullens could think of nothing to say. He stood blinking away at Peter from under his drooping eyebrows, breathing heavily.

‘What do you want to go doing a thing like that for?’ Peter said. ‘I might have clobbered you.’

‘I thought you was an intruder,’ Bert Mullens replied lugubriously. ‘Special orders I got against intruders. You don’t know what it’s like, this Valentine business.’

He groaned.

‘Oh, I shan’t half be glad when it’s over,’ he said. ‘You’d think them girls could be smelt out, the way the young layabouts hang around. Like moths, or something. They can scent ‘em from a distance.’

Peter, with the sweat of fear drying all the way down his back, laughed.

‘Smell ‘em out, can they? It wouldn’t surprise me. But tell me something. Mr Pariss, has he got an office here?’

‘Well, no,’ Bert Mullens answered cautiously.

‘But I thought. . .’

‘Not a proper office, he hasn’t. We’re all at sixes and sevens with those dratted girls everywhere. Manager’s office, that’s been turned into a judges’ room. That’s that door there.’

He pointed along the wide passage running behind the stage to a door at the far end.

‘And then next to that there’s a little old junk room,’ he went on. ‘At least that’s what it was. Only I had to spend two days clearing it out. That’s where Mr Pariss has his office. He’ll be out of it tomorrow, I dare say. And I’ll have to move all the lot back in.’

‘It’s a hard life,’ Peter said. ‘And where did you say it was, this junk room?’

‘Round the corner past the manager’s office. It’s the only door round there except into the yard. You can’t miss it.’

Peter set off at a sharp pace.

‘He’s not there, mind,’ Bert Mullens called.

‘That’s all right,’ Peter said vaguely.

He walked along the broad passage and turned to his left by the door of the manager’s office. As Bert Mullens had told him, there was only a short passage in front of him with a room off it on the right and a pair of doors with an iron bar across at the end.

A few quick steps brought him to the office door. He tried it. It opened easily. He stepped in.

The room was small and showed clear signs of how it had been pressed into hurried service for its distinguished occupant. There was a curious mixture of the luxurious and the utilitarian. A thick square of deep red carpet covered only part of the dusty concrete floor. There were no curtains at the main window but underneath it there was an enormous electric fire, close cousin to a cinema organ. In a corner an ancient kitchen chair with one rung missing at the back rested drunkenly against the wall. But at the desk there was a shining, puffy black leather swing chair of the utmost newness. The desk itself was a shabby, scored office table dragged up from heaven knows where. But on it there had been placed, with fitting reverence, a small collection of choice objects – a heavy silver tray containing a couple of dozen well sharpened pencils and a gold-handled paperknife, a leather-covered tape-recorder and a blotter of a solidity and over-ripeness to grace a royal palace.

The only other piece of furniture was a bright, bouncy divan in unsmirched contemporary colours.

Peter Lassington finished his rapid survey, made sure that the door, which seemed to have no lock, was firmly shut and cautiously approached the desk.

And at once he saw what he wanted. A pile of opened letters was laid out ready to be looked at and on top there was a single still-sealed envelope. It was as big as an envelope could be, pale lilac in colour and a bit grubby. The writing was unmistakable, large, sprawling and clumsily elaborate.

Peter glanced back at the door and stood for a few seconds straining to detect any sound. From the stage, muted by the distance and the closed doors, could be heard the steady thump of the tune that the would-be Miss Valentines were parading to. Otherwise there was silence. Not a voice, not a step.

Peter picked up Fay’s letter and stood looking down at its pale lilac between the dark stained leather of his gloves. He held it up to the torpid light of the uncurtained window. But the paper was thick and it was impossible to make out in the least what the envelope contained.

He tried pressing the edges to make the flap come away.

The late Fay had sealed it with industrious energy and it remained firmly stuck along the whole of its length. He lifted it up and breathed hard on it. The faint hope that the warm moisture of his breath might affect the gum seemed to be working out. A tiny wrinkle appeared on the gummed edge.

Peter leant forward and puffed again with all his might.

Behind him the door clicked sharply open.
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