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MONDAY

4 MARCH – 7.15 a.m. – I have decided today that the only way to get out of my current difficulties is by murder. It is really rather a surprise that I had not come to this conclusion earlier, since it will so simply and immediately resolve the problems that have been aggravating me for some time.

Having reached the age I now have, I know myself well enough to recognise that the crime will give me no moral qualms. And as for the other great traditional deterrent to murder, the fear of being caught, that again does not operate with me. Indeed, arrest and trial might add a welcome excitement to the few years, or possibly only months, that I have left.
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The diarist lived in the Devereux Hotel, Littlehampton, whose sea-front position was, according to the brochure, ‘unrivalled’. However, few brochures were ever sent out; the clientèle of the Devereux tended to arrive by personal recommendation.

There were only eight guest rooms; each was occupied by a long-term resident. And when, as was inevitable given the average age of those residents, a room became vacant, the hotel’s proprietress, Miss Naismith, an unnervingly refined lady in her early fifties, had no difficulty in finding a new occupant.

In the early days, she had advertised in The Lady, but word of mouth from the established residents and their friends soon made such expenditure unnecessary. Miss Naismith always had a waiting list of elderly people eager to replace those who had moved into nursing homes (or taken a more permanent form of departure from the hotel), and she enjoyed assessing the suitability of these candidates. She felt confident in her ability to ensure that every resident of the Devereux remained ‘a nice class of person’.

But when Mrs Pargeter arrived at the Devereux in the middle of the afternoon of the 4th of March, Miss Naismith wondered momentarily whether her judgement might for once have been at fault.

She should perhaps have insisted on an interview, rather than conducting the arrangements by letter. It had been unfortunate that the proprietress had not been present on the day when Mrs Pargeter had inspected the premises. The new resident had, of course, impeccable references, but no reference can pin down that indefinable quality of class, and Mrs Pargeter made no pretence of being the genuine article.

For a start, there was the time and manner of her arrival. Miss Naismith had firmly suggested in her letter that two-thirty p.m. was the ideal moment for Mrs Pargeter to appear, so that she would have time to settle her belongings into her room before the ritual of meeting the other residents at the Devereux’s four o’clock tea, served in the Seaview Lounge.

Mrs Pargeter, however, had chosen to appear at a quarter to four, making no secret of the fact that she had, ‘on the spur of the moment’, decided to stop for ‘a self-indulgent lunch’ on the way. Miss Naismith, whose orderly mind was shocked by the concept of doing anything ‘on the spur of the moment’, also rather beadily received the impression that Mrs Pargeter’s self-indulgence had extended to the wine list as well as the menu. There was no question that the new resident was drunk; but she was certainly more relaxed and cheerful than might be thought appropriate to someone entering the portals of the Devereux for the first time.

Then there was the manner of Mrs Pargeter’s arrival. Miss Naismith had no objections to wealth – indeed, it was an essential qualification for her guests – but she did have an in-built resistance to displays of wealth. And to her mind, the hiring of a chauffeur-driven limousine was such a display. So was the amount of patently genuine jewellery that Mrs Pargeter wore over her silk print dress.

So, particularly, was the liberality with which Mrs Pargeter tipped her chauffeur and – worse – the Devereux’s porter-cum-barman-cum-handyman, Newth, who appeared on cue to remove the profusion of suitcases from the limousine’s boot.

Oh dear. Miss Naismith was beginning seriously to wonder whether Mrs Pargeter really did belong to the elite who could be described as ‘a nice class of person’.

The subject of her anxiety, however, either did not notice it or was unworried by it. Mrs Pargeter was a widow of sixty-seven, imperceptibly on the move from voluptuousness to stoutness. The golden hair, which, in an earlier existence unknown to Miss Naismith, had turned many heads, was now uniformly white, but the clear skin, which had also been the subject of much compliment, still glowed with health. The backs of Mrs Pargeter’s hands bore the tea-stain freckles of age, but her rounded legs, beneath their grey silk stockings, remained unmarked by veins. Mrs Pargeter, it could not be denied, was a very well preserved lady.

As she concluded her lavish tipping of the chauffeur and waved the limousine away, Mrs Pargeter looked towards the steel-grey line of the English Channel and took in a lungful of seaweed smell. She nodded approvingly. ‘Good. The air’s wonderful here.’

‘Oh, certainly, Mrs Pargeter,’ Miss Naismith agreed in a voice of daunting gentility. ‘One of my residents, a Brigadier Fulton, once said that every breath of this air added five minutes to his life.’

‘Very nicely put. I’ll look forward to meeting Brigadier Fulton.’

‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible.’ Miss Naismith coloured. ‘The Brigadier wasn’t, er, with us very long.’

‘Oh?’ Mrs Pargeter cocked a quizzical eyebrow.

‘He passed on,’ Miss Naismith explained hurriedly, vexed at having to spell it out.

‘Ah.’

Miss Naismith changed the subject determinedly. ‘I do hope you’ll be very comfortable with us, Mrs Pargeter. I am happy to say that here at the Devereux I have very few complaints. Many of my residents do stay for a very long time.’

‘Except for Brigadier Fulton.’

Miss Naismith did not like the smile of mischief with which Mrs Pargeter spoke; it did not augur well for their relationship. ‘I can assure you, Mrs Pargeter, that the Brigadier’s death was not caused by anything he contracted at the Devereux. Without informing me, he actually arrived here with a serious heart condition,’ she added, in a tone of righteous betrayal.

And indeed she had felt betrayed. One of the other qualifications for her residents, clearly spelt out in the rarely despatched brochure, was that they should be ‘active’; in other words, in good health. Though Miss Naismith offered service and care to her elderly residents, she was very insistent that what she ran was a Private Hotel. There were Homes for people who needed Homes; but within the confines of the Devereux, serious ill health could only be considered an unpardonable lapse of taste. And death was a social misdemeanour without parallel.

‘Dear, oh dear. Some people just don’t think, do they?’ Once again Miss Naismith caught an unwelcome glint of humour in Mrs Pargeter’s eye as she spoke. ‘Still, you needn’t worry about me on that score. I went to my chap in Harley Street last month. Had the complete MOT. Some parts a bit worn, he said, as you’d expect in a machine of my age, but generally good for another twenty years.’

‘That is encouraging news.’ The glacially serene smile returned. ‘And to what would you attribute your good health, Mrs Pargeter?’ (The ‘what’ was heavily aspirated. Miss Naismith always gave full value to any ‘h’ following a ‘w’.)

The new resident sighed. ‘Well, I suppose while Mr Pargeter was alive I would have said, “Regular servicing”, but I can’t really use that joke now, can I?’ She smiled sweetly at her landlady. ‘Just go and freshen up upstairs.’

And she marched determinedly up the main staircase in the wake of Newth, who was carrying two more suitcases. Miss Naismith’s smile remained frozen in position.

By five to four all of the other residents of the Devereux were gathered in the Seaview Lounge. The tables were laid with crisp white linen; they awaited only the arrival of the chambermaid-cum-waitress-cum-skivvy, Loxton, with her trolley, bearing its load of silver-plate tea services, each pot carefully prepared according to the unchanging specifications of its destined drinker.

There was a considerable degree of interior speculation about the new arrival, but the residents of the Devereux were all far too genteel to voice any of it.

In the bay window, Colonel Wicksteed peered out to sea through his binoculars. He stood resolutely upright, daring age to curve the line of his spine. By the Colonel’s side, stacked into an armchair under a tartan rug, Mr Dawlish vaguely followed his companion’s gaze.

‘Tanker, is she?’ asked Mr Dawlish.

‘No question.’ There never was any question in Colonel Wicksteed’s mind. When he pronounced a vessel to be a tanker, it was a tanker – even if subsequent evidence proved this not to be the case. Fortunately, in Mr Dawlish he was blessed with the mildest of associates, into the cobwebs of whose mind the thought of disagreement never entered.

‘One of the big jobs,’ the Colonel continued. ‘Liberian.’

‘Oh. Now where is Liberia?’

‘East Africa.’

Mr Dawlish let out an inane chuckle. ‘Funny, isn’t it, to think of that boat out there, not so far away, full of people speaking Liberian.’

‘No, no, Dawlish. Wouldn’t come from Liberia. Just a flag of convenience, you know.’

‘Ah. Yes.’ Mr Dawlish nodded sagely, as if he did indeed know.

‘Not even sure if Liberia does have its own language.

No doubt a lot of tribal dialects. There are any number of them. Came across a good few while I was in Africa.’

‘Did you learn any?’

‘Few words. Smattering.’

‘I mean, could you write a letter in them?’

‘Hardly. Many of them don’t have a written tradition, anyway. Just oral.’

‘Carried in the mouth, you mean?’

‘Yes, Dawlish.’

‘Like teeth, eh?’

Colonel Wicksteed pursed his lips and once again raised the binoculars to his eyes.

At the other side of the lounge, Lady Ridgleigh, tall and bony, perched on a tall and bony chair like a vulture over her tea table. Strings of undoubtedly genuine pearls hung from the tendons of her neck; below them was a classic grey silk dress, here and there over-shiny from careless or excessive ironing.

She condescended a smile across to Mrs Selsby, an even thinner old lady, who was propped up on a sofa in the posture of a folded garden chair and half-heartedly fingering a copy of Country Life.

‘You’ll find there’s a very stimulating article in there, Mrs Selsby, about the hare.’

‘The animal, you mean?’

‘Yes, Mrs Selsby. Most stimulating.’

Lady Ridgleigh, feeling she had discharged a social duty, relapsed into silence, and Mrs Selsby obediently turned to the magazine’s contents page and, peering through thick glasses, attempted to track down the recommended article.

On another sofa, near the bar, Eulalie Vance sighed audibly over a pile of yellowing letters. Though she believed she still looked as sylph-like and alluring as she had in the last publicity photographs taken of her some fifteen years earlier, an outside observer would have seen a thickened face and neck, framed in coils of greying hair, which was gathered at the back into an elaborate system of combs. The outsider would also have observed a spreading body, ill-camouflaged by an Indian print dress and a confusion of shawls and scarves.

And, if the outsider were so reckless as to enquire the cause of the heavy sighs that racked Eulalie’s frame, he would receive a long monologue on the subject of her past love affairs. The other residents, who had all, at one time or another, been incautious enough to make the enquiry, now kept their mouths resolutely shut. Miss Wardstone, a beady tortoise of a woman who sat nearby, did not disguise her contempt but greeted each deep sigh with a sniff of disapproval.

Sigh, sniff, sigh, sniff. The rhythm was as regular as the ticking of the grandfather clock over by the door.

On her own, looking as if she might at any moment sink under and be overwhelmed by the cushions of her armchair, slumped Mrs Mendlingham. Her eyes were unfocused; she had increasing difficulty these days in bringing them to bear on the reality that surrounded her. And focusing her mind was an even greater problem.

Her cardigan was buttoned wrong, and she wore odd slippers.

Only the regular shallow rise and fall of her chest showed her to be alive.

As the grandfather clock whirred a deep breath prior to striking the hour, the door of the room was opened by Newth, who ushered in the tea trolley, propelled by Loxton.

‘Ah,’ said Colonel Wicksteed, waggishly turning to focus his binoculars on the trolley (as he did every afternoon). ‘Tea.’

‘Tea,’ Mr Dawlish agreed.

‘“Tea, although he’s an Oriental,”’ the Colonel continued, misquoting Chesterton (which he also did most afternoons), ‘“is at least a gentleman.”’

He let out his customary bark of laughter, and Lady Ridgleigh (as she usually did) vouchsafed the witticism a smile of acceptability.

Loxton moved the trolley round its unchanging circuit, delivering the correct trays to the residents. Earl Grey for Lady Ridgleigh, served first by unquestioned precedent; Lapsang for Miss Wardstone and Mrs Selsby; peppermint tea for Eulalie Vance; weak Indian for Mrs Mendlingham, who would have drunk anything put in front of her without noticing; strong Indian for Colonel Wicksteed; and the same for Mr Dawlish, who was, as ever, happy to agree with the Colonel.

Loxton felt mildly disconcerted that Mrs Pargeter had not come when she was meant to. Loxton liked to have everything prepared well in advance, and the uncertainty over the sort of tea that the newcomer might require was unsettling. She bent down to retrieve plates of scones and cakes from the lower deck of the trolley.

As she did so, she was unaware of Mr Dawlish’s admiring eyes watching the outline of her buttocks strain against the black material of her uniform. His eyes appeared habitually hooded, half-asleep, but they took in a great deal more than the other residents of the Devereux realised.
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The door opened with a flourish, as Miss Naismith ushered in Mrs Pargeter. Though direct staring at the newcomer would of course offend the canons of good behaviour, the other residents did show considerable covert interest in her arrival.

‘Good afternoon. Let me introduce the latest addition to our little family.’ Miss Naismith was prone, in her public utterances, to a rather cloying whimsicality. Turning first, as was correct, to the gentlemen in the bay window, she began the round. ‘Colonel Wicksteed – Mrs Pargeter.’

‘Enchanted.’ He shook her hand and the rigid back bent as though hinged. Miss Wardstone’s reptile eyes flashed a look of what could almost have been jealousy at the newcomer.

‘Mr Dawlish – Mrs Pargeter.’

Dawlish rose from his chair to his full height (which wasn’t very high) and clasped the heavily ringed hand. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance. I do hope you’ll be very happy here.’

Then he bent down to retrieve his rug from the floor, contriving on his way up to sneak a covert glance at the pleasing roundness of Mrs Pargeter’s calves.

Miss Naismith moved on to the ladies. ‘Lady Ridgleigh . . .’ A bony aristocratic hand was graciously proffered. ‘May I introduce Mrs Pargeter?’

Lady Ridgleigh smiled the sort of smile she had seen the Queen use when greeting Commonwealth leaders.

‘My husband knew a Pargeter in the Guards. Cedric Pargeter, I believe it was. I don’t suppose, by any chance . . . ?’

‘No, shouldn’t think so.’

Lady Ridgleigh’s smile changed to the sort used by the Queen when being kept waiting by Commonwealth leaders. But she persevered.

‘May have got the name wrong. Froggie was terrible with names. Perhaps it was a Cecil or a Cyril or . . .’

‘It wouldn’t matter. I’ve never known anyone who was in the Guards.’

‘Oh.’ This was said with satisfaction. Lady Ridgleigh lived in constant fear of being outranked by new arrivals at the Devereux. It was comforting to know that Mrs Pargeter presented no such threat.

The Grand Tour continued. ‘And this is Eulalie Vance.’

The actress looked up from her peppermint tea, waiting a half-second for Mrs Pargeter to say, ‘Oh yes, of course, I know that name. Aren’t you the Eulalie Vance who gave that wonderful performance in . . . ?’

But since no such words of recognition were forthcoming, Eulalie shook the new arrival’s hand and comforted herself with the thought that here was someone who had not yet heard the secrets of her passionate past.

‘Miss Wardstone, this is Mrs Pargeter.’

‘How very nice to meet you.’ The tortoise face was bisected by the horizontal line of a smile, but the eyes still darted suspiciously.

‘Mrs Selsby . . . No, please don’t get up.’

But Miss Naismith’s words were too late. The long bones unfolded as Mrs Selsby levered herself from the sofa to a precariously upright position.

‘No trouble,’ she said. ‘I’m quite safe, you know.’ But the trembling of her body and short-sighted blinking belied her words.

‘Pleased to meet you.’ As she spoke, Mrs Pargeter gently took hold of a thin elbow and lowered its owner back down. Through the wool of the cardigan it felt as if there was no skin, only bone. Around the thin neck, Mrs Pargeter noticed, clung a double string of artificial pearls.

‘And, er, this is Mrs Mendlingham.’

The washed-out eyes remained unfocused, fixed on nothingness in the middle of the room.

‘Mrs Mendlingham.’ Miss Naismith did not actually raise her voice, but she reinforced it with considerable emphasis.

The old eyes flickered with realisation, then with alarm. ‘Yes, of course. I was listening.’

‘I don’t believe you’ve met Mrs Pargeter.’

Mrs Mendlingham, suddenly cunning, misread the intonation of Miss Naismith’s words. ‘Oh yes, of course I have.’

She rose energetically from her armchair and shook the hand of a bewildered Mrs Pargeter, who had never seen her before. The old eyes looked at Miss Naismith, as if gauging the proprietress’s reaction. But they seemed disappointed in what they saw, and again lost focus as Mrs Mendlingham slumped back into her chair.

Miss Naismith lingered for a moment, discreetly but suspiciously sniffing. Mrs Pargeter, too, thought that she could detect a slightly unwelcome smell.

But no comment was made. ‘Well, that’s everyone,’

Miss Naismith announced. ‘I do hope you’ll be happy with us. Now do tell Loxton how you like your tea.’

The waitress came dutifully forward as her name was spoken.

‘Oh, hello, love. Like my tea good and strong, thank you.’

‘Indian or China?’

Mrs Pargeter looked bewildered. ‘Well, Indian, of course.’

Lady Ridgleigh gave an inward smile, vestiges of which appeared on her lips. There was certainly going to be no social contest with Mrs Pargeter. Indeed, Lady Ridgleigh might even find herself enjoying the rare pleasure of ‘slumming’.

‘Well, Mrs Pargeter, do take a seat. I’m sure you’re tired after your journey.’

‘No. Fine. Only come from London. And did stop for lunch on the way.’

‘I’m sure you could still do with putting your feet up, Mrs Pargeter.’ Once again, without being raised in volume, Miss Naismith’s voice took on a steely edge.

‘Very well, then.’ Mrs Pargeter flopped into a vacant armchair. ‘Oh, incidentally, everyone . . .’

Hands froze on teacups. Scones were suspended between plate and mouth. They were not used to this. Residents of the Devereux were not in the habit of addressing the room at large. It was acceptable for Miss Naismith to make general announcements; it was allowable for anyone to come in from outside and pass an undirected remark about the weather; but residents of the Devereux did not address ‘everyone’ in this bald fashion.

Mrs Pargeter continued, either impervious to or ignoring the reaction she had provoked. ‘Please don’t call me Mrs Pargeter. I’ve never been one for formality. Everyone always calls me by my Christian name. So please will you?’

‘And what is your Christian name?’ asked Miss Naismith with frigid deference. The answer to this question would have great significance. Within her mind she had two rigid lists of names: those that were socially acceptable; and those that transgressed that First Great Commandment of her life, ‘Thou shalt not be common.’

‘Melita,’ Mrs Pargeter replied.

Miss Naismith was confused. Melita was such an unusual name that she had difficulty in deciding under which heading it should belong.

This confusion reflected a more general uncertainty in her reaction to Mrs Pargeter. Her first instinct had been to classify the newcomer immediately as socially inferior. And yet, the longer she spent with her, the more difficult Miss Naismith found it to classify Mrs Pargeter at all.

And the more she began to suspect, with a degree of foreboding, that there might be more to Mrs Pargeter than met the eye.
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By five to six Newth had changed from his white porter’s jacket into the red one with rolled black lapels that he wore in his role as barman. The Schooner Bar was on the ground floor, the other side of the Entrance Hall from the Seaview Lounge. It also commanded a view over the greyness of the March sea.

Newth wiped down the veneered surface of the counter. Wiping it down had been his last action before lowering and locking the grille at lunchtime, but he knew how quickly dust could settle. Though only in his late forties, he had the bachelor fussiness of a much older man.

As he stretched to the far end of the counter, he felt a slight pain in his chest, and took a few deep breaths until it went away.

He reached under the bar for two sealed white plastic containers. From one he filled a dish with salted mixed nuts; from the other he filled a dish with stuffed green olives.

He looked at his watch. Two minutes to six. He withdrew a bunch of keys from his pocket; they were on a chain that was clipped to his belt. He found a small one and undid the padlock that held down the grille at the front of the bar. (Miss Naismith made a point of telling all her new residents that this grille was not for internal security. The very idea of such a thing would be an insult to the integrity of her guests and staff. No, it was a deterrent to burglary. There was, regrettably, ‘a very unfortunate element’ in Littlehampton, and she did not wish to encourage their criminality by having strong drink readily accessible.)

Newth pushed up the grille, again feeling a slight pang in his chest. Then he switched on the lights behind the bar and turned to the entrance to greet the first arrival, who he knew would be Miss Naismith.

‘Good evening, Newth.’

It was one of the conventions of the Devereux that, although they all saw each other almost continuously, the day should be regularly punctuated by new greetings.

It was also a convention that the day should be punctuated by changes of clothes. Though few of the residents ever undertook a more strenuous expedition than a stroll along the Promenade, they usually changed before and after these outings. And, though ‘changing for dinner’ did not go to the extent of evening dress, none of them would appear in the evening in the same clothes that they had worn all day. None of them, that is, except for Mrs Mendlingham, who seemed to be drifting ever faster into a world of her own, a world characterised by odd slippers, stained cardigans and inside-out dresses.

‘Can I get you a Perrier water, Madam?’

‘Thank you, Newth,’ said Miss Naismith, as she did at this time every evening.

And, as he did at this time every evening, Newth reached down under the counter for a green bottle, and from it filled a glass into which he had slipped two lumps of ice and a sliver of lemon. The pouring was done below the level of the counter, so that, if there had been anyone else present, they would not have observed that the bottle, rather than the bulb-like shape so heavily advertised by Perrier, demonstrated the squarer contours made popular by Gordon’s Gin.

Newth passed across the glass of colourless fluid. It looked rather flat, as if the Perrier bottle had not been sealed as well as it should have been.

Miss Naismith, however, did not complain, but downed the glass’s contents with considerable speed. Then she placed the glass on the counter. ‘Goodness, I’m thirsty today.’

Newth, without further prompting, reached for a bulbous green Perrier bottle and, holding it above the counter, poured from it into the empty glass. The contents fizzed and spat bubbles in the air. Miss Naismith picked up the glass and turned to the door to welcome Colonel Wicksteed and Mr Dawlish, the one in a three-piece suit of mustardy tweed and the other in a charcoal-grey two-piece that gave him a clerical air.

‘Good evening, Colonel. Good evening, Mr Dawlish.’

‘Good evening, Miss Naismith.’

‘Good evening.’

The Colonel reached to the counter and took a small handful of mixed nuts from the dish.

‘Here I go gathering nuts in March.’ The Colonel made this pleasantry at six o’clock most evenings (though he did adjust it according to the relevant month).

Mr Dawlish cackled dutifully, and Miss Naismith gave the smile of a Lady Mayoress being presented with a posy at a Primary School.

‘What can I get for you, gentlemen?’ asked Newth, maintaining the illusion that one or other of them might suddenly ask for something different.

Colonel Wicksteed and Mr Dawlish continued the charade of choice by chewing their lips and puckering their eyes, before deciding on ‘a large Famous Grouse’ and ‘a small dry sherry’, as they had every other night of their residence at the Devereux Hotel.

‘Well,’ ruminated the Colonel, after he had raised his glass to Miss Naismith, said ‘Cheers’ and taken a long swallow, ‘I wonder if we will find our new arrival is a drinks-before-dinner person. . . .’

Not all the Devereux’s residents visited the bar in the evenings. Miss Wardstone had never set foot in the room. All her life she had been a total abstainer (from everything, as far as anyone could tell). Lady Ridgleigh had used to come in every night for a ‘desperately dry Martini’, but of recent months had discontinued the habit. Mrs Selsby had been forbidden alcohol by her doctor, and Mrs Mendlingham was so comatose most of the time that she frequently had to be reminded to come down from her room for dinner, let alone for a pre-prandial drink.

‘Oh, I think we’ll find Mrs Pargeter is,’ Miss Naismith decided, without saying that she based this conclusion on the new resident’s lunchtime indulgence.

‘It might be rather amusing . . .’ Mr Dawlish’s cracked voice hazarded ‘. . . to conjecture what sort of drink Mrs Pargeter would select . . . if she were to prove to be a drinks-before-dinner person.’

He lapsed into a satisfied silence, having started this conversational hare.

Colonel Wicksteed barked out a laugh. ‘Kind of parlour game, eh? Could be amusing, yes. What drink would you suggest for Mrs Pargeter, Miss Naismith?’

The proprietress of the Devereux bit back rejoinders about brown ale or port-and-lemon; instead, piously, she said, ‘I’m not sure that it’s quite the thing to make that kind of speculation about fellow residents.’

The Colonel was instantly chastened and contrite, as if he had suggested the idea. ‘No. No. Quite. Of course not.’

They were interrupted by the entrance of the object of their speculation, who arrived arm in arm with Eulalie Vance. For dinner Mrs Pargeter had chosen a dress in a rather bright (‘strident’ was the word that came into Miss Naismith’s mind) blue. With it she wore a whole new set of jewellery – ear-rings, necklace and bracelet, all featuring what were undoubtedly real sapphires. Miss Naismith, while of the opinion that the effect was excessive, could not help herself from being impressed. Once again, she encountered difficulty in categorising Mrs Pargeter.

‘Right,’ said the newcomer, placing a plump hand on the counter. ‘What are you all going to have?’

This was not right. For a start, Mrs Pargeter had not obeyed the ritual of exchanging ‘Good evening’s. Then, the manner of her question seemed more appropriate to a public bar than the cocktail lounge atmosphere of the Devereux. Finally, there was the whole issue of offering to buy drinks. . . .

Miss Naismith felt that she would have to intervene. Smiling the sort of smile a Lady Mayoress might use when the child presenting the posy had trodden on her foot, she murmured, incisively gentle, ‘Oh, Mrs Pargeter, of course you wouldn’t know, but I’m afraid a custom has developed at the Devereux that all residents buy their own drinks. It is not that we wish to be in any way incivil; just that with such a small group of people it can sometimes be difficult to work out the precise obligations of reciprocal entertainment.’

She did not spell out the reason why this ‘custom’ had evolved – namely, that Lady Ridgleigh had proved rather readier to accept drinks from others than to buy them for others. The situation had almost led to unpleasantness. There had been complaints. And Miss Naismith had had to dig into her considerable reserves of tact before arriving at the solution.

Mrs Pargeter was undeterred. ‘Don’t worry, love. My first night here, we’ll make an exception. Now, what’s everyone going to have?’

Miss Naismith was too shaken by being called ‘love’ to offer any further resistance.

Mrs Pargeter took the orders. Eulalie Vance wanted a white wine and soda, which she insisted on calling a ‘Spritzer’.

‘Miss Naismith?’

‘Oh. Well, I do tend just to drink Perrier water.’

‘But, come on, you’ll have something stronger tonight. In celebration of my arrival at the Devereux.’

Miss Naismith was not yet convinced that this was a cause for celebration, but did concede that she might have a small gin. Newth reached for a glass, which absent-mindedly he started to fill up from the Gordon’s bottle.

‘A small one, Newth.’ Miss Naismith’s hiss suspended his hand in mid-pour. ‘With tonic, please.’

Giving a little nod, he completed this unusual order. Then he produced the ‘same again’ for Colonel Wicksteed and Mr Dawlish. ‘For you, Mrs Pargeter?’

They were all silent, waiting to have their unspoken conjectures confirmed or rejected.

‘A vodka Campari, please.’

Miss Naismith was forced to admit that she would never have guessed that in a million years.

‘And what about you?’ Mrs Pargeter continued. ‘You have one with me, Kevin?’

Miss Naismith was thunderstruck. It was bad enough for Mrs Pargeter to offer a drink to one of the staff, but using his Christian name compounded the felony. Newth did not have a Christian name, except on official documents; so far as the Devereux was concerned, Newth always had been, and always would be, just ‘Newth’. The double affront deprived Miss Naismith of the power of speech.

‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Pargeter,’ replied the barman. ‘I’ll have a half of lager, thank you.’

Oh dear, thought Miss Naismith. I may have to do something about Mrs Pargeter.
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