
[image: Cover]


Table of Contents

The Jack Haldean Mysteries by Dolores Gordon-Smith

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

  
The Jack Haldean Mysteries by Dolores Gordon-Smith

A FETE WORSE THAN DEATH

MAD ABOUT THE BOY

AS IF BY MAGIC

A HUNDRED THOUSAND DRAGONS *

OFF THE RECORD *

TROUBLE BREWING *

 

 

* available from Severn House


TROUBLE BREWING

A Jack Haldean Mystery

Dolores Gordon-Smith

[image: logo missing]


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

 

 

First world edition published 2012

in Great Britain and in the USA by

SEVERN HOUSE PUBLISHERS LTD of

9–15 High Street, Sutton, Surrey, England, SM1 1DF.

Copyright © 2012 by Dolores Gordon-Smith.

All rights reserved.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Gordon-Smith, Dolores.

Trouble brewing.

1. Haldean, Jack (Fictitious character) – Fiction.

2. Detective and mystery stories.

I. Title

823.9'2-dc23

ISBN-13: 978-1-78010-278-8 (Epub)

ISBN-13: 978-0-7278-8169-4 (cased)

ISBN-13: 978-1-84751-428-8 (trade paper)

Except where actual historical events and characters are being described for the storyline of this novel, all situations in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.

This ebook produced by

Palimpsest Book Production Limited,

Falkirk, Stirlingshire, Scotland.

  
Dedicated to Angela Churm, 
old friend and fellow writer. 
With love.


ONE

What on earth could the man want? Jack Haldean checked the number of the house, stuffed the letter back into his pocket, mounted the marble steps between their pillars of Portland stone, and rang the bell of 14, Neville Square. He’d never heard of a Harold Rushton Hunt and yet, out of the blue, Mr Hunt had written to him, asking him to call.

The door was opened by a magnificently portly butler with a high-domed bald head and exuberant eyebrows. ‘Good morning, sir,’ he said repressively.

‘Good morning,’ replied Jack, bracing himself under the butler’s gaze. ‘I’ve got an appointment to see Mr Hunt. My name’s Haldean, Major Haldean.’

‘Ah yes, sir. Mr Hunt is waiting for you in the drawing room.’ He stood aside to allow him to enter. ‘Allow me to take your coat, sir.’

He led the way down a gloomy green-panelled hall, pausing outside a door, before turning to Jack with an anxiety at odds with the imperturbable mask of the well-trained servant. ‘You will be careful, won’t you, sir? Mr Hunt is not as young as he was and the strain of the last few months has taken its toll. Any sudden excitement or upset may prove too much for him.’

‘Of course,’ said Jack. ‘Don’t worry. Wheel me in.’ He received a glance of mingled disapproval and gratitude, before the butler opened the door.

‘Major Haldean, sir.’

A man with blue-tinged lips and the thinness of old age sat in a leather armchair, next to the comfortable fire. A tray of medicines stood on a small table beside him. He put a bony hand on the chair arm in an attempt to get up. Jack took one look at the proud face with its pale, keen blue eyes and checked his initial impulse to help. He had a feeling Mr Hunt resented his frailty being brought home to him.

‘Allow me, sir,’ said the butler.

‘Leave me alone, Fields,’ said Mr Hunt with more than a touch of irritation. Jack was glad he had kept quiet. ‘Damn it, when I can’t manage to stand up, it’ll be time to measure me for my box.’ He slowly got to his feet. ‘Major Haldean, it’s good of you to call.’

‘Not at all, sir,’ said Jack, taking the outstretched hand.

The old man slowly re-seated himself, indicating that Jack should do the same. ‘Can I offer you a cocktail? I always drink sherry at this time but my son, Frederick, keeps me up to date.’

‘Sherry for me, please,’ said Jack. There was something about Mr Hunt that made cocktails seem wildly inappropriate.

Fields served them with sherry then, with a doubtful glance at Jack, left the room.

Mr Hunt picked up his glass and settled back in the chair. ‘I suppose you’re wondering what this is all about? Smoke if you want to, by the way. The box is beside you. I gather, Major Haldean, that you have a reputation for solving problems.’ The searching look Mr Hunt directed at Jack told him this was not the moment for false modesty.

‘I’ve been successful a couple of times, yes.’

‘It was George Lassiter at the club who suggested I get in touch with you. I gather you helped him with an odd business he was troubled with. Sir Douglas Lynton of Scotland Yard spoke well of you when I mentioned your name.’

‘That was very good of him.’ Jack was frankly puzzled. Crime in these surroundings seemed not only incongruous but in bad taste, and yet it must be a crime or why should Sir Douglas be involved? ‘Is there any matter I can help you with, sir?’

For an answer Mr Hunt got painfully to his feet once more and walked stiffly to the table under the window. Picking up a silver-framed photograph, he stood and looked at it. Jack joined him at the window. ‘This is my great-nephew, Mark Helston.’

Mark Helston was a dark-haired, clean-shaven man in, at a guess, his mid-twenties with an air of cheery good humour. His face rang a faint bell and Jack wondered where he had seen Mark Helston before.

‘Do you recognize him?’

‘I’m trying to place him, sir. I’m sure I’ve seen that picture before.’

‘I’m sure you have. In January this picture was in all the newspapers.’ Mr Hunt turned a slightly wistful glance to Jack. ‘Perhaps you remember what happened?’

The honest truth was that he didn’t. ‘Not really, sir.’

Mr Hunt put the photograph back on the table, letting his hand linger on it for a few seconds more than strictly necessary, before walking back to his chair. ‘I’m correct in thinking, aren’t I, that my name means nothing to you?’ A gleam of humour in his eyes cut off Jack’s apology. ‘Don’t apologize, young man. Have you ever heard of Hunt Coffee?’

‘Well, of course I have. I say, do you own Hunt Coffee?’

‘Indeed I do. My son, Frederick, is in charge of the actual business nowadays, but the firm is mine. Frederick is a widower with no children but my sister, Enid, was fortunate enough to have two grandchildren, Patricia and Mark.’

He sighed. ‘My sister and I did not always see eye to eye, but she was devoted to her grandchildren. Enid took care of them both after their parents died more than twenty years ago. Patricia is married and has no interest in the firm, but Mark, under my son’s tutelage, developed a keen sense of business. Mark had plenty of money and nothing to worry him. His private affairs – let me stress this, Major – were completely without fault. Completely,’ he added with a fierce glare, as if Jack was going to argue the point.

‘I’m sure of it, sir,’ said Jack, mentally reserving judgement.

Mr Hunt subsided. ‘That is more than the indulgent opinion of an old man. The police investigated Mark’s life thoroughly and found nothing amiss.’ He looked into the fire for a long moment. ‘I told ’em they wouldn’t,’ he added in an undertone. Jack waited patiently for him to continue.

Mr Hunt gave a little shake of his head. ‘And yet at half past seven on the evening of the ninth of January, Mark walked out of his Albemarle Street flat and from that day to this, no one has cast eyes on him.’

‘What? No one, sir?’

‘Not a soul. We contacted the police as soon as it became apparent that Mark was missing. We assumed he was either injured or taken ill. The police checked all the hospitals, but found nothing. The police then made a suggestion which I considered to be disgraceful and confessed themselves baffled. There the matter rested and, as far as they are concerned, will continue to rest. Meanwhile, my nephew is either dead, injured, or being held against his will.’ He looked Jack straight in the eyes. ‘I appeal to you, sir. Help me find Mark. The police have proved useless and until George Lassiter mentioned your name, I was completely without hope.’

Jack finished his sherry in silence. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he began, then stopped as he saw the light die out of the old man’s face. He simply couldn’t refuse, any more than he could have kicked a puppy. He put down his glass and linked his hands together, trying to find the right words. ‘If the police have failed, Mr Hunt, then, although I’ll try, I can’t see how I can possibly succeed.’ His voice was very gentle. ‘You see, they have resources which I can’t hope to match.’ He glanced at Mr Hunt, seeing anxiety twist new lines around his mouth.

‘But you will try, won’t you?’ he asked urgently.

Jack nodded. ‘Oh yes, sir, I’ll try.’ He couldn’t, in common humanity, say anything else.

‘Thank you for that, Major.’ A spark came into his eyes. ‘Lassiter told me you wouldn’t let me down. Any information you think might prove useful, I will gladly give you. Any expenses you incur, I will meet. If you can only find Mark or . . . or –’ he swallowed – ‘tell me what has become of him, I will be forever in your debt. Is there anything you wish to ask me?’

‘I think I’ll find out what the police have done first. That’ll probably give me an idea of where to start. Then, if I may, I might have some questions for you.’

Mr Hunt got to his feet and stretched out his hand. ‘As you wish.’ He rang the bell. ‘And thank you again, sir. Even if you fail, you have given me back some hope.’

‘I went to see a Mr Harold Rushton Hunt today, Bill.’

Inspector William Rackham stirred a spoonful of sugar into his coffee and relaxed into his green leather armchair in the Young Services Club smoking room.

‘You poor beggar, Jack,’ he said, pushing his ginger hair out of his eyes. ‘I thought you might get lumbered. Mr Hunt visited the Yard yesterday. From what I could gather, old Mr Lassiter has been singing your praises and Mr Hunt wanted Sir Douglas’s opinion of your talents. Were your ears burning?’

‘No,’ said Jack, offering his friend a cigar. ‘Should they have been?’

‘Need you ask?’ said Bill with a grin. ‘Mind you, the Chief was probably so relieved at the prospect of palming Harold Hunt off onto someone else, I think he’d have given the thumbs up to anyone. I’m up to my eyes with the Leigh Abbey lot at the moment, so the last thing I want to do is get involved with ancient history. You’re as good as anyone.’

Jack laughed. ‘Don’t go overboard, Bill.’

‘I didn’t. Sir Douglas might have praised you to the skies, but I was trying to get you out of it. Mr Hunt won’t hear of the only explanation for Mark Helston’s disappearance that makes any sense.’

‘Which is?’

‘Helston hooked it for reasons of his own, obviously.’

‘That, I take it, is what Mr Hunt meant when he said that the police had made a disgraceful suggestion?’

‘I suppose so.’ Rackham frowned thoughtfully at the end of his cigar. ‘It was one of Wilfred Murray’s cases. He was a bit lacking in tact, old Murray, but I can’t disagree with him. It must have been about the last case he took on before he retired. I don’t think you ever came across Murray, did you? When he finally got his gold watch I took over some of his cases, including the Mark Helston business. As it was officially mine, I was at the meeting with Mr Hunt yesterday. I went through the file beforehand, but I couldn’t tell him anything he didn’t already know.’ He took an absent-minded sip of coffee. ‘Of course, a case is never officially closed until it’s resolved, but I honestly don’t think there’s anything I could do that old Murray hasn’t done.’

Jack sent up a thoughtful cloud of aromatic smoke. ‘So that’s the official explanation, is it? That Mark Helston, for reasons best known to himself, upped and left off his own bat?’

‘What other explanation can there be? You know as well as I do that when someone vanishes, there’s only two solutions that hold water. It’s either foul play or the man’s taken himself off. Even if it’s an accident or loss of memory, someone, somewhere, will spot him. God knows, there were enough pictures of Helston around the place. I can’t rule out foul play altogether, but I would’ve expected the body to have come to light by now.’

‘M’yes,’ agreed Jack. ‘Corpses have an inconvenient habit of popping up. They make themselves unmissable after a time. He’s not pretending to be someone’s left luggage, is he? No, that would’ve been noticed. The river? That’s not on, either. Even if you weighted the body down, the clothes would have rotted and the actual doings surfaced. You could do it by wrapping the body in chains attached to something heavy like an anchor, but it seems pretty elaborate. Is there a nice, handy, disused mine shaft or old railway ventilation chimney somewhere?’

‘There might be,’ said Bill doubtfully. ‘But that begs the question of who wanted to put him in there in the first place. You see, even if you can do a vanishing trick with a body, there’s a trail of motive and suspicion. I can’t see it would be to anyone’s advantage to murder Helston.’

‘Someone must have benefited from Mark Helston turning into an empty space. I mean, if he could run to a flat on Albemarle Street he must have had a bob or two. Who collared the readies?’

‘No one. No one directly, that is. Helston didn’t have any capital. He had his salary from Hunt Coffee and a generous allowance from his grandmother. He was her blue-eyed boy, all right. As far as I can make out, his sister, Patricia, wasn’t nearly so lavishly treated.’

‘Did his sister resent it?’

Bill shrugged. ‘She might have done, but if she did, it was her grandmother who got the blame. Patricia, or Pat, as she’s always called, was devoted to her brother.’

‘Sez you.’

‘Sez me. Besides that, she married money. Gregory Jaggard, the car bloke.’

To his surprise, Jack’s eyebrows shot up and he seemed to develop a nervous twitch in his neck. Bill was about to speak when an imperious glance stopped him. His friend nodded across the room. A well-built, fair-headed man was sitting at an angle to them, cigar in hand, talking to a man whose thatch of red hair was just visible above the top of his chair.

‘It’s him,’ Jack said in an undertone.

Although it seemed unlikely that Jaggard could overhear them, neither man wanted to carry on the conversation with Jaggard in the room. Jack was about to suggest taking their drinks into the billiard room when Gregory Jaggard stood up, and, with a goodbye to his companion, threw his cigar into the fire and left.

Jack relaxed. ‘How come you didn’t spot him when we came in?’

‘I’ve never cast eyes on the man,’ said Bill. ‘This wasn’t my case, remember. All I know is what I’ve read in the file.’

‘Of course you do. Sorry. But look here.’ Jack hunched forward, keeping his voice low. ‘Gregory Jaggard may seem well off, but I’ve heard that car concern of his is pretty wobbly. Hardly any of the quality car firms, bar one or two, are a sound bet. They all look glamorous enough, but that’s usually because of the amounts going in, not coming out. It’s damn good fun, but a lousy way to make money.’ He frowned. ‘Are you sure Helston’s sister married Jaggard? I thought he married a girl called Tyler or Tyrell or something. I’ve seen her a few times at Brooklands.’

‘She was a war widow,’ said Bill. ‘Are you sure about Jaggard’s firm? Because if you are, that could cast quite a different complexion on things.’

‘How so?’

‘It’s all tied up with the will Helston’s grandmother left.’

Jack sighed in exasperation. ‘What will, for heaven’s sake? Don’t you know that where there’s a will, there’s a motive? Tell me, damn you, and stop being so tight-fisted with the details.’

Bill laughed. ‘All right. The gist of it is that Helston’s grandmother was a very rich woman. There was some complicated tale about who she’d married, but whoever it was, they were pretty well off and left it all to her. She made Helston a generous allowance, as I said, and Patricia a far more modest one. Mark and Patricia’s parents died years ago and their grandmother brought up the two children. When Mark disappeared she took it very badly and, to cut a long story short, she had a minor heart attack followed by a major one and died. Now by the terms of her first will, Patricia got five thousand, there were the usual bequests to servants and charities, but the whole of the remainder went to Mark.’

‘And to come down to vulgar figures, that was . . .?’

‘The best part of two hundred thousand pounds.’

‘Good God!’ Jack gazed at Bill with gratifying astonishment. ‘I thought you said nobody gained. Hell’s bells, with that sort of money kicking about you could have a line of murderers queuing round the block. Did Mark have any idea of how rich the old lady was?’

Bill shook his head. ‘That’s the point. No one did. Her allowance to Mark was her one extravagance. She lived at the rate of six hundred a year, paid her bills promptly and gave everyone the impression her income had declined over the years. All the time her capital was building up at compound interest.’

‘Wow! And again, wow! But now Mark’s out of the picture, who gets it?’

Bill frowned. ‘That’s just it, you see. After Mark vanished his grandmother made another will. That was after her first heart attack. She probably knew she didn’t have long left. When – she firmly believed it was when and not if, apparently – Mark turned up again, the terms of the original will would stand, but in the meantime, the whole amount was to be put into a trust for him. Patricia and her husband could draw upon the income, but they couldn’t touch the capital until it was proved that Mark was dead.’

‘Hang on. If that’s invested nice and safely at three per cent, say, that’s about . . .’ Jack closed his eyes and did some mental gymnastics. ‘I’d say that was six thousand a year.’

‘Not bad. There’s actually a bit more than that, because of a block of shares she had that pay about nine per cent. The total income amounts to around eight thousand a year.’

‘You told me no one benefited,’ said Jack reprovingly. ‘You may think those sort of dibs aren’t worth having, but I bet Patricia – as was Helston – Jaggard thinks it’s well worth knowing about. I bet Gregory Jaggard does too.’

‘But she didn’t know it existed,’ said Bill plaintively. ‘Nobody did. It was split up into so many different holdings even the lawyer didn’t have a clue how rich she was.’

Jack drew in a long mouthful of smoke. ‘That does alter things, I agree. Damn! There’s another thing, too. If that was the reason, it’d make more sense to first see off grandma, then bump off Mark. It’s a bit obvious, but it’d work. Doing it this way leaves an awful lot to chance. There’d be no guarantee that the will would be altered. If Mark were a properly attested corpse then his grandmother would presumably alter her will in favour of Patricia. Having him vanish like this leaves everything open. It’s no end of a powerful argument against your idea that he’s slung his hook, though. He’d hardly stay vanished knowing there’s two hundred thousand for the taking.’

‘It depends why he went,’ said Bill, dryly. ‘You’re assuming, along with Mr Hunt, that Mark had no reason to disappear. What if he’s committed a crime?’

‘What sort of crime?’

‘Theft, perhaps? He might have murdered someone for all I know.’

A slow smile twitched Jack’s mouth. ‘That’s something I wouldn’t suggest to Mr Hunt. Have you got many murderees in want of a murderer? No? Because you see, don’t you, that idea implies that not only has Mark Helston managed to successfully conceal himself since January, he also contrived a murder of such brilliance that nobody knows it’s occurred.’

Bill grinned in return. ‘Okay, strike that one from the record. I’d love to know what the devil’s happened to him, though.’

‘Me too. This case is growing on me, Bill.’

He stopped as the red-headed man who had been talking to Gregory Jaggard stood up and, seeing Jack, started in pleased surprise and came across the room.

‘It’s Meredith Smith,’ said Jack in a low voice. ‘He’s an old pal.’

Meredith Smith greeted Jack warmly. ‘I haven’t seen you in absolutely ages, Jack. The funny thing is, I was going to look you up.’

Jack bowed to the inevitable. ‘Take a pew, Merry. This is William Rackham of Scotland Yard and this, Bill, is Captain Meredith Smith.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Smith, tidying his gangly limbs into a chair. ‘Excuse me butting in, won’t you? I’m at a bit of a loose end. Scotland Yard, eh? My guv’nor was in the police over in Hong Kong.’ He looked at Jack, steepling his fingers together. ‘I can do the Sherlock Holmes stunt as well, you know. And I deduce, my dear Watson, that you had a letter today inviting you to a certain house in Belgravia to investigate the disappearance of one Mark Helston.’

Jack and Bill stared at Meredith Smith in astonishment.

‘How on earth d’you know that?’ asked Jack.

‘You know my methods,’ said Smith with a laugh. ‘To come clean, I wrote the letter. How d’you get on in your audience with H.R.H.?’

‘With the King?’

‘Idiot! Harold Rushton Hunt, commonly referred to as H.R.H., also known to minions, such as myself, as The Boss. Nice old boy, isn’t he?’

‘Very. But look here, Merry, old fruit, I thought you worked for the Chicago and Mid-Western Bank.’

‘You’re behind the times. They wanted me to move to Detroit or somewhere equally foul, and I wasn’t having it at any price. Things were said on both sides and we came to a parting of the ways. After a couple of months of wondering where the next three squares were coming from, I was beginning to think Detroit might not be such a bad notion after all, when, like an angel from heaven, I received an invitation from H.R.H. to pop round and see him. I duly popped, with such satisfactory results that you are now, I’m glad to say, looking at the chief financial wizard and general factotum of Hunt Coffee Limited.’

‘Well done. Er . . . what on earth made him pick you?’

Meredith Smith’s eyebrows rose. ‘You could find a more flattering way to phrase that.’ He laughed. ‘Actually, I wondered as much myself when I got the letter. Believe it or not, I’m related to him.’

‘Good grief! Are you?’

Smith nodded. ‘Yes. There was always a sort of cloud over it at home, so I never knew the ins and outs of it, but my grandmother was H.R.H.’s sister, Enid. She married my grandfather, who was also called Meredith Smith, but she abandoned the family and ran off with Jonathan Burbage, the actor-manager chap. Having seen a photo of Grandfather Smith, I don’t know if I blame her. He seems to be all beard and whiskers. Jonathan Burbage owned a string of theatres and was quite disgustingly rich. It was their daughter who was Mark’s mother. I didn’t have a clue about any of this. I thought my grandmother had died long before I was born.’

He laughed. ‘The funny thing is, that as far as H.R.H. is concerned, it could have happened yesterday. He pumped my hand, and asked me to overlook the grave injury his family had caused mine and all that. Well, what with not knowing the first thing about it, and having to go and fight the Great War and being rather more concerned with finding some way of keeping body and soul together, I hadn’t done a frightful amount of brooding on the flighty goings-on of my grandmother in 1880 or thereabouts. After I worked out what he was talking about, I said not to worry, it was all water under the bridge and all that. H.R.H. brightened up and told me he was glad to see I’d taken it in such a sporting manner, or words to that effect. Poor old Enid had come in for some heavy Victorian disapproval and been barred for years, as far as I can make out. It was only when her daughter died that she got accepted back into the family fold once more, bringing with her Mark and Patricia.’

‘When did all this happen, Merry? Mr Hunt offering you the job, I mean.’

‘Just over a month ago. Mark’s sliding off left an enormous gap in the firm, and H.R.H. wanted someone in the family to fill it. Fortunately I’ve always had a head for figures and although I’m only accidentally in the family, it was close enough to count. Between the three of us, I rather think H.R.H. had been upset by his sister’s will. You know she only died a few weeks ago? She left everything to Mark, and nothing to me. As I’d never heard of the woman before H.R.H. told me about her, I can’t say it bothered me much, but H.R.H. obviously thought she should have done something for Grandpa Smith’s family. Anyway, he offered me a job at a corking salary, so here we are.’

Jack sat back and looked at Meredith reflectively. ‘You say Mr Hunt was keen to have someone in the family. Why? Is it just sentiment or is there another reason?’

Smith gave an impatient little wriggle. ‘You do ask some damn searching questions, Jack. I don’t want to say too much, but I must say it had occurred to me, too.’ He paused. ‘Although we’re doing fine at the moment, it’s not where I would put my money, if you see what I mean.’

Bill sat up sharply. ‘Why’s that?’

Smith looked acutely uncomfortable. ‘I can’t tell you. I don’t mean I don’t want to, I mean I don’t know. However, I can’t help feeling something’s been going on that’s not right. There’s nothing I can put my finger on, but I do wonder if Mark was quite the shining light his family thought him.’

‘And if you find out, with you being part of the family . . .’ said Jack.

‘I’ll keep quiet. Yes. I have wondered if that’s the size of it. If there is anything dodgy, though, I’m sure H.R.H. isn’t in on it. He’s unhappy about the firm. He’s asked me a couple of times if everything’s as it should be and given me a sort of between-the-lines warning to keep my eyes peeled. The trouble is, if I do find anything amiss, I can’t keep quiet, family or no family. Even accountants have a rudimentary sense of ethics. I don’t want anything to go wrong because it’s such a nailing good job, but . . .’

‘But if there’s dirty work at the crossroads you’ll have to come clean.’

‘Unfortunately, yes.’ He sighed. ‘I wish I’d known Mark. It’s much easier to know if a man’s pukka if you’ve actually met him. That’s one of the reasons why I’ve taken up with Jaggard, his brother-in-law. Did you see him? I was talking to him earlier. I like the man for his own sake, but he knew Mark well. I haven’t spoken about this to anyone, as they all take the line that Mark is totally innocent of anything shady. I’m not so sure. Leaving aside the idea he’s wafting around in the fourth dimension somewhere, he’s either croaked or, seeing trouble looming, got out while the going was good.’

Jack shook his head in a dissatisfied manner. ‘Perhaps. But you haven’t managed to find anything, have you? If there is something dodgy it must be damn well hidden and if it’s that well hidden, there’d be no reason for Helston to scoot.’ He rested his chin on his hands, staring sightlessly into the fire.

‘Penny for them?’ prompted Bill.

Jack shook himself. ‘Nothing,’ he said with a grin. ‘I need to look at that blessed file of yours before I start leaping to conclusions. D’you fancy seeing if the billiard room’s free? How about you, Merry? I’m sure we could rope in a fourth if you’d like a game.’

Meredith Smith crushed out his cigarette and, standing up, delicately stifled a yawn. ‘Not for me, thanks. We workers of the world have to get our eight hours. If you are going to act for H.R.H., Jack, you’ll probably need to come down to the factory in Southwark. Ask for me. I’ll show you around and introduce you to everyone.’

‘Thanks. I’ll take you up on that.’

‘He might prove a useful way in to Hunt Coffee,’ said Bill, watching Meredith Smith’s retreating back. ‘How d’you know him?’

‘Merry? He was in my squadron for a time. He’s a sound bloke with an absolute genius for figures. If he thinks there’s something not quite as mother makes about the firm, then he’s probably right. I wish I knew more. If I think about it much longer without getting my hands on some cold, hard facts I’ll go cuckoo.’

‘Come and look at the file tomorrow,’ said Bill. ‘You can’t take it out of the building, of course, but I’m there all morning if you want to camp in my office.’

Never, thought Bill, had Inspector Wilfred Murray’s compositions been subjected to such intense scrutiny. Twice he had asked Jack if he wanted a cup of tea; the third time had elicited a grunt of, ‘Oh, thanks.’ The cup sat, completely disregarded, at Jack’s elbow.

Jack sat up, ran a hand through his hair, then smiled as he saw Bill’s eyes on him. ‘Sorry. I haven’t been much in the way of company, have I?’

‘That’s not what you’re here for. Did you find anything?’

Jack tapped his notepad. ‘I’ve jotted down the main points. Helston had three hundred and twenty-seven pounds plus a few bob in his bank account. That’s not been touched. The very last person to see him was Carlton, his valet, who said Helston mentioned he was dining at Oddenino’s on Regent Street, but not who with, worse luck. He didn’t get a taxi as it’s only ten minutes’ walk or so, but no one from Oddenino’s remembered him being there that evening.’

‘So the inference is he disappeared on the way to the restaurant?’

‘Yes. No one enquired for him at Oddenino’s, so it sounds as if he met whoever it was he was going to have dinner with on the way there and they went off together. Who that is, I don’t know.’

Jack frowned at his notepad. ‘I could do with getting to know the people involved. Frederick Hunt, for example, old Mr Hunt’s son, is just a name and age in here, but he was one of the last to see Helston. What does he think happened? There’s no indication of that.’ Jack picked up the cup of orange-coloured fluid and, with an expressive face, took a cautious sip.

‘Poor old Murray wasn’t writing a novel, you know. Look, there’s no obligation to drink that. It must be stone cold. Let me get you a fresh cup.’

‘No thanks,’ said Jack hastily. ‘Even scorching hot this must have been a bit above the odds.’ He put the cup to one side. ‘At ten o’ clock on the morning he disappeared, Helston had a meeting in Frederick Hunt’s office in Southwark with Frederick Hunt and the manager of Hunt’s Brazilian plantation, Ariel Valdez. Inspector Murray doesn’t seem to have made any attempt to get in touch with this Brazilian bloke, Valdez. Don’t you think he should have done?’

Bill put down his pen and came to stand behind Jack’s shoulder. ‘Not really. Helston didn’t disappear until half past seven that evening. Why are you interested in Valdez?’

Jack clicked his tongue. ‘He’s a loose end. Everyone else is accounted for. Murray doesn’t say what the meeting was about.’

Bill shrugged. ‘I don’t suppose it matters, do you? Helston saw no end of people after the meeting broke up.’ He leaned forward and ran his finger down the page. ‘Martin Crowther from United Stores for lunch at Simpson’s and the waiter who served them, his sister, Patricia, that afternoon, all the office people in Southwark and finally the porter and valet at his flat in Albemarle Street that evening. Besides that, Valdez is accounted for. He’s gone back to Brazil. Look, it says he sailed for Rio on the tenth of January.’

‘The day after Helston vanished.’

‘So what? No one knew at that stage that Helston had gone. It wasn’t until the eleventh that anyone sounded the alarm.’ He glanced at the clock on the wall above his desk. ‘I’ve got to see Sir Douglas at twelve o’clock. I should be finished in an hour or so. D’you fancy a spot of lunch afterwards?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Jack, picking up the pencil once more.

When Bill came back into his office, Jack was perched on the corner of his desk, holding the telephone.

‘Are you sure?’ he said into the phone, nodding a greeting to Bill. ‘Yes, of course it’s important . . . Thanks, Merry. Yes, I will. Before very long, I should think. Goodbye.’ He put the earpiece back on its rest and folded his arms across his chest. ‘That was Meredith Smith. I hope you don’t mind me using your telephone.’

‘Not at all. Did you get anywhere?’

‘Perhaps. Hunts seem to be having an unlucky time with their managers in Brazil. They’ve appointed a new bloke, a De Oliveria. Their previous chap, an Australian, resigned without giving notice.’

‘Hold on. I thought that other character, Valdez, was the manager. Or is there more than one plantation?’

Jack shook his head. ‘No, there’s only one. But Valdez arrived in London on the twenty-eighth of December, took a brief holiday, had his meeting on the ninth, and that, Bill, is the last that anyone from Hunt Coffee has seen or heard of him. He should have gone back to Brazil. I don’t think he did.’

Bill looked at him in disbelief. ‘‘What? But why did no one from Hunt Coffee tell us, for heaven’s sake?’

‘Inspector Murray had completed his investigations by the time the S.S. Montevideo, the ship Valdez should have been on, docked in Rio. I’ve been on to the shipping office and, although his passage was booked, he didn’t sail. I then tried various other shipping offices and he isn’t listed on any of the boats that were a possible. So, unless we find out anything to the contrary, it rather looks as if Valdez never sailed at all.’

Jack shrugged. ‘It takes fifteen days to sail to Rio. Murray had everything done and dusted by then. As for afterwards – well, Hunts didn’t tell anyone about Valdez because no one asked. There’s also the point that their anxiety about Helston took first place over anyone else’s disappearance. I owe you an apology. I remember laughing last night at your idea that Mark Helston might have faded into the woodwork rather than face a murder charge. But now we know that both Helston and Valdez have gone missing . . .’

‘I don’t like it,’ said Bill slowly. ‘I don’t like to jump to conclusions, but the fact that no one’s seen this Valdez chap since the ninth of January has an ugly suggestiveness about it.’

‘It does, doesn’t it? Mark Helston could’ve murdered Valdez or Valdez could’ve murdered Helston. But if either of them did commit murder, what the dickens did they do with the body?’


TWO

‘Mr Hunt’s in his office,’ said Meredith Smith. ‘He’s put off a meeting to see you.’

Jack raised an eyebrow. ‘Has he? I hope his temper’s okay.’

‘So-so,’ said Smith, making a face. He knocked on the door and entered. ‘Major Haldean is here, Mr Hunt.’

Frederick Hunt, a short, bespectacled man in his fifties with a thinning aureole of fluffy blond hair, rose to his feet and came out from behind his desk. ‘Ah, Major. My father said he had consulted you. That will be all, Captain Smith, thank you. It’s about time for afternoon tea. Can I offer you a cup, Major? Please, do take a seat.’

‘Thank you,’ said Jack, drawing a chair up to the desk. He glanced out of the window where the factory chimney loomed like an emaciated and gloomy Titan over a huddle of buildings. A rich, concentrated and oddly unpleasant smell of roasted coffee funnelled in through the open window. He smiled. ‘I wouldn’t have expected you to drink tea, sir.’

Frederick Hunt looked mildly surprised, then smiled in return. ‘What? Ah yes. The factory. Much as I esteem our product, Major, my enthusiasm does not stretch to consuming it at three in the afternoon.’

He smiled at his own pleasantry, then fussily adjusted his glasses, hesitating before he spoke. ‘Major Haldean, I have agreed to see you chiefly to fall in with my father’s wishes. He is an old man and I feel obliged to humour him where possible. However, it is only fair to tell you that I do not see eye to eye with him about the wisdom of consulting an amateur in the matter of my nephew’s disappearance. I feel it could have been safely left in the hands of the police. Inspector Murray struck me as a very able officer.’

‘I agree with you, Mr Hunt,’ said Jack mendaciously. His reading of Murray’s file had led him to characterize that worthy as a conscientious plodder. ‘However, I do have the full support of Sir Douglas Lynton.’

‘That makes a difference, of course,’ said Mr Hunt without much enthusiasm. ‘What precisely do you wish to ascertain?’

Jack stretched out his long legs. ‘I’d like to know the sort of person your nephew was, Mr Hunt. Was he, for instance, careful with money?’

Frederick Hunt was obviously surprised at the question. ‘He certainly wasn’t in debt, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Did he enjoy his work?’

‘Certainly, Major. He always had the interests of the firm very much at heart.’ He picked up a pencil from the desk and twirled it in his fingers. ‘Mark took a very great interest in the business, Major, to the point of actually going to Brazil last year to inspect our plantation in person. There he made a number of suggestions which, if we could afford to finance them, would, I am sure, prove valuable. He was, for instance, concerned about our coffee processing methods. We currently use the tried and tested Dry method. Mark wanted to instigate the newer Wet method. The capital outlay is not, in my considered opinion, justified. I applaud the youthful enthusiasm that informed his preference, but I was able to bring to bear my many years of experience to the proposal and argue against it.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Hunt, you’re going to have to give me a couple of footnotes,’ said Jack. ‘I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about.’

Frederick Hunt gave a superior and benign smile at this expression of ignorance. ‘It is rather technical for the layman to grasp, but, in a nutshell, whereas the Dry method calls for the coffee fruits, or cherries, as they are called, to be laid on a stone floor and exposed to the sun, the Wet method requires galvanized spouting and a water supply to convey the cherries from the field to a tank where a pulping machine liberates the seeds and reduces the fleshy parts of the cherries to a pulp. After several more stages, what we refer to as parchment coffee is produced, as the beans are enclosed in a silver skin of parchment. The parchment coffee requires further treatment before the item you would recognize as a coffee bean is arrived at.’

‘Gosh,’ said Jack, with a disarming smile. ‘I didn’t realize there was all this science involved – you know, galvanized spouting and pulping parchment and so on. I’d always assumed coffee was just coffee.’

Frederick Hunt’s air of self-satisfaction increased at this laughable admission of naivety. ‘A common mistake, Major. Most understandable.’

‘What did your nephew do for entertainment, sir? Did he have any hobbies or interests?’ Apart from wetting coffee, he added to himself.

‘Entertainment?’ Mr Hunt frowned as if the idea was an alien concept. ‘He went to dances, of course, as all you young men do, and he was a member of a number of clubs. The Cicerone on Dover Street was his favourite, I believe. He was a good shot, hunted occasionally and was, I gather, fond of tennis and golf. He enjoyed motor racing, but only as a spectator. My niece’s husband is Gregory Jaggard of Jaggard Cars, and he would always make a point of attending Brooklands when Gregory was racing.’

Mr Hunt put down the pencil. ‘I am afraid I feel somewhat at a loss, Major. I was – am – fond of my nephew but for an assessment of his character, you would be far better to ask his contemporaries. I can only tell you that he was scrupulously honest and moderate in his habits.’

A rattle of crockery in the corridor announced the arrival of the tea trolley. Cup in hand, Jack changed tactics. ‘I’m obviously interested in what happened on the ninth of January, Mr Hunt. You and Mr Helston had a meeting with Senhor Valdez on that day, didn’t you?’

‘Indeed we did, sir.’ His eyes gleamed behind his glasses. ‘I understand Captain Smith informed you how disgracefully we were let down by Senhor Valdez. It was all most unsatisfactory. I gave the clearest instructions to Valdez and I expected them to be implemented. Instead, the wretched man left our employment without even the courtesy of a note. We were gravely inconvenienced, most gravely inconvenienced. Our business, Major Haldean, obviously depends upon South America, but it is a constant trial to depend upon South Americans! They do not have our sense of loyalty or stability.’

‘What was Senhor Valdez like? Did you get on with him, I mean?’

Mr Hunt tutted disapprovingly. ‘I find your line of questioning very awkward, Major. I always found Senhor Valdez perfectly amiable. Until he let us down, I had no reason to complain of him.’

Jack tried a new cast. ‘What did he look like? Was he dark or fair? Did he have a beard or moustache or wear glasses?’

‘For a Brazilian he was very fair.’ He paused, cast a covert glance at Jack’s olive skin and dark eyes, and gave a disconcerted cough.

Jack knew what Frederick Hunt was thinking as clearly as if he said it out loud. ‘Fairer skinned than I am, perhaps?’ he suggested.

Frederick Hunt looked embarrassed and relieved at the same time. ‘Yes, now you come to mention it, yes. Exactly right. Precisely so. Senhor Valdez had no beard but a small moustache. He wore gold-rimmed glasses. His hair was dark, but he could easily have passed for an Englishman. His speech gave him away though. He spoke good English but very heavily accented.’

‘And was the meeting of the ninth of January the only occasion Senhor Valdez saw either you or Mr Helston? I gather he arrived in England on the twenty-eighth of December.’

‘We met the day after he arrived, on the twenty-ninth. He spent the New Year in Paris. His meeting here on the ninth of January was the last before he sailed for Brazil on the tenth.’

‘And did Mr Helston attend that earlier meeting? The one on the twenty-ninth, I mean.’

‘No. It was not necessary for my nephew to be present on that occasion. The subject was Valdez’s report on the current state of the plantation with particular reference to a stand of Liberian coffee trees, which had been planted as an experiment. The Liberian tree is, as you may know, rather hardier than the Arabian tree, but lacks its flavour. It was my father who had insisted on growing Liberian coffee on account of its greater productivity but, although the trees have flourished, we shall only be using the coffee in our cheaper blends.’

‘Why wasn’t Mr Helston at the meeting? I’d have thought he’d have been interested to hear how the plantation was doing.’

‘Oh, he was, but young men must have a social life, my dear sir. He spent Christmas and the New Year hunting in Leicestershire and did not return until the fifth.’

‘What was the tone of the meeting on the ninth? The one between the three of you, I mean. Was it amicable?’

Mr Hunt paused. Picking up his tea, he finished his cup then, placing it back on the saucer, ran his finger round the rim. ‘No, it was not,’ he said eventually. ‘If my nephew had a fault, Major – which I am not prepared to admit – it was that he could be rather short-tempered with . . . with . . .’ He cast another sideways glance at Jack and coloured slightly.

‘Foreigners?’ prompted Jack, who was used to these evasions.

‘Foreigners,’ agreed Mr Hunt, gratefully. ‘There had been a suggestion when Mark first joined the firm that he should go to Brazil permanently and, indeed, he was willing to do so. However, it wouldn’t have done at all. The Brazilians as a people are very free and easy and, in my opinion, rather too wedded to a rough-and-ready democracy which did not fit with Mark’s strict ideas of efficiency. Mark disagreed with some of Senhor Valdez’s decisions, and Senhor Valdez resented his tone.’

‘I see. Was there any decision in particular Mr Helston disapproved of?’

‘Not really.’ He sighed. ‘Mark wanted the Brazilian end to be tightened up and put forward various suggestions as to how this could be accomplished. Senhor Valdez took exception to the implication that his methods needed correction. I’m afraid that tempers got slightly strained.’ He drummed his fingers on the desk. ‘It could be Mark’s rather high-handed approach which led to Valdez’s abrupt departure. When it became evident that he had left the firm, I was annoyed but not particularly surprised.’ He glanced at the clock. ‘Excuse me, Major, but was there anything else you wanted to ask? If so, I would be delighted to see you when I have rather more time at my disposal.’

Jack got to his feet. ‘Not at all, sir. I’ll push off now. I’m grateful to you for seeing me at such short notice. There’s just one more thing. Which hotel did Senhor Valdez stay in?’

‘He stayed at the Montague Court, I believe.’

‘And in Paris?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you, Major.’

‘Never mind. It’s probably unimportant. Thanks again. I’ll see myself out.’

This, however, did not prove necessary. Jack reached the stairwell when he heard his name called. It was Meredith Smith.

‘Hi! Don’t go yet. I’ll walk down with you. How did you get on with Mr Hunt?’ he asked in an undertone as they clattered down the stairs. ‘Bit of an old fuss-budget, isn’t he?’ Jack pulled a wry face. ‘Like that, was it? Tell me more outside.’

As they walked towards the factory gates, Smith burrowed for more information. ‘Could he tell you anything about Valdez?’

‘Not much. Are you certain the firm hasn’t heard from him?’

‘Quite sure.’ Smith cocked an eyebrow at Jack. ‘Putting two and two together?’

‘Perhaps. I might be horribly wrong, of course. Look, Merry, could you ask around for me? Was Helston fairly imperious in his manner, particularly with foreigners – Brazilians, I mean – or was he reasonably easy-going? Don’t let Mr Hunt know you’re asking questions, otherwise he’ll know I’m checking what he said, and I don’t want to put his back up. There’s another thing. Apparently Helston thought Valdez was a bit of a slacker and had a set-to with him at this meeting on the ninth. I’d like another account of that meeting. Mr Hunt says there were voices raised, so someone might have heard.’

‘They might have, old man. There’s nothing like an office for gossip, especially when there’s been a quarrel.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Look here, Jack, I know this sounds a bit melodramatic but, granted Valdez has disappeared, I don’t suppose Mark Helston could be responsible, could he?’

‘You mean did Mark Helston bump off Valdez and then scoot?’

Meredith Smith winced. ‘That’s putting it very bluntly.’

‘Very bluntly, yes. It could have happened the other way round, of course. Valdez could have bumped off Helston. Or the two disappearances could be nothing but coincidence.’

‘There has to be more to it than coincidence,’ muttered Smith. He looked at Jack anxiously. ‘I don’t like this. H.R.H. is a great old boy. I’ve got tremendous respect for him. If you do dig anything up, be certain of your facts, won’t you? His heart’s not as strong as it might be and the old bird really cared about Helston.’

Jack stopped by the gates, hands in pockets. ‘It might come to nothing, Merry. Thinking of old Mr Hunt, I hope so. But if someone asks you to dig, then, like a good dog, you’ve got to show them what you’ve unearthed.’

‘Yes,’ said Smith unhappily. ‘I suppose you have.’

Gregory Jaggard paused, cocktail shaker in hand. ‘Would you like another, Pat?’

She smiled cynically. ‘It’s all right. You can drop the pretence. Inspector Rackham and Major Haldean have left.’

His lips tightened. ‘Pat – please! We can be civil to each other at least. We can’t go on like this.’

She raised her eyebrows, her head cocked to one side. ‘Why not, Gregory? After all, the arrangement seems to work.’ She fixed a cigarette in its holder, lit it and blew out a long cloud of smoke. ‘I’d like a cocktail, thank you.’

Jaggard poured two cocktails, gave one to his wife and leaned back against the mantelpiece with sudden boiling irritation.

Home! Home, sweet bloody home. Pat picked up her glass with elegant hands. Everything about Pat was elegant; the way she dressed, the way she moved, the way she held her dark glossy head on that perfect neck. Not many women could wear their hair cut close but it framed Pat’s high-cheekboned face with her cool blue eyes to perfection. But there were dark smudges around those eyes and around her mouth were faint lines of strain. ‘You were damn late last night,’ he said brusquely. ‘I don’t care for Eve Lahone’s crowd.’

Pat’s eyes opened wider, then she looked away. Jaggard knew what she was thinking. That’s rich, coming from you. And, God help him, she had a point. Rather more than a point to be fair. I shouldn’t have done it. He knew that. He’d known it at the time, but Pat had been away, the firm was in its usual state of crisis and all he’d really wanted was some sympathetic conversation over dinner.

He’d broken off with Elise before he was married. He had had the honest intention of being faithful but . . . Elise knew the rules and he had been wretchedly alone. It didn’t mean anything. No messy emotional scenes, no heartbreak, no ghastly recriminations. Just one night of their old relationship of lover and mistress, which had, fool that he was, continued.

Then, of course, some kind friend felt it ‘Her duty’ to write to Pat and Pat locked herself into this hurt shell of mannered indifference which nothing could crack. It was so horribly civilized.

He didn’t want to be civilized, not with Pat. Pat was, and always had been, the only woman he cared for. He knew just how much he’d wounded her but if only she would tell him so! He’d welcome a row, a scene, a chance to fight and be forgiven. All she gave him was cold decency. If she would only smile at him with that heart-stopping lift of the mouth . . . If only she’d want to throw something at him!

Yet, even before he fouled his nest, that time which he now regarded as a golden age, he had the bitter honesty to acknowledge that things weren’t perfect. He knew Pat had been married before. If anyone had told him it would have ever mattered he would have laughed out loud. For, after all, what had Pat’s married life amounted to?

She had been desperately young and had spent, when Laurence Tyrell was killed, a total of sixteen days with her husband. Thousands of war-widows married again. But it did matter. It mattered damnably.

Second best. He’d never been anything else. Tyrell’s picture was on her dressing table and Tyrell’s shadow stalked through their lives, all the more potent for being unmentioned. He had been measured by an invisible standard and found wanting. He could have fought Tyrell in the flesh but this wraith defeated him. And the irony of it was that Laurence Tyrell had precious little to recommend him. He’d heard stories which painted that gentleman in a very different light to the one in which Pat regarded him. Stories which he couldn’t, in common decency, pass on.

‘I said, do you think they’ll find Mark?’ It took him a moment to realize that she had spoken. He wrenched his thoughts back to their recent visitors.

‘Inspector Rackham seems an improvement on that other policeman. I like Haldean. I’ve met him before.’

‘Have you? I didn’t care for him much.’

‘He’s not so bad, Pat. Did you know he’s a friend of Meredith Smith’s?’

‘Is he? My mysterious cousin?’ She played nervously with her cigarette. ‘I think if I were Meredith Smith I’d rather resent things being as they are. After all, he seems to have as much right to my Grandmother’s money as we do.’

‘I don’t think Smith sees it that way.’

‘Very noble of him.’

‘Well, you never minded that Mark scooped the pool.’

‘Didn’t I?’ A very faint smile touched her lips. ‘I did, actually. But Mark would have played fair. He’d have shared Grandmama’s money. He knew she was absolutely silly about him. She never made any secret of the fact she preferred men to women. Why, my dear, she only arranged things as they were because I was married to you.’

‘It’s your money, Pat,’ he said stolidly.

She gave him a sideways glance. ‘Not in the eyes of the law, it isn’t. Joint beneficiaries. What was the legal phrase Mr Stafford used? Cestui que use. For your use and mine.’ She finished her drink, then hesitated. ‘I . . . I heard from one of the Lahone crowd that you could use some money, Gregory.’ She looked at his face with sudden, sharp attention. ‘My God, it’s true, isn’t it?’

‘No.’ It was a lie, but it salved his self-respect. ‘Even allowing for income tax, how can it be?’

‘And there’s always the firm,’ she said softly.

‘There’s always the firm,’ he repeated. ‘Actually, I stand to make a goodish bit in the next couple of weeks.’ He swallowed. ‘There’s a race coming up. I’ve got a bet with Johnnie Miller on the strength of it.’

He looked up and surprised an expression which made him catch his breath. Then, just as quickly, it was gone. Did she know – how could she know? – the desperate nature of his gamble with Miller? She was looking at him with odd intensity. He smiled humourlessly. ‘It adds a bit of spice, don’t you think?’ She dropped her gaze and he gave an involuntary sigh of relief.

‘Perhaps.’ Her voice was cold and uninterested. ‘It’s occurred to me a couple of times that you might find Mark’s disappearance and the way things have worked out a welcome break.’

‘Pat! I was damn fond of old Mark, you know that. I don’t know what the devil’s happened to him but the sooner we find out, the better.’

She took another cigarette from the box. ‘I can’t see Major Haldean’s going to be much use.’ She shuddered. ‘I hated the way he wanted to turn us inside out. You didn’t volunteer much, did you? I noticed you skirted round the fact you were away after the New Year.’

‘I couldn’t see it was relevant. Besides, you were away, too.’

‘I was at the Massinghams. You said you were in Birmingham. Business, I believe.’

‘So I was,’ he said flatly.

‘Yes . . . You don’t think Mark’s in Brazil, do you?’

‘Brazil?’ He was genuinely surprised. ‘Whatever gives you that idea?’

‘All those questions Major Haldean asked. “Did Mark enjoy his trip to Brazil? Did he get on with Brazilians? Did he like Ariel Valdez?” That sort of thing. Uncle Frederick said that Mark and Valdez had quarrelled about the plantation and I thought he might have gone to see for himself and . . . and met with an accident over there.’

‘We’d have got to know about it. Look, I’m sorry to say it, but the longer he stays away, the more likely it seems he isn’t coming back.’

‘You mean he’s dead, don’t you?’ She drew a deep breath. ‘I wish we could prove it!’ she broke out passionately. ‘If Mark is dead I want to know. Anything would be better than to be stuck in this limbo. What if we never know? What then? What did Mr Stafford tell us? It’s seven years before the law assumes someone’s dead. In seven years’ time and not a day before, I can mourn for Mark properly.’

‘Seven years is a bit arbitrary,’ he said awkwardly. ‘It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just a legal thing to do with the trust and the money.’

Again, the oddest expression flitted across her face. ‘And in the meantime neither you nor I can touch the capital.’

‘Unless we can prove the poor blighter has bought it, no.’

A sudden hope clutched him. If they could prove it, that would make everything so easy . . . Things couldn’t be that simple. God, what a mess. ‘I’m going out,’ he said abruptly.

Pat stood up. ‘So am I.’

He couldn’t ask where; he’d lost that right. But he didn’t like her running with the Lahone crowd. They drank too much, gambled too much and he was sure Tim Lahone used dope. Eve was hard and . . . and cheap. Funny word. The amount of money she flung around was anything but cheap. Money. Pat had seemed damn interested in money . . .

Bill put his half of stout down on the pub table. ‘We know Ariel Valdez arrived in Southampton on the morning of the twenty-eighth of December. He booked into the Montague Court Hotel off Tavistock Square at four o’clock that afternoon. He had his first meeting with Frederick Hunt at the Southwark works at two o’ clock on the twenty-ninth. He sailed for France on the thirtieth. I’ve been onto the French police and they located his Parisian hotel easily enough. He stayed in the Hotel Maurice on the Avenue Victoria. Before he left the Montague Court, he reserved his room for the eighth, remarking to the clerk at reception that he’d rather spend New Year in Paris.’

‘And who can blame him?’ said Jack. He drew out his pipe and, filling it from his leather pouch, struck a match.

They and two clerks standing at the bar, earnestly discussing the fortunes of Crystal Palace, were the only customers of the Heroes Of Waterloo at this early hour of the day. In half an hour’s time the stone-flagged pub would be bulging with the lunchtime trade, but, for the moment, they had the place to themselves.

‘So far all’s according to Cocker,’ said Jack, flicking the match into the ashtray. ‘I see you’ve checked where Valdez went with the hotel and the shipping company.’

‘That wasn’t difficult. Did you manage to verify Helston’s movements before he disappeared?’

‘To an extent. As the Jaggards told us last night, Mark Helston had taken up his standing invitation to join the Failfords in Leicestershire to do the British fox a bit of no good. I spoke to Mrs Failford on the phone this morning. There’s no doubt he was there,’ said Jack, picking up his glass.

‘Failford and Helston were old Navy chums and knew each other well. Helston arrived on the twenty-third and should have stayed until Sunday the eleventh. However, he got caught in the rain and developed such a snorter of a cold that any hunting was out of the question. After a few days of misery he decided to go back to London, which he did on Monday the fifth. I got hold of Helston’s valet, Robert Carlton, who’s taken a position with a Mr Charteris of Bruton Street. He said Helston returned home feeling wretched. However, after a couple of days of bed and hot whisky he began to feel more the thing. He played golf on Wednesday and by Thursday was well enough to look in at Southwark. Meredith Smith tells me that gossip says Helston’s arrival took everyone by surprise as they weren’t expecting him back until the following Monday. He spent the afternoon working on a new roast for United Stores and arranged to have lunch the next day with Martin Crowther, their chief buyer.’

Jack took a thoughtful sip of beer. ‘The only thing which puzzles me slightly is that Frederick Hunt gave me to understand that the meeting between himself, Valdez and Helston was a cut-and-dried arrangement. In fact, Helston only happened on it by chance. Frederick Hunt was out of the office on Thursday and didn’t know that Helston had returned. It was Helston’s clerk, Miss Mandeville, who now looks after Smith, who told him of the meeting on the Friday morning. Apparently Helston was astonished to find that Valdez was in the country.’

Bill frowned. ‘Did Hunt deliberately lead you up the garden path?’

Jack clicked his tongue in irritation. ‘That’s it, dammit. He said that Helston had returned on the fifth. I assumed that “returned” meant “returned to work” but he could simply have meant “returned to London”. I’d hate to say that Mr Hunt meant to lead me astray, as it could just have been a misunderstanding.’

He took a brief sip of beer and carefully put the glass back in the exact centre of one of the many beer rings on the table. ‘He said nothing about Helston returning unexpectedly but, on the other hand, I didn’t ask him. Here’s something else for you to chew over. Hunt stated that the meeting between the three of them was a bit rocky. Now Meredith Smith’s clerk, Miss Mandeville, says that after the meeting Helston was “not himself”. Incidentally, there’d be worse people to get in touch with than Miss Mandeville for the low-down on Helston. I must dig her up. Anyway, Helston was very abstracted and couldn’t settle. Miss Mandeville thought it might be his cold playing up again, and asked him if he wanted to cancel his lunch appointment with Martin Crowther. Helston seemed in a world of his own, which was quite different from his usual manner. Helston thought about it, but decided to go, saying words to the effect of, “I don’t see why the work of the entire firm should be disrupted because of one man”.’

‘What did he mean by that, I wonder?’

‘I only wish I knew.’ Jack puffed at his pipe thoughtfully. ‘Pronouns are the devil, aren’t they? “One man” could mean Hunt, Valdez, Mark Helston himself or even, although I think it’s unlikely, Martin Crowther from United Stores. At this stage it’s impossible to guess. What I do think odd, though, is this. The Jaggards both told us that Mark had no prejudice against South Americans. According to Pat Jaggard, Helston enjoyed his trip to Brazil and had shown no animosity towards Valdez. But Frederick Hunt said that Helston felt the weight of the white man’s burden to such an extent that the cause of the quarrel was Helston’s dislike of, as he delicately put it, foreigners. I helped him out a bit with that. He was so obviously trying not to say Damned dagoes.’ He glanced at his friend. ‘You’re looking pensive, Bill. Why? Is it deep thought or the horsehair upholstery?’

‘Well . . .’ Bill shook his head slowly, then grinned. ‘I don’t want to be personal, but I do wonder if you were the right person to ask Patricia Jaggard that question. I mean, your face is your face and although it’s perfectly decent as far as faces go . . .’

‘It’s not the most Anglo-Saxon mug you’ve ever seen?’ Jack laughed. ‘D’you think that’s all it is? I didn’t feel she was going out of her way to be gracious.’

Bill’s grin widened. ‘Your much-vaunted charm failed to bring home the bacon, didn’t it? You usually have girls eating out of your hand in the first five minutes.’

‘Bill!’ Jack was shocked. ‘What a revolting idea. Messy, too. I don’t charm and I certainly don’t vaunt. I’m merely polite.’

‘Come off it. I’ve seen you switch it on.’

‘Drop it, will you?’ pleaded Jack. ‘You make me sound like an advert for Gleamo toothpaste. However, leaving these gross personalities to one side, Helston, we know, was alive and well at half past seven on the ninth of January. What’s the last time anyone saw Valdez?’

‘The manager of the Montague Court Hotel says that the last they saw of Valdez was at seven o’clock or thereabouts on Friday the ninth when he handed his room key into the desk clerk. He was carrying a small case and mentioned that he was meeting a friend and might end up staying out overnight. The desk clerk assured him that was perfectly in order from the hotel’s point of view, and off he went.’

‘Hang on. He was due to sail the next day, wasn’t he? Didn’t anyone smell a rat?’

‘Not then, no. By the time Sunday morning came round and Valdez still hadn’t returned, the manager began to get uneasy and entered the room. All of Valdez’s things were still there. Now at this point the manager should have informed us, but he hesitated until the Tuesday morning.’

‘Didn’t anyone think to ask the Hunt Coffee people?’

‘There wasn’t anything in the room to connect him with Hunt Coffee. As far as the manager was concerned, Valdez was a private visitor. After all, hotels don’t usually grill their guests about the purpose of their stay.’

‘No, I can see that. What about his passport?’

‘It was in his room. There was no money there, but all his clothes and personal belongings were untouched. The manager assumed that Senhor Valdez had met with an accident and so did we. We contacted the hospitals, but no one answering to his description had been admitted and there, I’m sorry to say, the matter rested.’

‘Didn’t Inspector Murray think it was odd?’

‘I don’t suppose Inspector Murray knew anything about it. They were different enquiries, you see. Murray had been told Valdez had sailed for Rio de Janeiro on the Saturday and, as far as he was concerned, Valdez was now out of the country. A note was put on the file to check Valdez’s details against any unnamed accident victims and that, I’m afraid, was that.’

‘Talk about the left hand not knowing what the right is doing . . .’ Jack refilled his pipe. ‘Now we do know, let’s see where it gets us. Valdez and Helston are both missing and the a priori assumption is that the two events are connected. They met that morning and, whatever the cause of the disagreement, the meeting left Helston shaken. If there’s a connection, they must have met again. It sounds as if they should have gone to Oddenino’s, but for some reason they didn’t. So where did that second meeting take place? Not at Valdez’s hotel or the desk clerk would have mentioned it. Yes?’

‘Yes. Valdez was by himself when he left the hotel, that’s for sure.’

Jack frowned. ‘What was Valdez wearing? Evening clothes?’

‘No. I asked that. His evening things were in his wardrobe.’

‘Helston was wearing evening dress.’ Jack frowned. ‘That probably explains Oddenino’s, by the way. I don’t think they let you in unless you’re properly togged up. You’d think if they’d arranged to have dinner together, Valdez would be in evening clothes as well.’

‘Maybe he didn’t know Oddenino’s rules. He’s a South American, after all.’

‘Yes, but he’s not Tarzan of the Apes, is he? He’d just had a holiday in Paris, for heaven’s sake. The fact that no one enquired for him at Oddenino’s makes me think it was Valdez he was planning to dine with but the pair of them met up and decided to go elsewhere. Mrs Jaggard said Helston had always seemed perfectly friendly towards Valdez. Valdez left his hotel saying he might be spending the night “with a friend”. If Mark Helston was the friend, you’d think Valdez would be wearing evening dress.’

‘Valdez could have hoped to have made a friend in the course of the evening, if you see what I mean,’ suggested Bill delicately. ‘At a night club, perhaps?’

Jack grinned. ‘So he could, but if he was planning a night on the town, he’d still be wearing evening dress. Who the devil could the friend be, Bill? Mrs Jaggard said she thought Valdez had been to this country before, but he wasn’t a frequent visitor. The question of dress is a real poser.’ He shook his head in irritation. ‘The more I think about it, the odder it seems. If Helston and Valdez met, where did they meet? Where did they go? Not at Helston’s flat or any of his clubs, either. Neutral ground. Somewhere both men have access to.’

‘A pub?’ suggested Bill, looking around the rapidly filling bar of The Heroes.

‘Perhaps. I can’t help thinking that, as Helston was in evening dress, that makes a pub a little unlikely at that early hour of the evening. Not impossible, but it wouldn’t be my first choice. A hotel bar seems a better bet.’

‘They could have simply bumped into each other on the street,’ suggested Bill.

‘So they could, but unless one of them resorted to violence right away, they’d still have to go somewhere. I wish we could have got onto this sooner. The chance of anyone remembering two men having a drink nearly four months ago is pretty slight. Did Helston run a car?’

‘Yes,’ said Bill. ‘It’s still in the garage. Helston last used it before Christmas.’

‘So we can wash that out.’ Jack drummed his fingers on the table. ‘We’ve assumed they’ve met, presumably in some public place, and one of them either impulsively or with malice aforethought, decides to make away with the other. Not in a hotel bar. They’re nasty, crowded places to do a murder in and people have a tiresome habit of noticing that sort of thing. So they leave the hotel—’

‘Or pub.’

‘Or pub – and go where? And how? If Helston had his car, that could have been anywhere, but they’re limited to feet, the tube, buses or taxis.’

‘I don’t know about a taxi,’ said Bill. ‘There was a real hue-and-cry about Helston. I can’t help thinking that any taxi driver who’d had Helston as a fare that night would have come forward.’

‘The tube or a bus? Not completely out of court, but not my first choice. It’s awkward lugging a corpse around on the tube and I honestly don’t think bundling a dead body onto the luggage rack of a Number Eleven bus is on the cards. It’d take up so much space for one thing and the conductor would probably want to charge for excess baggage.’

‘What if the victim wasn’t dead?’ suggested Bill, then stopped as he saw Jack’s smile. ‘What are you grinning at me like that for?’

‘I thought that as proposals go, it’d be a lulu. Come with me to some lonely dockside wharf, some unfrequented alleyway or, possibly, Epping Forest or Wimbledon Common. Because, don’t you see, if our murderer is going to make his victim walk to his own grave, where he can hide the body so it defies detection, then you’re asking the victim to be awfully trusting about the whole process. Unnaturally so, you might say.’

‘But . . .’ Bill stared long and hard at his half-empty glass. ‘Either the murderer finds a way of carrying the dead man to where he’s going to leave him, or the victim gets to the spot under his own steam where he gets knocked on the head. He could have been invited to come and see a friend. There could easily have been some ruse like that.’

‘A friend,’ repeated Jack thoughtfully. ‘I’d like to know if Valdez really did have a friend, you know. And I’d love to know if Valdez and Helston really did quarrel at the meeting. We’ve only got Frederick Hunt’s word for it that they did.’

Bill laughed. ‘Why on earth should he lie about it? Frederick Hunt can’t have bumped either of them off. He was at a Mansion House dinner that evening with dozens of witnesses. Besides, it’s not very likely, is it?’

Jack conjured up a mental picture of the paunchy, self-satisfied, fluffy-haired figure and shook his head. ‘No, it isn’t.’ He picked up his glass and finished his beer with a sigh. ‘We need evidence, Bill. So far, all we’ve got to go on is two missing men. It’s not enough.’

Jack didn’t know why he had come to the Montague Court hotel. He could tell nothing about Valdez from gazing at the outside of the hotel and Bill had investigated the inside thoroughly.

Bill was very confident that any taxi driver would have come forward. Maybe Valdez had hired a car; maybe they had simply walked. But where to? Where, in this whole teeming city, could a body vanish? There were plenty of places where a man could be murdered but very few where he could remain undiscovered.

Without any clear purpose in mind he set out from the Montague Court Hotel and wandered aimlessly through the maze of streets, coming eventually to Russell Square and Montague Place.

He had no idea there were so many hotels in this part of London. He walked to the corner and turned into Gower Street. Bloomsbury was behind him, Tottenham Court Road, with its crowds and traffic, lay separated by a cluster of interlocking streets. On the right was University College, where the academic life of London went its ordered way. On the left was row after row of stone-fronted, railed-off houses. Some obviously belonged to whole families. Others had been split up into flats. He was in boarding-house London, where no man knew his neighbour.

Isolated cards advertising vacancies caught his eye. He walked on. It was rare to see an entire house for let.

One house stood apart from its fellows. Still dingy white under a shroud of soot, it looked particularly dilapidated. The area railings needed cleaning and a lick of paint wouldn’t come amiss. There were weeds between the cracks of the steps leading down to the kitchens and cobwebs and dust grimed the windows. Empty, obviously, and for some considerable time; but it wasn’t for sale or to let. It seemed simply forgotten. Why? Why, in the midst of a housing shortage, with houses and flats being desperately sought after, with premium payments on top of the rent being demanded and paid, would anyone let a whole valuable house stand untenanted and unused?

He walked along the street, turned the corner, and found the backs. High walls with gates. Lines of washing beyond. A smell of cooked cabbage – why was it always cabbage? – and, like bookends, two high and haughty cats sitting on opposing ends of stone-topped walls.

He counted down the number of gates to the empty house, but it wasn’t necessary. It stood out in unpainted neglect. He put his hand on the latch finding, as he expected, that it was bolted. The backs were deserted. An overpowering desire swept over him to see inside. Catching hold of the top of the gate, he put his foot on the handle, pulled himself over and dropped to the yard below. Cracked, green-slimed flags and emptiness met his eyes. With a quick glance round, he cautiously approached the house.

A ground-floor window was open, with darkness beyond. A bluebottle settled on the window before indolently crawling over the sill. His senses tingled. There was a faint and foul smell. Drains? It wasn’t drains.

There’s nothing here, he told himself. Not here. Not with the roar of the Tottenham Court Road traffic at his back. Not in the very heart of London. It couldn’t be here.

With shrinking reluctance, he walked to the window and looked into the room. There was nothing in the room but the oddest, moving, black shadow in the middle of the floor. And then he realized there was no light to cast a shadow; and the pool of darkness was composed of innumerable, languid flies.
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