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  Chapter 1


  Micky Perran never quite knew how he came to be involved in the mess, or so he claimed, but then everyone who was on a nodding acquaintance with Micky, and that took in a lot of people from Aldgate Pump to Chiswick Flyover, accepted him as a devious and calculating liar when it suited him to be. Which, brought to the boil and rendered down, meant that Micky was much like the rest of us. In the Italian Mohair suits for which he had a low-tension passion he looked a human being, he even behaved like a reasonable facsimile of one when he hadn’t a glass in his hand. So of course he had his quota of human failings. About the human virtues one could never be quite sure. It paid to hold something in reserve when dealing with Micky, even when talking about him.


  As near as Micky ever came to pin-pointing how he became involved was to admit that possibly an extra glass of daiquiri was responsible. Not that it made him drunk, as he was very quick to make clear, for where liquor was concerned Micky Perran was a man with a powerful pride in his capacity to achieve, and he disdained to consider the hoary maxim that pride goeth before a fall.


  ‘I have lead-lined guts,’ he once stated in that level tone of his that never suggested to a listener that he could be boasting, ‘and there is an in-built gyro compass in my head that keeps my wits at a fairly consistent level — but has no depressing effect on my thought processes. So the demon rum is no one I have to wrestle with, even in a fixed fight.’


  But that extra glass of daiquiri, as dangerously smooth as warm linseed oil and as potent as triple-distilled cognac, certainly delayed him.


  And that was enough to get him involved.


  To a point beyond safe extrication.


  Had he walked out of Marmaduke’s Red Ace five minutes earlier he wouldn’t have seen that little rodent Cuzak and become excitedly curious. Because he knew, like so many others in the dangerous know, that Cuzak meant Bandelli. And about Bandelli he had never heard or seen enough to satisfy his curiosity.


  And the reason for that was simple.


  Micky Perran wanted to continue breathing, which is well nigh impossible when one of Bandelli’s knife artists has demonstrated his skill as a chiv expert on your windpipe.


  He had had one run-in with Bandelli, from which he had walked away on his own feet, backwards, with a blue-steel Beretta in his not too steady right fist. Bandelli had let him because he too is human, at least when it comes to leaking blood when his hide is punctured by a steel-jacketed slug.


  Moreover, Bandelli had done nothing about it. That is, not openly or demonstratively. But Micky knew Bandelli could be biding his time, which could be a bad thing or a good thing, depending on whether one is superstitious or not. Most times the question arose in his life Micky tried not to be, but he didn’t always make it. Especially not in the case of Bandelli, who had a memory like a cribbage board, with every item pegged to provide an impressive total score.


  As a matter of fact, Micky didn’t so much as know that Bandelli was interested in the Marmaduke clubs until that night when he dallied to sip the extra daiquiri.


  There are six Marmaduke clubs, as most of Central London, including New Scotland Yard, knows very well.


  The Marmaduke Red Ace and the Marmaduke Black Ace.


  The Marmaduke Red King and the Marmaduke Black King.


  The Marmaduke Red Queen and the Marmaduke Black Queen.


  That was the half-dozen, dotted about Mayfair and parts of its fringe areas, with not a Jack or a Joker in the entire hand. Just who Marmaduke was or had been, if he had ever really existed, no one seems to know, not even Detective Superintendent Frank Drury, who hated Bandelli’s guts, or his partner in his official life of criminal catching, Detective Inspector Bill Hazard, whose personal opinion was that Bandelli was born without guts and with a heart that it would be a crime for any heart surgeon to graft surgically into the chest of any nice normal person who happened to be close to death because a mere pump was worn out.


  But Micky Perran dallied with his extra daiquiri, then left the bar and collected his hat and coat, and walked out of Marmaduke’s Red Ace just as the car that made the rounds each night to collect the take warped towards the kerb like a battleship pulling into drydock. There was another car up the street and a third bringing up the rear. They were spaced at action stations, like covering destroyers.


  Out of the car making the collection stepped Cuzak, and that was when Micky Perran knew. He managed to fade fast into the street shadows, which was an accomplishment he had acquired years before, but he remained to watch Bandelli’s extended right hand move unhurriedly from that braked car towards the club entrance. Micky made no movement to draw attention to himself. He was content to be part of the Damsel Street scenery. He felt that last shot of West Indian rum beginning to do its stuff and reminding him of something he had temporarily forgotten.


  Trouble is like bananas. It comes in bunches. And there was Toni Cuzak, beating across the pavement to the Red Ace’s entrance to prove it, with two car-loads of armed muscle men blocking Damsel Street as though an emergency had occurred. For Micky perhaps one had, but he didn’t debate the possibility too closely. He was already uncomfortable enough.


  Cuzak walked into Marmaduke Red Ace with a black soft leather bag, zipped and locked, and he trod like a character who owned not only the building, but the freehold of the pavement leading to it. When one was Bandelli’s right hand one could take a lot for granted without troubling about being over imaginative. Cuzak went into the club. He was gone sixteen and a half minutes by Micky Perran’s watch, the minute hand of which had never crawled so slowly. When he came out he didn’t drag his small feet getting to the collection car. He came up to it fast, the door swung open as the engine started up, the bag was passed inside, and then Cuzak stood back and the door slammed.


  The cavalcade moved off as though controlled by a remote radio switch, the two gaps between the cars closing before they reached the far end of Damsel Street and turned right. Probably headed for Marmaduke Black Queen, the next on the collection rota if one went by proximity and a London street map.


  At least, that was Micky Perran’s passing thought as the cars’ tail lights vanished. He wasn’t the only one interested in that processional departure from Damsel Street. Toni Cuzak remained at the kerb until they had gone. He turned about, threw a quick glance up and down the street, it seemed an almost nervous reaction to his sudden isolation, and then hurried back to the entrance and passed inside.


  Micky Perran realised his neck was damp under its collar. He pushed his moist shoulder-blades from the wall against which they had been pressed and took a few cautious deep breaths to help regulate his breathing. He didn’t wish his departure from Damsel Street to be a hurried retreat. He wanted to feel he was leaving in his own good time and when he felt like it. That way his self-respect didn’t suffer from fresh lacerations, and Bandelli had no fresh reason, even though unknown to him, to alter the position on the private cribbage board in his mind of the telltale peg.


  Telling himself not to be so damned fanciful, Micky stepped away from the wall and dipped a hand into his coat pocket to collect a cigarette. He didn’t get a smoke going because it was already too late. Trouble was upon him. Though, to be honest, she was not easily recognisable as herself.


  She appeared under the club’s cluster of porchlights and stood for a moment or two as though undecided what to do now she had reached the street. That brief spell of indecision was long enough for Micky, his attention trapped, to register recognition of a Marmaduke Red Ace girl croupier. He had seen her around the casino floor, had once watched her rake in the few coloured chips he had tossed on her table. But he didn’t know her name or what perfume she used, what her favourite tipple was, or where she had her pad. So to him she was a stranger.


  All he knew about her he could see from where he was watching her across the pavement of Damsel Street. She had good bone structure, eyes in which a susceptible male could easily find himself out of his depth and delightfully drowning, and legs that could have earned her a comfortable living modelling the sheerest nylons.


  She overcame her indecision and started walking. There was a puff of breeze down the street, and he suddenly knew she had a preference for Sortilège. He decided it was a perfume that suited her because, all pieces added, she was bewitching, especially in black with a dull expensive sheen and low cleavage, with a few diamonds exploding in fire against her creamy flesh.


  The puff of wind died. Micky remained halfway between the wall and the kerb, watching her and thinking sexy thoughts, the cigarettes he was holding forgotten. He was startled when she glanced over her shoulder back at the club entrance, for it was a fearful glance, and without being told, he sensed that she was forcing herself to come to a difficult resolve.


  She began running up the street away from where Micky Perran stood. Her high heels clattered like castanets held in hands that had lost their sense of rhythm.


  Micky’s glance raced beyond her, and he knew she was making for the glass obelisk of the phone kiosk with the low-wattage bulb burning in it. She had to make a call that would not have been safe to make inside the club. And she had to make it in a hurry.


  To make it at all left her scared, but her sense of urgency was greater than her fear.


  Micky’s alert brain ticked out the details as though it was a computer that had been fed a card of coded information. But the computer whirred to a halt when a fresh shadow appeared under the porchlights.


  It was Cuzak, who came barrelling out of the club, to pull up short and stare to where her fast-tapping heels dragged his gaze. His right hand came out of his pocket and pointed at her.


  At least, the gun it was grasping pointed.


  ‘Hey, Sandra!’ he called in a voice that churned loose gravel chips like a cement mixer that has run dry.


  She heard him, so did most of Damsel Street that wasn’t drunk, drugged, or dead. But she was a committed female with no time for second thoughts or secondary fears. She knew where she was running to and what she was running from. What she didn’t know, as Micky realised, was what was threatening to stop her in her high-heeled tracks, because she wasn’t pausing to look back.


  ‘Sandra!’


  Cuzak sounded mad. There was naked menace in his throaty shout. He moved after her, coming closer to Micky, who caught his muttered, ‘The dumb bitch!’


  Those three words activated Micky like a time bomb that has been switched on. The finger Cuzak had over the gun’s trigger might squeeze hard enough to release a slug. She could die because Cuzak couldn’t control his temper.


  Micky covered the few feet of pavement separating him from Cuzak in a flying leap, and the angry man with a gun knew nothing until Micky’s stiff right hand came against the side of his neck in a hard nerve-shattering chop. He released a bitten-off groan that became a hissing sigh and collapsed in a huddle on the pavement. Micky bent down and grabbed the gun and felt a touch of ice between his shoulders when he found the safety was off. He snapped it on and dropped the gun in his pocket, then dragged the ungainly Cuzak towards the wall and left him in a patch of shadow. He looked at the girl in the phone booth, about to pick up the receiver, and decided he had to be thorough. He dug for the gun he had pocketed and clipped Cuzak with the blue-black barrel just above and behind the right ear. He reached the phone kiosk as she was dialling, wrenched open the door, and smacked the flat of his hand down over the receiver, cutting the connection.


  ‘Why, you — you — ’


  ‘Save it,’ he said shortly, wrapping his fingers around one of her arms and pulling her out of the glass box. ‘Cuzak was close to putting a bullet in you.’


  He felt her shiver in his grasp, but there was no break in her voice when she asked, ‘Where is he?’


  ‘Asleep on the pavement. You’d better get back inside or it could get real rough.’


  She tore her arm free of his grip.


  ‘Who the hell are you?’ she demanded.


  ‘We haven’t got time to be formally introduced,’ he said harshly, ‘so don’t waste seconds you can’t spare.’


  ‘I had a ten minute break.’


  ‘You’ve used it up. Get inside.’


  ‘And you?’


  ‘I’m coming in after you. I don’t want Cuzak coming to and seeing me. If I try running I might not make it. So inside.’


  ‘But — ’


  ‘Inside.’


  She ran back the way she had come and Micky Perran’s mouth burned like a desert at high noon. He was suddenly aware that what he knew about her could be written on a piece of confetti. He wondered whether the hell he had been a fool and tried not to decide on an answer that would make him feel inclined to punch his own head.


  He turned to look at the shadowed huddle that was Cuzak pushed into the angle of wall and pavement. At that instant undipped headlights swung a broad blade of searching light across the top end of Damsel Street as a car turned and nosed into it. Micky knew, without waiting to go through a recognition test, that it was a police car.


  Maybe she had dialled 999 before he slapped down the receiver and the call had been traced. That would be consistent with the kind of luck that had been running for him recently.


  He lost no more time in futile speculation of the kind that threatened to form ice between his toes. He dived for the shadows beyond the club’s porch-lights, hoping sharp eyes in the car coming down the street had not sighted him.
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  The dark saloon was about halfway down Damsel Street from the top end towards the coloured glare of Marmaduke Red Ace’s porchlights when Inspector Bill Hazard leaned forward in his seat and grunted.


  ‘See him?’


  Superintendent Frank Drury, lolling back against the upholstery beside his assistant, said, ‘See who?’


  ‘Look — there he goes. He’s run doubled up into the Red Ace.’


  Hazard sounded like a man who felt himself cheated. Drury, who knew he could trust his assistant’s twenty-twenty vision, pushed himself off the upholstery and said, ‘Pull into the kerb, constable.’


  The driver of the police car eased to the left and braked. Before the car had stopped Hazard had the door open and was leaping for the pavement. By the time Drury crossed the pavement in his wake the inspector was lowering Cuzak’s head.


  ‘Our timing’s way off,’ he said. ‘Someone’s bumped Toni Cuzak. He’s warm and has a damned lump over his left ear, but I’d swear that didn’t finish the hard-headed bastard.’


  ‘Turn him over and try the other side,’ Drury told him.


  Hazard didn’t make much of the task, for all Cuzak was a chunky bulk of man.


  ‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ he grunted. ‘There’s a bigger bump above the right ear. It was a hard blow because it burst the skin. There’s blood among his hairs.’


  He held up the fingers of his right hand, holding the left side of Cuzak’s face with his left hand. Before Drury could speak the inspector reacted again with surprise.


  ‘Hey, he’s leaking into my left hand!’


  Drury produced a pencil-ray torch, shone it over Cuzak’s left cheek, and a thin stream of blood seeped from his ear.


  ‘Two bumps on the head, but a thin blade pushed into his left ear took him off Bandeli’s payroll, Bill. He’s really dead?’


  ‘He’s not breathing and his pump’s shut down.’


  ‘All right, leave him. I’ll phone in for an ambulance and the technical crew.’


  Bill Hazard stood up, wiping the dead Cuzak’s blood from his hands with a fresh handkerchief and staring at the body. Drury walked to the police car, climbed in, and grabbed up the radio telephone. A couple of minutes later he was back beside his assistant, accompanied by the car driver, who draped an overcoat over the corpse.


  Drury caught the inspector’s arm and walked with him towards the entrance, in front of which he stopped to ask, ‘What did this doubled-up character look like?’


  Hazard shook his head. ‘He was not much more than a shadow. He darted from where I found Cuzak, head lowered and his back towards us, and ran into the club.’


  He stared at the glass reflecting the porchlights as though hoping to find it had retained an image of the man who had passed beyond the door.


  ‘How tall?’


  Hazard’s broad face screwed up. ‘It’ll only be a guess.’


  ‘All right, guess, Bill. But make it an intelligent guess,’ Drury reminded him.


  Hazard gave his superior a quick-sliding glance and looked away, still frowning.


  ‘I’d say five-eight to five-ten. Not really short, not really tall.’


  ‘Like a few million others in London,’ said Drury without inflection. ‘I’d say now we start guessing.’


  He took his hand from Hazard’s sleeve, but was stopped from going inside the Red Ace by Hazard saying, ‘There was one thing. Just an impression.’


  ‘I’ll settle for an impression,’ Drury told him. ‘You don’t impress easily, Bill.’


  Hazard felt he ought to accord the sally a grin, but he knew anyone other than Drury would have been puzzled by the grimace into which his broad features were contorted.


  ‘I have an idea that he favoured his left side.’


  ‘You mean he limped?’


  ‘No, I couldn’t say that. But as he ran his left shoulder was lower, as though he leaned to that side.’


  ‘Well, he was turning to the left as he ran inside, wasn’t he?’


  Drury stood back and pointed in a curving line from where the police car driver stood by Cuzak’s body to the club’s entrance. Bill Hazard followed the direction of his superior’s moving finger and shook his head.


  ‘No, it wasn’t the dipping of his left shoulder as he turned. I was well back when I first saw him running, and his left shoulder was down before he turned inside.’


  ‘Like a man who was hurt?’


  ‘That could be making too much of it. He had dark clothes, wore a soft hat, and his coat came midway down his thighs.’


  ‘You saw nothing of his face?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Not even as he turned to go inside? No impression?’


  ‘No more than an indistinct blur, a spot of paleness under the hat. No real shape.’


  ‘His hands?’


  Hazard straightened, frowning again.


  ‘You know,’ he said quietly, ‘I don’t remember a thing about his hands. They weren’t pushed out in front of him, so I couldn’t say whether he wore gloves or not. If they had been pushed into his pockets I would have seen light between his elbows and his sides as they stuck out. But no light. So they must have been pushed against him.’


  He stopped talking to look at Drury, and saw from the expression on the superintendent’s face that his superior had got there with him.


  ‘Yes,’ said Drury, ‘he could have been hurt and was pressing his hands against his body, maybe to ease some pain.’


  ‘Blood.’


  Drury shook his head. ‘We won’t find any.’ He switched on the pencil-ray torch and directed it over the pavement before turning if off. ‘A switch-blade went into Cuzak’s brain through his ear. He had to be unconscious to let that happen without a fight. The blade was sprung back into the handle. Any other blade would have carved the ear.’


  ‘A spike.’


  ‘Not in the open, too risky. A switch-blade, and used by a man who was hurt. All right, so now we go inside with an idea of what we’re looking for, Bill. But I’m not counting any chickens. This one looks too simple. I always distrust that kind.’


  ‘You want me to cover the entrance?’


  ‘Till the technical boys arrive. I already asked Central to notify the local D.D.I. We should have help any minute.’


  Drury turned to go inside the club, putting his pencil-ray torch in his pocket as he stepped under the blaze of porchlights, but before he could pass inside the glass of the door beyond them someone came out.


  It was a man who was settling the hang of his overcoat as he came, as though he had just put it on and the fit was not comfortable.


  ‘Well, well,’ said Drury. ‘Micky Perran. Weren’t you told to stay out of trouble?’


  Micky Perran smiled one-sidedly as though forcing himself to acknowledge a snide joke at his own expense.


  ‘By the editor who fired me, by Bandelli, and by you, Frank Drury. We’ve both got adequate memories.’


  ‘And here you are mixed up with the cops, a gambling club, and a dead man,’ said Drury shaking his head and making disapproving sounds with his tongue against the roof of his mouth.


  Micky became serious.


  ‘A dead man,’ he repeated in a flat voice, but his manner so heavily cautious that Frank Drury wasn’t fooled for a moment.


  ‘Someone you know, Micky. Or rather knew.’


  Micky Perran tried to keep his eyes from betraying him, but he couldn’t. They swivelled in the direction where Toni Cuzak lay with a pool of blood drying in his left ear.


  ‘As I thought,’ said Drury. ‘You were too smart, Micky. You rushed in, and then came out like someone leaving and taking his time about it. You must have read somewhere that a show of being leisurely, with all the time in the world, turns away suspicion. I’ll give you something for free, Micky. Don’t believe all you read. These smart fiction writers don’t know even how the game begins. But you do, Micky. Crime reporter on the Banner for — how many years was it?’


  Micky Perran unclasped his teeth. As though Frank Drury didn’t know!


  ‘Six.’


  ‘I thought it was nearer seven. But like I say, you know how the game begins. With a search. Bill, run your hands over Micky. He won’t take it amiss because he’s been advised to keep out of trouble.’


  Bill Hazard’s large hands tapped Micky Perran three times and then the inspector whistled and sank one of them into a pocket. He produced a gun, holding it by the tip of the barrel.


  ‘You got a clean hanky?’ he asked Micky. ‘Mine’s bloody.’


  Micky looked at Drury, who said, ‘I’m disappointed.’


  He produced a clean handkerchief and passed it to Hazard, who wrapped the gun in it and dropped the bundle in his own pocket.


  ‘What did you expect, a ’scope-mounted rifle?’ Micky asked but his sarcasm was too heavy and fell short, completely wasted.


  ‘A switch-blade.’


  The frank announcement took Micky by surprise. He turned his head towards Cuzak’s coat-concealed body and his face wore a fresh look of genuine puzzlement.


  ‘You mean someone stuck a knife in the bastard?’


  ‘In a very special place.’


  ‘Like the left ear?’


  Both Bill Hazard and Frank Drury held their breath.


  ‘How would you know, Micky?’ Drury inquired, trying not to give the words tonal significance.


  ‘Cuzak was a Mafioso. The blade in the ear is reserved for their own kind. It reaches the brain in less than a second and it takes death all the way. There’s no appeal.’


  ‘And how come you know it’s Cuzak under the coat?’


  ‘That’s where I dumped him after chopping him down and then clipping him over the ear.’


  ‘With what?’


  ‘His own gun. Bill’s got it in his pocket.’


  ‘Which ear?’


  ‘Hell, the right. You know damned well I’m not left-handed.’


  Frank Drury sighed.


  ‘And just why did you do that, Micky?’ he asked.


  ‘To stop Cuzak killing her.’


  ‘Killing who?’


  ‘I don’t know her name. She works inside.’ Micky Perran nodded back towards the club entrance.


  ‘And you ran in after her?’


  ‘When I saw the lights of your car turn at the top.’


  ‘You didn’t wait until we were halfway down the street?’


  Micky Perran snorted. ‘You think I’m crazy?’


  Drury sighed again. ‘It is a question I have asked myself more than once, Micky, but don’t ask me for the answer I came up with. There was no one else in the street when you ran inside?’


  ‘I didn’t bother to check. I was in a hurry, in case the fact’s missed you.’


  ‘Oh, it hasn’t done that. But you’re holding out, Micky. That hasn’t missed me either.’


  ‘What haven’t I told you?’


  ‘This woman’s name — ’


  Micky shrugged. ‘I don’t think you’re going to credit this, but I still don’t know it.’


  ‘Not after saving her life and risking Mafia vengeance?’


  This time it was Drury’s sarcasm that fell short.


  ‘I never got the chance to ask her. She’s disappeared.’


  That was the moment chosen for the ambulance to arrive.


  ‘Bill,’ said Drury, ‘do your stuff.’ He nodded to the new arrivals, and as Hazard walked towards the kerb said to Perran, ‘Tell it to me once, Micky, straight through as it happened, and don’t leave out a comma.’


  Micky Perran felt the moisture pooling in his armpits as he told Frank Drury what had happened. He had no way of telling if the Yard superintendent held reservations or disbelieved him or even suspected him of being tied in with the killer.


  If Toni Cuzak really was dead.


  That was a sobering thought. He had no way of checking. He looked at Drury’s face, found the Yard man looking at him with a calculating expression, and decided he didn’t have to get fanciful. Cuzak was as dead as he would ever be. Normally he would have been delighted. But somehow he couldn’t get enthusiastic.


  Cuzak alive was a problem.


  Cuzak dead was still a problem.


  At least the bastard remained consistent, he reflected cynically.


  He came out of it when Drury said. ‘You went inside after her. Why?’


  ‘Hell, to get off the street before you arrived — only I don’t mean you personally. The cops. And to be scarce when Cuzak woke up with an outsize headache and his gun missing.’


  ‘You went inside to find her, didn’t see her, and suddenly decided to leave. Just like that.’


  Drury made the last words sound as though they required explaining.


  ‘Exactly like that, damn it,’ Perran snapped at him. ‘I’d manhandled her out of that phone box. She’d got the receiver lifted and was dialling, I know that much. Hell, it could have been a 999 call. She could have brought you.’


  ‘A bit quick, wouldn’t you say?’


  ‘I suppose so. But Cuzak was desperate to stop her. He called out, ‘Hey, Sandra!’ and when she took no notice he dragged out his gun and called to her again, ‘Sandra!’ But for all the sign she gave she hadn’t heard him.’


  ‘You said you didn’t know her name?’


  ‘I don’t. That’s what Cuzak called her. It doesn’t have to be her name. These girls who work in gambling clubs, some of them have fancy names like models and actresses. He could call her Sandra and she could be Nellie Smith for all I know.’


  ‘All right,’ said Drury, ‘don’t get peeved. This is a murder case, boy, and I’ve got the right to ask all the questions I have to. There’s another. It’s an important one. Did you see a man come in shortly after you, walking as though he favoured his left side?’


  ‘The killer!’


  ‘I didn’t say that,’ Drury said coldly but patiently. ‘I asked a question.’


  ‘I know. Must have been Bill Hazard saw him. Bill’s got eyes like a lynx. No, I didn’t see anyone. But you might be wasting time here, Frank.’


  ‘There’s another way out?’


  Perran shrugged and the movement made the moisture under his arms feel sticky.


  ‘The girl, this Sandra, she’s vanished. This left-leaning character could have followed her.’


  Another car turned into Damsel Street. A street lamp touched uniforms.


  ‘Well, now we can find out,’ said Drury.


  He turned his back on Micky Perran, who was suddenly wondering what had brought Frank Drury and Bill Hazard to the Marmaduke Red Ace in the first place.


  Chapter 2


  Mario Bandelli stirred in the king-size bed and withdrew his bare arm from under the woman’s dark head. He ran his fingertips down the side of her face to her neck, along a shoulder, down over a bare breast until the heel of his hand was on her stomach and he pressed with it. Then he stopped pressing and drummed on the satiny flesh with his fingers.


  All the while she watched him with her dark eyes. She was a woman who had missed exquisite loveliness by a hair’s breadth and she knew it, as she was aware Bandelli knew it. If it had not been for that lacking hair’s breadth she wouldn’t have been his bodyguard. She would have been his whole-time mistress. Maybe even his wife.


  She had often wondered about it.


  Bandelli moved his bulk and sprawled across her, and now he cupped her face in his hands and said, ‘What’s the big thought? When we’re in bed I like you to concentrate on one thing. So let’s hear it first, then you concentrate.’


  ‘No really big thought, Mario.’


  ‘I still want to know,’ he said, his broad dark features twisted in a quick frown of displeasure.


  His right hand closed around her left ear. He screwed up the flesh and then rubbed his forefinger and thumb together, pressing at the same time, and he knew it hurt, but she made no sound, and he grinned.


  He liked that. To show his approval he stopped, smoothed the crumpled bright pink flesh of her mistreated ear.


  She said, ‘I was wondering why it has to be me in this bed. You have me around like a piece of furniture that can become lethal when you want. You had me trained to handle any man who draws a knife or a gun, to handle any man who fancies he can get what he wants with his bare hands. So why in bed as well?’


  ‘You’re good in bed,’ he grinned.


  ‘That’s another skill you paid for. It’s not the real reason.’


  Mario Bandelli smiled until the lobes of his ears lifted. He really was amused. So much that he rolled off her and lay beside her stroking one of her thighs like an absentminded lover. Only, Mario Bandelli was never absentminded.


  He couldn’t afford to be.


  Not if he wanted to continue breathing, and he did, more than anything else in the world, and he was a man who wanted a great many things, even though he had already acquired more than most men.


  He said amused, ‘You’d really like to know, wouldn’t you?’


  ‘I really would,’ she said.


  He lay on his back, pinching the flesh of her thigh with his finger and thumb, and staring into the ceiling mirror so that he could watch the expression on her face when he told her.


  ‘I like making love to you,’ he said in his thick accented voice that made it sound as though he chewed his words before uttering them, ‘because I know you can kill me just by catching me with the side of your hand where you could destroy a nerve centre. I like knowing that while we’re making love I’m coming through a big risk. You can be hurt but you do nothing, because that’s the whole point. You, who could really slay me, do nothing when I get mad at you. That’s stimulating. That’s really bigger than just living.’


  In the ceiling mirror he watched the frown come to her face and then dissolve, like a small cloud dispersed by a freshening breeze.


  ‘Now you know,’ he said.


  She shook her head.


  ‘No, I don’t know why.’


  ‘Why?’ He sounded surprised.


  ‘Yes, of course why. That’s what I find tantalising — why the risk is important if it isn’t really a risk, if you know beforehand I’m never going to harm you — never kill you.’


  The last three words were whispered.


  He took his gaze from the mirror over them and turned on his side to stare down into her face, but she did not meet his gaze.


  ‘You sound like a nagging wife, damn you,’ he said roughly, dropping back away from her, as though tired of looking into her face. ‘It’s enough that’s what I want, isn’t it? That this way I get a real kick, making love to a woman who could kill me with her fingers. Hell, it’s like making love to death and winning.’


  He turned his head when he felt her shivering.


  ‘God, what’s got into you?’


  She whispered, ‘It’s obscene.’


  He stared incredulously. ‘Why, you damned — ’


  The telephone interrupted with a strident peal. He broke off to swear under his breath, and reached across the bed for the instrument. He held it to his ear and said, ‘Who the hell is it?’


  Frank Drury said, ‘The police, Bandelli. If you’re in bed you’d better get up. I’m coming round. Before I arrive here’s something to think about.’


  Drury spoke fast for almost a full minute, then the line went dead. Bandelli remained sitting upright in bed, grotesque in his swarthy nakedness, the grimace on his face equally grotesque. He lifted his empty hand and scratched among the curly black hairs on his chest and the sound was like a cook grating a nutmeg on a metal scraper. He slammed the receiver back in its cradle, turned to the woman and opened his month.


  No words came out because he was caught by surprise.


  She was crying.


  ‘Now what the hell’s wrong?’ he demanded roughly. ‘You know I hate a woman who cries in bed. It makes me feel bad, like lamb stew shoved on your plate after being taken straight from the fridge, with a thick casing of fat over — ’


  He broke off.


  ‘Make it swift,’ he growled. ‘I got troubles.’


  She pushed herself upright in the bed and turned her tearful face towards him. But his eyes weren’t on her face. They were staring at her breasts and the dark shadow below, cut across by the bedclothes.


  ‘You said you wouldn’t swear at me and you wouldn’t let Toni get his hands on me again. Two promises. You made them when you took me off the roulette table and the Red Queen job was changed for — ’


  She looked down at herself and shivered again.


  ‘So now I’ve only got to keep one promise,’ he said, and something in his voice dragged her gaze to his face. ‘That was the cops. They’re coming here, so up you get and make yourself presentable.’


  He jumped out of bed on his side and grabbed for his underclothes. She knew it was a way of baiting her, but he would never tell her unless she asked.


  ‘What do they want?’


  ‘To talk. Always the cops want to talk. They’re the greatest talkers in the world. They’d take prizes for it if anyone offered prizes.’


  She played along. ‘What about, Mario?’


  He turned and looked at her, one leg in his trousers, the other poised so that he had to balance on one foot.


  ‘Toni’s dead. The police want to know what I can tell them about it, and you know how much that is, don’t you, cara mia? Sweet nothing. I was in bed with you, but not exactly enjoying myself. Now get the hell up and start moving. We’ll want coffee and booze and cigars laid out. You know what cops are like this time of night. They’re mean bastards at best. But at this time they’re — ’


  He finished with a sibilant burst of vituperative Italian.


  Bandelli had lived twenty-five years in England, and spoke English as good as most Englishmen and better than many, but in moments of stress he reverted to the tongue he had used as a boy running with rents in his clothes through the back-streets of Napoli. It was as though, at such times, his background caught up with him. Or possibly he retreated emotionally to conceal himself in it, as though it were a perpetual camouflage waiting for him to use it whenever the stress grew too much building pressure.


  The woman said no more.


  She dutifully climbed out of the bed and began dressing. Twenty minutes later they were in the lounge, there was a smell of coffee, and Bandelli had a cigar blueing up the warm atmosphere of the expensive Mayfair flat that he boasted was burglar-proof.


  There was a ring at the door.


  ‘I’ll get it,’ he called. ‘You stay with the cona.’


  He left the lounge, crossed the small hall, and slipped the electric switch that controlled the door lock. He opened the door, and began, ‘All right, Superintendent, you don’t have to — ’


  Then he began paying attention to the man who stood on the edge of the strip carpet outside.


  It wasn’t Superintendent Frank Drury, he saw. It was a character he had no desire to see, then or any other time. A character the mere look of whom gave him a pain both where he bent his neck to look upwards and where he sat down.


  ‘What the hell do you want?’ he shouted.


  ‘To tell you something,’ said Micky Perran, keeping his face empty of anything that might add to the words.


  ‘Get lost.’


  Bandelli started to close the door.


  ‘About Cuzak’s murder, Bandelli.’


  The door stopped moving, then started to open again.


  ‘You trying to do me a favour, Perran?’ Bandelli asked distrustfully.


  ‘The only favour I would willingly do you, Bandelli,’ said Micky Perran, ‘is to stuff you in the same coffin with Toni Cuzak. The death twins. That would really please me.’


  Bandelli scowled, but had to admit it sounded genuine and was what he would expect. But he didn’t like the choice of words in view of that crack he had made in bed about making love to death. He was congenitally unable to grow goose bumps, but he could shiver inside without anyone noticing except himself.


  He shivered internally now and he was very conscious of it and felt angry because he had to blame this ex-crime reporter he was responsible for having got flung off the Daily Banner. He had told himself Micky Perran was a burned-out squib.


  ‘Drury’s on his way,’ he said.


  ‘That’s why I’m here.’


  ‘I don’t get it, Perran.’


  ‘I’ll tell you inside.’


  Bandelli stood back, and his visitor crowded past him, walking across the small hall into the lounge, and when he heard the front door latch click he bunched himself, and as Bandelli came into the lounge after him he whirled, caught Bandelli’s right arm, and swung the surprised man over in a broken somersault that could have smashed Bandelli’s collar-bone had he fallen awkwardly.


  Bandelli thumped heavily into the thick-piled carpet as he landed, and Micky Perran, very prepared to get some of his pentup spleen working for him, was about to reach for the neck of the swarthy man who was sitting in a floppy position shaking his head to clear it when an arm slipped under Perran’s, smooth slim fingers snaked up and past his ear and cupped on the nape of his neck, and then pain burned across the entire top half of his body as he went backwards and seemed to be flying until his heels slammed against the floor.


  He tried to roll around, and he might have made it had he not been dealing with someone who knew as many tricks as himself plus a few not included in his repertoire. For a slippered foot came down against his neck, and all the heat he had experienced only moments before now flowed into his head, which felt as though it would burst.


  He heard someone screaming.


  Or, rather, it sounded like a scream with that foot pressing close to his ears. When the pressure eased he found he was gasping. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Bandelli standing in front of him with a foot raised to kick him in the head. He flinched, ready to take the blow and prayed silently that it missed his eye and didn’t spill his teeth over the carpet.


  The kick didn’t reach him.


  The girl who had handled him as though he had been a tottering infant hooked one of her slim calves under Bandelli’s raised foot, pushed up and outward as she bent her back, and Bandelli joined Perran on the carpet. They sprawled, faces inches away from each other, as she said, ‘You want this Superintendent Drury to walk in on you two having a fight?’


  Both sobered fast, and Perran found the words he had brought all the way from Damsel Street.


  ‘Where is she, Bandelli?’


  Bandelli scowled.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Sandra.’


  ‘Hell, make sense. Sandra who?’


  ‘The Sandra Toni Cuzak was going to shoot when I stopped him.’


  Bandelli climbed to his feet, scowling, and straightening his clothes. He looked at the girl questioningly.


  ‘You know the women we employ. This Sandra he’s talking about, who is she?’


  Micky Perran was also on his feet by this time. He felt as though he had been trying to fly without wings and had come to a calculated landing. He eyed this bedroom Amazon of Bandelli’s with rising interest, and when the widening smile on her face told him his own facial expression was giving away his unchivalrous thoughts he felt the heat climb up from his soggy collar.


  She remained looking at him as she replied to Bandelli.


  ‘Must be Sandra Beltby. Runs a wheel in the Red Ace. Toni wanted her given the job. He made a fuss about it. Don’t you remember?’


  Bandelli spread his hands and let them fall to his sides, slapping like wet fins against his thighs.


  ‘Hell, I can’t remember the name and face of every dame we got working for us. That was Toni’s job.’ He spun towards Perran, suddenly light on his feet as though remembering a half-forgotten dancing technique. ‘So Toni’s dead. You killed him, Perran?’


  ‘Try not to talk like a moron,’ Micky said insultingly, and grinned as Bandelli balled his fists and dragged another scowl over his dark-skinned face, like a mask.


  ‘Mind the lip,’ Bandelli warned. ‘So you didn’t kill him. Someone did it. Who?’


  ‘The character who pushed a slim blade into his left ear. Yes,’ Micky went on as Bandelli’s scowling mask slipped to reveal both shock and surprise, ‘a nice little Mafia poke in the head which remains permanent. Not much fuss, not much blood, not much of anything except death. You a Mafioso, Bandelli? I bet Drury will ask.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I told him it was a Mafia touch. Of course, someone could have been playing tricks, like someone who wasn’t a Mafioso could be pretending. That leaves you with some explaining to do.’


  Bandelli stood rigid, regarding the man who had just spoken with dark shining eyes that seemed to be trying to probe past the mere surface meaning of Micky Perran’s words.


  He said slowly, his heavy accent thick in his mouth like syrup, ‘You think I wanted Toni dead? You think I was out of my mind?’


  ‘You were out of it when you put the skids under me, Bandelli. I want to be around when you pay for that slip. Now I’m clearing out.’


  Micky started for the door. He didn’t reach it before the front door bell rang stridently. It was the girl who caught his arm. ‘This way,’ she said, ‘and don’t make a sound.’


  She hustled him across the floor to a door that gave on to a small inner hall. There she paused to fling at Bandelli, ‘Well, don’t keep them waiting, Mario.’


  Bandelli turned to obey, like a man conditioned to receive orders. Micky, watching over the woman’s shoulder, was surprised at this kind of control she exerted over the other. The next minute she had caught his arm and pushed him into a darkened room.


  ‘Don’t do more than breathe,’ she said, and closed the door.
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  He remained in the darkness, just inside the closed door, listening for sounds. He heard another door close and that was all. He did not hear any voices. As the room he was in had no opaque blur that was a window he knew that the curtains were drawn. He pushed out a hand to turn down the light switch at the side of the door.


  Instead of closing on the switch his fingers covered another hand. One that had slim tapering fingers to his touch and very smooth skin. He imagined he could smell perfume but couldn’t be sure. Slowly he started his fingers travelling to the woman’s wrist then along a naked arm to an uncovered shoulder. There his hand hesitated.


  Only for a moment while he controlled his breathing. A very wild thought had started a fire in his brain.


  His hand travelled downwards, the finger-tips caressing in the lightness of their touch on the velvet texture of the bare flesh under them, until they touched a nipple, around which they folded with equal gentleness before pressing.


  The woman gasped, and then he caught her in his arms. As her arm fell from being extended to the light switch he reached back and depressed the square plastic button.


  Light glowed warmly at the ends of wall brackets.


  The woman he held in his arms was naked. Behind and beyond her was the open door of a wall cupboard hung with clothes. In front of it was the pile of clothing she had left when undressing. He held her at arm’s length and received another shock.


  ‘Good grief,’ he said in a fierce whisper. ‘You!’


  She said nothing, looking at him with her dark eyes, appraising him, or perhaps the changed situation in which she found herself.


  ‘Do you always get yourself into impossible situations?’ he asked, unaware that his tone was sullen with a resentment he did not understand.


  ‘Why did Cathy push you into this room and tell you to be quiet?’ she countered.


  He felt irritated by her easy acceptance of the sheer incongruity of the position in which he found himself.


  ‘I could ask how the hell you came to be here,’ he snapped. ‘When I chased after you into the Red Ace you’d vanished. You came here,’ he said accusingly.


  ‘Why shouldn’t I?’


  It wasn’t spoken defensively, and it could have been for that negative reason that his irritation merged into a more irksome sense of frustration. The last thing he wanted was to be confronted by an argumentative woman. Even if she was naked.


  ‘Well, of course, if you’re another of Bandelli’s bloody harem, Sandra — ’


  She stopped him there with a swift smack across his mouth that really buttoned it up.


  ‘Hell, I only said if,’ he complained, wondering whether he would be justified in grabbing her and giving her rump the same treatment.


  ‘Put it down as payment for what you were thinking, Micky Perran.’


  That really jolted him.


  ‘You know me.’


  ‘I know of you,’ she corrected. ‘Now stand back and let me get changed. I was in the middle of changing when the door opened. I didn’t have time to get in the cupboard. If Cathy had put on the lights there would have been a real surprise all round.’


  By this time she was garbed in bra and briefs and sorting through a rack of two-piece suits and dresses. She chose a dark blue two-piece which fitted her like a charm and suited her colouring.


  ‘What would you have done?’ Micky asked.


  She paused in buttoning up the jacket to look at him in frank surprise.


  ‘Why, I’d have dropped the baby in your lap, Micky. Then it would have been up to you.’


  He tried to grin back at her, but knew it was a miserable effort.


  ‘That particular baby hasn’t been conceived yet, girlie,’ he told her.


  She smiled at him, much too sweetly, as though she knew so much more than he did she could afford to pity him. Well, maybe she was right.


  He said testily, ‘All right, just what would you have done?’


  ‘I’d have wrapped my arms around you and said, ‘Oh, you’ve arrived at last, Micky darling. What took you so long?’ Try thinking how you would have explained that to Cathy. When that one isn’t a bedroom poodle she’s a mastiff bitch with blood in her eye. She can use every portion of her anatomy very offensively.’


  Micky thought of how she had put Bandelli on the floor with him, and how Bandelli, away from his bedroom, had obeyed her as though under some curious control she exerted.


  ‘Well?’ she asked, straightening her stockings to her liking before pushing her toes into some blue suède pumps that made her lovely calves look edible.


  ‘Don’t press your luck,’ Micky said. ‘I’m just as glad the lights didn’t go on at that moment. But I’m very puzzled.’


  ‘I bet you are.’ She sounded amused.


  ‘The police are here.’


  That shook her. He felt illogically elated at sight of her jerking erect with a blaze of panic in her fine eyes. At least, he chose to think it was panic. When he thought about it he couldn’t be sure. She might have been just plain angry, and her anger was certainly directed at him.


  ‘You brought them?’


  ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he grunted. ‘I’m in enough bother for knocking Cuzak down to stop him putting a bullet in you.’


  She stooped, gathered up her discarded clothing, and tossed it in the back of the wardrobe, then closed the door.


  ‘You mean the cops are here because you knocked Toni down?’


  She was the one who was puzzled this time.


  ‘Cuzak’s dead. Someone put a slim knife through his ear and on into his brain.’


  ‘Not you,’ she said flatly, as though she couldn’t entertain the suggestion.


  ‘Not me,’ he said just as flatly, holding her questioning gaze. ‘Someone. Between the time I saw a police car turn into Damsel Street and bolted into the club, where I couldn’t find you, and the time that squad car reached halfway down the street. You know, that was a pretty swift piece of opportunism on someone’s part. This someone also ran into the club. Naturally, the police think the whole business smells.’


  ‘And you?’ she asked.


  ‘Me? I want to know why Cuzak was so damned keen to stop you phoning from that outside call box. I want to know who you phoned — ’


  ‘I didn’t get through. You stopped me. Remember?’


  ‘I remember stopping you, but I am not convinced the call wasn’t made. You had the phone to your ear, and you could have finished dialling.’


  ‘I still didn’t complete the call.’


  Micky Perran looked at her as she turned away to cross to a dressing table mirror and stared at herself in the glass, pushing her hair this way and that.


  ‘I thought you had dialled 999 at first,’ he said.


  She looked back at him in the mirror, her back turned towards him. She had picked up a handbag and was doing things with quick motions to her face.


  ‘Why should I fetch the police?’


  ‘It could have been an ambulance was wanted.’


  ‘I could have done that inside, couldn’t I?’


  ‘All right,’ he said patiently. ‘Why did you have to go outside?’


  ‘Surely that’s simple. To avoid Toni Cuzak.’


  She had finished with her lipstick and was holding it away from her, still staring at him in the mirror, as though waiting for the question that really mattered.


  He said, ‘Why should you want to avoid him?’


  She turned around and let her gaze cover the room with its twin beds, its deep-pile carpet, soft lights, touches of glass and plastic and polished highly grained wood that made it look cosy and inviting of both intimacies and slumber.


  ‘That’s tied up with why I’m here, changing into a dress no one will know I’m wearing — except you.’ She eyed him speculatively. ‘So you’d better come along with me, Micky, and no fuss.’


  He wasn’t sure, despite something that rang warningly in her voice, that she was serious.


  ‘How can we walk out with Superintendent Drury in the lounge? You think he wouldn’t be curious?’


  ‘Very. But we won’t disturb him, Micky. We’ll go out the way I came in, and please — no arguments.’


  She took a short snub-nosed gun from her bag and wiggled it at him.


  He sighed. ‘Everybody’s suddenly armed.’


  ‘I bet you handed over Toni’s gun like a nice little boy, so don’t talk cute. Come.’


  The snub-nosed gun jerked towards the window, and it was now steady in the hand holding it.


  He didn’t argue because he had two good reasons for going with her. First, he didn’t feel keen on letting Drury know he had arrived before the Yard man. Second, he wanted to know where she would take him.


  When he drew back the curtains she doused the lights, leaving him silhouetted and vulnerable against the window’s paleness. He opened it, stepped on to the metal fire escape and started down to the mews behind the flats. She followed after closing the window. She led the way from the mews down a narrow passage, across a street, turned left, and led him into a small square with grass surrounded by plane trees and cars parked by the central kerb.


  She unlocked the door of a red mini and told him to get into the passenger’s seat. Not until she was in the driving seat did she drop the snub-nosed gun in her handbag, which she squeezed between herself and the door. She started the engine.


  Before engaging the gears she leaned close to him and her lips brushed his ear as she said, ‘You know, Micky, you’re something new in my life. I felt your fingers going up my arm and coming down to my breast, and they didn’t quiver. No surprise, no grabbing out of turn, just doing what you wanted them to do, even when they captured my nipple. I liked that. Would you like having a woman like me and be rich at the same time, Micky?’


  How the hell he sat there without conceding a quiver he never knew, but he understood it was some kind of grotesque test she had dreamed up in her weird mind.


  ‘Is it possible?’ he asked. ‘I like possible things. They are easier to come by.’


  She laughed softly, amused. ‘As possible as getting to enjoy the taste of forbidden fruit,’ she said, and bit his ear with her sharp little teeth.


  He seized on the clue words.


  ‘Forbidden fruit?’


  ‘Look.’


  She reached out a hand and turned on the interior light. Her head was turned and she was looking at the back seat. Micky followed her gaze, and saw the soft black leather bag Cuzak had carried between the pick-up car and the Red Ace.


  The bag was zippered and locked.


  And it bulged.


  He was still staring over his shoulder when the interior light went out and she meshed the gears and slid away from the kerb.


  Chapter 3


  Ray Ebor was a very worried man. Moreover, he was not a man normally endowed with a great deal of patience. Two disastrous marriages and an employer named Mario Bandelli had collectively contrived to sour him and spoil what had once been a happy disposition.


  Waiting in the back seat of the police car, smoking and staring either at the shadowed shape of the big block of flats or the police driver’s neck, a few inches from his face, did not bring any compensatory feeling of having done the right thing in dialling 230 1212, the recently new Scotland Yard’s almost old number.


  He took the butt from his lips when he could taste the cork of the filter tip smouldering, and tossed it from the car window. It broke in a shower of sparks on the pavement and quickly died, like most of the bright things that had entered his life at different times.


  He saw the driver was watching him in the driving mirror and felt like saying an explosively rude word, but withstood the impulse. The man would only laugh, and he couldn’t take that.


  Not just now.


  Not until he knew what Bandelli had told Superintendent Drury. Probably a pack of lies. But he had to know. He would have wanted to know if someone hadn’t spitted Toni Cuzak’s head like it was a dry gourd that weeped blood. He wasn’t smothered and locked in his room for no damned good reason, and if he hadn’t had that phone with the outside line in the bottom drawer of his desk he could have been a sacrifice — for what?


  Cuzak’s killing?


  Some damned sadistic trick of Bandelli’s?


  He shook his head. He had to stop going over the same ground. He hadn’t come up with any answers at the Red Ace when Drury had asked the questions. He wasn’t likely to do any better now, with that damned cop driver eyeing him as though he had crawled inside and brought a bad smell with him.


  After all, he hadn’t wanted to come to Bandelli’s. At first he had thought Drury’s idea was to parade him in front of Bandelli. At this time of night, too, probably after Bandelli had been playing bed games with that female bodyguard.


  Cathy.


  It was no name for a woman who could kill a man with a smack from the edge of her hand. A karate expert, for God’s sake! Bandelli’s big idea, having her taught by that Jap brown belt who lived in Putney. Fancy going to bed with a woman who could ruin you or kill you when you made love to her. Bandelli must be a real kook.


  . . . Cathy Manning.


  Her name came unbidden into his mind.


  He closed his eyes and saw her as she had been at the time Bandelli had brought her to the Red Ace and introduced him as the manager. She had looked at him as though what she saw amused her, and he had felt he could hate her without requiring too much encouragement.


  ‘Ebor — wake up! Damn it, don’t catch up on your sleep in this car!’


  Superintendent Drury sounded annoyed. The Yard man had pushed a hand through the open window and was shaking the man on the back seat. Ray Ebor opened his eyes and slid to the edge of the seat.


  ‘I wasn’t asleep, Super.’


  ‘Good, then get out.’


  The Red Ace manager opened the door and stepped on to the pavement beside Frank Drury. Big Bill Hazard ranged up on the other side, making him shiver inside. Except for the formula and the cold grasp of their hands on his wrists it was like having his collar felt as the cops put it.


  ‘Bandelli says he knows nothing,’ said Drury. ‘He was in bed and has an alibi. We spoke to her.’


  Bill Hazard said softly, ‘She’s built for wrestling. Any style you name, but she might be best at all-in.’


  Ray Ebor stopped shivering inside.


  ‘Cathy Manning,’ he said.


  ‘You know her?’ Drury asked.


  ‘I’ve met her. That’s all. Bandelli brought her to the club when she was new. About seven or eight months back. My guess is she won’t make much mileage with Bandelli. He uses her kind up pretty fast. But one thing makes her special — for the time being.’


  ‘She’s a karate expert.’


  ‘So you know.’


  ‘Bandelli bragged about it. One moment he seemed to treat her like she was something he had picked up at the lost dogs’ home, the next he seemed halfway scared of her.’


  ‘Don’t ask me to explain Bandelli.’


  ‘Does he sniff or take a daily fix? Anything like that?’


  ‘Never,’ said Ray Ebor with conviction. ‘He’s hard, not soft. That’s what kept him on top of Toni Cuzak, and I don’t think I’m handing out news, Super.’


  Frank Drury regarded the shorter figure of the chunky man in a double-breasted dinner jacket with buttoned-down ends to his soft silk shirt collar, slim bow tie, and with the remains of an ill-used dark red carnation in the buttonhole of his coat’s dull lapel. The Yard man didn’t think much of what he saw, and he knew Ebor had not phoned to give him information, but because the manager of the Red Ace was in a panic. He thought an attempt had been made on his life.


  Now he was probably regretting the impulse and cursing himself for not phoning Bandelli, his boss, instead of the Yard. Only, of course, he couldn’t trust Bandelli and it could have been the latter who had arranged the attack.


  ‘Can you point out Bandelli’s flat from down here, Ebor?’


  The short thickset man seemed surprised by the question. Before answering he pushed back his head and stared up at the dark bulk of the block of expensive flats. A light showed here and there behind a drawn curtain, but for the most part the expanse of cement and glass wore shadows cast by the shapes of trees in the forecourt blocking the light from street lamps and lights along the drive-in.


  ‘You can’t see it from this side. You’ve got to go round to the mews.’


  ‘Lead the way,’ Drury ordered.


  The three men walked to the narrow lane that led to the mews at the rear of the block of flats. There was a row of garages and a couple of other passages leading from the mews, which had smaller building blocks at the sides.


  Ebor drew the other two men back, and pointed aloft.


  ‘Bandelli’s flat is the third one down and the spare bedroom gives on to that fire escape. You see. One, two, three, and along to the right where — ’


  He broke off to swear.


  A light had blazed inside the room he had pointed out to them. The curtain had not been drawn, and they could clearly make out the figure of the woman who became a dark blur against the window before an arm lifted and she opened it.


  The next moment she stepped out on to the fire escape.


  ‘It’s Bandelli’s woman,’ whispered Hazard.


  ‘She’s dressed — fully dressed,’ Ray Ebor muttered, making the words sound like the complaint of a man who has been tricked.


  Frank Drury watched the woman beyond the lighted window bend down and pick up something from one of the iron stairs of the fire escape. She still had her back to the window behind her, as she examined what she had picked up, and must have been unaware of the quiet approach of another person in the room she had stepped from.


  ‘Bandelli,’ Hazard said in the same charged whisper.


  The newcomer must have said something, for the woman started, and they saw what she had picked up flutter from her fingers and drift down like a pale leaf. None of the men below moved. To have done so would have drawn attention to their presence in the shadows of the mews. They watched Bandelli grab the woman’s arm and saw her being drawn back into the room. The window closed. There was a space of perhaps a minute and a half and then the light went out.


  Ebor said, ‘What the hell was all that about?’


  Neither of the detectives answered him. Bill Hazard was already thirty feet away, searching for what had fluttered down from the fire escape.


  When he had found it he brought it to Drury, who moved to a corner where they remained concealed and shone his pencil ray on it.


  What Hazard had picked up was the torn cover from a book of matches. The cover had apparently been ripped off hurriedly because the line of the tear was jagged and not along the crease made by the fold-over.


  ‘Hey,’ said a genuinely surprised Ray Ebor, prepared to announce the obvious. ‘That’s the top of one of our sets of book-matches. See? Marmaduke’s Red Ace, Damsel Street.’


  It was Bill Hazard who had something to offer that interested his superior. He said, ‘I tell you, Super, I’m pretty positive this is the top of a match folder Micky Perran had tonight.’


  Drury asked sharply, ‘What makes you sure, Bill?’


  ‘That stain on the inside. Made by a wet glass, and it looks when you turn it the other way round like a kid’s toy cannon.’


  Drury turned the piece of coloured pasteboard he held round the other way. He had to make an effort to concede that the stain looked like a toy cannon any way he held the piece of book-match cover, but he understood what Hazard meant and he was willing to go along with his chief assistant.


  ‘All right, so Perran was up there, and he tore this off and dropped it. Why?’


  ‘To be found,’ said Hazard.


  ‘By whom?’


  ‘Us?’ Hazard asked.


  Drury nodded. ‘I think that might be the answer, Bill, but it presupposes something else.’


  ‘He knew we had come calling.’


  ‘And he was getting out the back way, down this escape.’


  Drury tapped the coloured square against his thumbnail, regarding it with a frown. ‘So if he didn’t want to have us see him there and got out, why should he want us to find this and know he had been there?’


  Bill Hazard thought about it without coming up with any bright suggestion.


  ‘You know Perran. Tricky, can’t keep out of trouble. Probably came here straightaway after we let him loose after questioning him inside the Red Ace. Most likely wanted to rub Bandelli’s nose in the dirty sawdust.’


  ‘Could be, but that doesn’t explain his tearing off this cover and dropping it, fast, in a hurry, almost as though he might be seen.’ Drury paused and swore. ‘That could be it. He didn’t come down that escape alone. Someone was with him. Someone who was hustling him down. He thought we’d search and would find the torn cover.’


  ‘How the hell did he think we’d get a search warrant this time of night?’ grunted Hazard. ‘He’s been a crime reporter. He knows the way we live.’


  Drury looked at his assistant. ‘You’re making it difficult, Bill,’ he said. ‘But go on.’


  ‘Well,’ said Hazard, not sure whether to feel encouraged or otherwise, ‘he could have left it for this Cathy dame.’


  ‘In that case he’d have surely left it in the room, not where she might not look to find it.’


  ‘So he couldn’t leave it in the room. Because he’d be seen,’ Bill Hazard continued, taking it one step at a time. ‘But he had to leave it so someone might find it.’


  ‘Good. He took a chance. Why?’


  ‘Not because he had found the way out down the escape. That would be obvious. O.K.?’


  ‘I think so, Bill. But don’t stop.’


  ‘Then he had to point to the Red Ace.’


  ‘Again — why?’


  ‘Because of tonight’s action.’


  ‘Not good enough, Bill. Something special — something that happened there.’


  ‘Cuzak — ’


  ‘Was killed outside. Inside, Bill,’ Drury prompted.


  ‘The girl — it has to be the girl. This Sandra something or other.’


  ‘Beltby,’ said Ray Ebor. ‘Did you say Micky Perran? He comes in at times. Looks around, doesn’t risk much at the tables. You do mean the crime reporter who published that story about Bandelli in the Banner, which was sued for libel and Bandelli won, and Perran was kicked out of his job?’


  ‘That’s the Perran. Why, Ebor?’ asked the Yard superintendent. ‘You’ve remembered something?’


  ‘I’ve remembered he was in earlier tonight, just before I was jumped. Why couldn’t it have been Micky Perran?’


  It was a thoroughly bad question. Frank Drury distrusted it and any answer he came up with in a hurry. But the question had been asked and he had to deal with it.


  ‘Why should he attack you? Was anything taken from your office?’


  The unhappy and bemused manager of the Red Ace wriggled his fleshy shoulders inside his dinner jacket. The movement caused a few crimson fragments to fall from his crumpled carnation.


  ‘Not that I know of, but I haven’t made a thorough check.’ Ray Ebor scratched his chin and then rubbed his nose. Altogether it was a rather inelegant performance by a man whose thoughts were elsewhere. ‘But he could have had something set up that didn’t work out,’ he said, without much hope of the words being accepted at face value.


  ‘No, Ebor,’ said Drury, shaking his head. ‘You’re guessing and doing badly.’ He turned back to his assistant. ‘Very well, Bill, you’ve brought us as far as this Sandra Beltby who’s done a vanishing act. What next?’


  Bill Hazard said lamely, ‘It sounds crazy, but could she be the one who induced Perran to leave by the fire escape?’ He craned his neck to peer up at the window where Cathy Manning had appeared and been dragged away by Bandelli.


  ‘When I can answer that one, Bill,’ said Drury, ‘I may even know who pushed a hole through Cuzak’s head and why. We’ll be moving on.’


  As he started to walk out of the mews the club manager bounced alongside and said breathlessly, ‘You dropping me off at the Red Ace, Super?’


  Drury didn’t look at him as he replied.


  ‘No. The club’s shut and the local C.I.D. men will keep it that way. I may have to seal it. You’re coming back to the Yard with me. After all, you rang us. Now we’ll get it all nicely sorted out and you can sign a statement.’


  The man beside Drury flinched so obviously that the Yard superintendent was aware of it without looking round.


  ‘But, Super, I got to think this out. Maybe I don’t want to make a statement.’


  ‘You want to get a lawyer first, Ebor, all right — get him on the phone, though it’s late,’ Drury reminded the other with a touch of callousness. ‘But he’ll tell you the same as I do — sign that statement.’


  ‘I don’t see why,’ the club manager said obdurately.


  ‘That’s because you waste time sleeping in police cars.’


  ‘I wasn’t asleep, damn it.’


  ‘Otherwise,’ Drury went on as though the other had not spoken, ‘you would realise that what you’ve told me can’t be checked, and it could amount to a phony alibi.’


  Ebor recoiled, stopped in his tracks, but as the Yard man didn’t slow his stride hastened to catch up and once more started to pant.


  ‘Alibi for what, in God’s name?’


  He sounded close to tears. Well, if crying helped him to see sense, Frank Drury wasn’t prepared to complain. He had known far tougher and much more unlikely characters cry when, following a lot of clever manoeuvring and manipulating, they found themselves in the hands of the police. Particularly when the hour was very late and their sudden isolation was in some way emphasised by the fact.


  ‘For the time Toni Cuzak was cooled for keeps outside your club. After all he followed this Sandra outside, didn’t he?’


  ‘So?’ Ray Ebor couldn’t trust himself to say more than the one word without risking too much.


  ‘So you’re her father. You’ve got some explaining to do that you haven’t volunteered, chummy.’


  ‘It’s a lie. I’m not her father.’


  ‘My information says differently.’


  ‘Stepfather. Ain’t that different?’


  But Frank Drury didn’t bother to reply. Bill Hazard took a hand from his pocket and covered the grin on his face. He knew his chief had wormed the admission he wanted out of the anxious and incensed club manager.


  The session at the Yard should get interesting. With a little luck and probably a good many cups of canteen coffee.
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  Micky Perran sat up with a jolt as the red mini turned into the parking space of a large block of flats on Putney Hill.


  ‘This is where I live,’ he said.


  ‘You sound like you’re making a protest,’ said the woman beside him as she placed her right foot over the brake pedal. ‘I’ve brought you home. The least you can do is invite me in. After all, you’re living a bachelor life since your wife got rid of you and married that salesman from Wolverhampton.’


  The small car turned into a white-outlined slot and she killed the engine. She got out, felt for the bag on the back seat, and offered it to Micky.


  ‘Be a gentleman and carry a lady’s bag.’ As he took it she opened her handbag and felt inside. He expected the gun to reappear in her very competent small fist, but she produced a bunch of keys. With the car locked, they started for his flat, on the third floor.


  ‘Let’s take the stairs instead of the lift,’ she said.


  ‘This bag’s heavy.’


  ‘I know. It wouldn’t be worth bringing if it wasn’t. But the stairs are safer. Someone who goes to bed late or rises early might ring for the lift. Better if we don’t invite unnecessary inspection.’


  She sounded cool and competent, but then she hadn’t been too put out when he’d dragged her from the phone box in Damsel Street, and she had been perplexingly calm and collected in that extra bedroom in Bandelli’s flat. He looked at her outline. It offered nothing he hadn’t already viewed a dozen times during the car journey.


  ‘Well, let’s get inside. I can do with a drink. And I’m ready to listen to what you’ve got to tell me.’


  ‘About what?’


  ‘Everything. You’ve got my head spinning.’


  She laughed, but somehow the note was wrong. Offbeat and off-tone. He looked at her, and found she was keeping her face averted.


  They reached the front door of Perran’s flat. He put down the black leather bag and felt for his key. When he had opened the door he stood back for her to enter, but she shook her head.


  ‘I don’t know my way around yet.’


  The words held their own mockery.


  He walked in with the bag and she followed, switched on the light and closed the front door. But she didn’t sit down. She remained standing as though waiting for something to happen.


  ‘Anything wrong?’ he asked.


  ‘No. I’ll take Scotch with ginger ale.’


  ‘I don’t waste money on soft drinks.’


  ‘Soda?’


  ‘Sorry.’


  ‘Very well, water.’


  ‘Good. I’ll join you. Maybe we can repair the damage done to your palate.’


  She shot him a swift glance, but decided there was no more to the words than what they said. She sat down near the door, one leg crossed over the other, her bag propped on her knee, and she stroked the frame. He walked to a cabinet, opened the doors, and started to build a couple of drinks in mini tumblers with heavy bottoms. He looked at her, thought of the gun a few inches below the stroking fingers, and frowned at the thoughts these movements evoked. He walked out to a kitchen and came back with a bone china jug half filled with water. ‘Sorry, no ice.’


  ‘You’re making me used to disappointments,’ she said.


  He didn’t like that. He thought it wasn’t fair, especially as he was the one dangling on a string, but he said nothing, though the look he gave her left nothing to her imagination. She returned it with a speculative look of her own, while still giving the impression that her attention was not entirely in the room.


  ‘Say when.’


  He poured a half-inch of water into a tumbler and she said, ‘When — very when.’


  He took her the drink, and she avoided his close glance as she accepted the glass. He didn’t like that either. He thought she was edgy and holding something back, and whatever it was he was left with a feeling that it could be important.


  Anyway, he was right.


  He sloshed water into his own glass and had brought it to his mouth when the doorbell rang. She was on her feet before he overcame his surprise.


  ‘I’ll get it.’


  ‘No one comes calling at this time in the morning,’ he said, sounding as confused as he felt, and wondering if it could be the police and then deciding no for a couple of reasons he thought were obvious.


  He took a couple of swallows of his watered whisky and then he heard voices.


  Hers said, ‘Everything as it should be, Pat?’


  A man’s voice replied with. ‘Sure, I just waited till you showed, then followed you up. I’d checked the address in a phone book, so I knew the flat number and the floor.’


  ‘Well, that’s nice,’ she said, friendly like to this invisible stranger. ‘Come in and have a drink.’


  Micky strove to control his anger. He didn’t like the newcomer’s Irish brogue, and he didn’t like the way she was handing out invitations to consume his booze, which had been no gift, but had cost him hard and relatively hard-to-get cash now the shutters had been put up for him along Fleet Street and its news-hungry tributaries.


  She came back into the room, still carrying her glass in one hand, with her bag tucked under the arm, and trailed by a brawny character with a small green tweed hat thrust over the dark curly hair on the back of his head. He appeared to be bursting out of his two-piece ready-made suit and his white nylon shirt was not that day’s issue, Micky decided. He didn’t have to come to a decision about the pea-green tie. It was of some thick weave, probably Donegal, decorated with what could have been food stains. He didn’t think that even Donegal weavers could have contrived that frightful result unaided.


  ‘Micky, meet Pat.’


  Micky’s caution slipped. ‘I’m not sure I want to. Who the hell is he, anyway?’


  ‘How do you do?’ said Pat, quite unabashed, and Micky feared this character had a pelt as thick as a rhinoceros — if pelts were what rhinoceroses carried to hold their bones in position. ‘I hear you’ve got a drink for me.’


  ‘Scotch only.’


  Pat plastered a broad grin over his square slab face with colour over the cheekbones.


  ‘That’ll do fine,’ he said, exaggerating his bog accent and dropping his head over one shoulder. ‘I never carry patriotism to ridiculous limits.’


  Micky poured him a drink and held up the jug of water inquiringly. Pat shook his head with vigour.


  ‘Never,’ he said. ‘It took long enough to get the water out of it. Why put it back?’ He took the whisky handed to him, tossed it off in one vigorous swallow. ‘That’s better. A man needs a snort after hanging around a draughty street corner.’


  Micky pointedly refused to take back the emptied glass. He sat down and said, ‘Sandra, I think you’d better explain.’


  ‘What would you like to know?’ she asked sweetly to cover the insolence of the question.


  ‘To start with, why this invasion?’


  He watched Pat cross to the liquor cabinet and pour himself unasked a generous refill of Scotch. Rolling some on his tongue, as though to capture the taste, he swallowed, nodded approvingly, and topped up his glass.


  ‘Not a bad drop at all,’ he said patronisingly. ‘I’ve drunk better, but I’ve also drunk a hell of a lot worse.’


  He crossed to a settee, sat down, in the middle of it, and spread his knees wide, a man lounging and comfortably at his ease. His stupid tweed hat that was about two sizes too small for his head remained perched over his crisp curls and presumably forgotten.


  Whoever Pat was he was working hard to register a simple soul.


  Far too simple to be credible.


  Micky dragged his outraged glance away from the man to stare questioningly at the woman, who had finished her glass of whisky and was staring at the dregs in the bottom of the tumbler as though the amber drops fascinated her.


  She said, ‘This is about the best place I know to put that hundred and forty thousand pounds for the time being.’


  Micky looked in Pat’s direction again. The stage Irishman overdid his being at ease. He sighed as he relaxed, opened his mouth, and blew whisky-laden breath at a small moth that had appeared from the defeated shadows.


  ‘What hundred and forty thousand pounds, for God’s sake?’ Micky Perran asked testily, thinking of her nonsensical words about him being a rich man and wanting a woman like her. Her way of funning, but it had a rough edge.


  ‘In that bag.’


  She put down the empty tumbler she was holding and pointed to the soft leather black bag.


  ‘Oh, my God,’ whispered Micky. If he hadn’t had that last daiquiri he wouldn’t be in this living nightmare, feeling angry and frustrated and also cheated, all at the same time. ‘You’re saying Toni Cuzak was killed for the cash?’


  She was smiling. So was Pat. Both were looking at him.


  ‘No, I’m not saying that. Cuzak set up the steal, as a matter of fact.’


  ‘I saw him hand the bag back to the car.’


  ‘Correction, Micky. You saw him hand a bag back to the car. The difference is very important. It adds up to a hundred and forty thousand pounds.’


  ‘Then who bumped him off?’


  She said as her smile wilted, ‘I still think you did, that’s the real reason we’re here. If you could remove Cuzak you could have fixed to remove us. We don’t want to be removed. Now don’t say that sounds unrealistic, Micky.’


  Micky Perran finished his drink. Some niggling sixth sense warned him to play this damned cool. If he came out with a full denial he could be in trouble. Now they were two to one. Obviously she had taken no notice of what he had told her earlier about what had happened outside the Red Ace.


  She knew better.


  Doubtless this Pat character did, too.


  He wondered, on the fringe of his mind, if Superintendent Frank Drury could be added to the number, and decided it was impressive enough without the Yard detective.


  ‘All right,’ he said, ‘let’s keep it realistic. How did you contact Pat?’


  She came and sat on the arm of his chair and leaned close. Then she pressed one of her breasts against his arm, rubbing gently.


  ‘As if you didn’t know.’


  He had to reach back, but he came up with it.


  ‘When you stopped for petrol, then said you were going to the ladies’.’ He spaced the words evenly and tried to sound dull.


  He must have succeeded for she reached back, breaking contact between them, and stared at him with eyes wide.


  ‘Of course. I took the ignition key. If you’d grabbed the bag you wouldn’t have got far. So you came for the ride, and now we’ve got to make plans. But first you level with us, Micky. All about Cuzak and how you had him fixed.’


  He opened his mouth, not because he had words to deliver, but because he felt suddenly stifled. He felt even more stifled when her red mouth descended over his. He stopped breathing altogether until her sharp teeth bit his underlip. He closed his eyes to prevent her seeing his real reaction. When he opened them Pat was at the whisky bottle again and Sandra was repairing her smudged lipstick.


  Chapter 4


  Mario Bandelli sat in a silk-striped chair that had graced a salon in eighteenth-century France and the thundercloud on his face became darker as he concentrated on the knowledge he had learned from a couple of phone calls.


  In one corner of his compressed mouth was the stringy ruin of a fat Havana cigar. His teeth still worked at it as he fumed in silence, watched from ten feet away by a very thoughtful Cathy Manning. She knew this was a time to say nothing. Soon Bandelli would talk, and he had to be left to let the words flow without interruption.


  He had learned bad news. What she didn’t know was how bad. It was the detail she was anxious to acquire. Bad news for Bandelli normally meant money trouble, and that in turn usually checked out as an absence of cash he had considered on its way to his bank account.


  ‘A hundred and forty grand. That’s what they took. And Toni, the rat, was in the steal. He had to be. It couldn’t have been done without him. Impossible.’


  He switched to a sibilant flow of vituperative Italian, and as he pushed the words past the remains of the ruined cigar he apparently came to a decision. From the unchanged expression on his face it was not one he had arrived at happily. But Mario Bandelli had a considerable personal asset built into his character. He was a man who congenitally preferred sooner rather than later.


  He stabbed a finger at the watchful woman, and at arm’s length it became steady as a piece of sculpted stone, a detail of his threatening stance she did not miss.


  ‘Now this is what you do.’


  His voice was one she knew only too well. There was neither appeal nor argument against the words delivered by it. She listened to his instructions and then rose. He scowled at her.


  ‘For God’s sake show some feeling,’ he complained. ‘I’ve been taken for a hundred and forty grand, and you look about as excited as a six-foot nympho who’s found an impotent dwarf in her bed.’


  ‘Ha, ha,’ she said flatly.


  ‘I’m not making jokes,’ he shouted.


  ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ she said. ‘But you’re forgetting something, Mario.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘It’s not my hundred and forty grand.’


  She went out and slammed the door, just in time to avoid his jumping her with his fists balled for the kind of action she preferred to miss. She collected her coat and handbag, left the flat and took the lift to the corridor three floors down. She made sure it was deserted before walking to the service stairs. She went down one flight and halted before a locked service door, which she opened with a key she took from her handbag. It was on a ring with a red plastic tag. She locked the service door behind her before hurrying down another flight of bare concrete steps to the basement, and with another key on the ring with the red tag she unlocked another door, which she did not bother to lock after passing into the underground corridor beyond. She hurried to the end of it and climbed a flight of stone steps. The second key she had used unlocked the stout door which slid in a groove with remarkably little noise when she tugged it sideways.


  On the other side of that door was a narrow passage opening from the courtyard behind the flats. When assured that Bandelli’s recent visitors from Scotland Yard had posted no stakeout to watch the block of flats she pulled the door shut after her, again without locking it, and hurried down the passage.


  Three minutes later she was two streets away and feeding a coin into a public telephone in a kiosk shaded by a badly pruned plane-tree that looked as though it had a form of forest eczema. She spoke to a man she called Harvey, who responded to her call in a sleepy tone which he shed as soon as she stated he was wanted at nine sharp the next morning by Bandelli at somewhere she called the warehouse.


  ‘What the hell’s busted loose?’ he demanded in a rough-edged voice, which had a rising inflexion.


  ‘Toni’s been chilled,’ she said dispassionately.


  ‘That all?’ It was a genuine inquiry, not a sarcastic aside, as the change of tone informed her.


  ‘What more do you want?’ she said.


  ‘There’s always a reason. Mario didn’t tell you to ring me because he doesn’t know the reason.’


  She allowed Harvey full marks for shrewdness and almost full marks for knowing Mario Bandelli.


  She said, ‘A hundred and forty grand is missing.’


  His fierce whistle made her tug the phone away from her ears.


  ‘Why, that’s the very sum — ’


  Before he could complete she broke in. ‘Not over the phone, Harvey. Just be on time at nine o’clock — with the others.’


  She put down the instrument and cut the connection. Then she took another sixpence from her handbag and rang another number. She didn’t have to look it up because some time back she had received a call at Bandelli’s flat and the man at the other end had told her the number and whose it was, which had made her laugh with real amusement.


  When Bandelli asked her who was calling she had said simply, ‘Wrong number.’


  When she heard Micky Perran’s voice asking, ‘Who is it?’ she didn’t tell him, but said, ‘Just tell Sandra I want to speak to her.’


  ‘How do you know she is here?’ Perran demanded.


  ‘Questions, questions,’ she said. ‘Everyone’s full of questions. Look, tell her she’s wanted on the phone, that’s all.’


  But she had said too much to a man with a sharp ear and a trained memory.


  ‘You’re Cathy Manning,’ Perran cut in. His mind was suddenly whirring like a dynamo. ‘You and Sandra — you knew she was coming and you put me in that room so that — ’


  That was as far as Micky Perran got before the phone was snatched from his hand by Sandra, and the Pat character who had approved his whisky grabbed his arm and drew him into another room.


  ‘Why don’t you do as you’re asked instead of getting clever, Micky boy?’ asked the Irishman with the door closed on the conversation of the two women on the telephone.


  Perran tried to snatch his arm free of the other, but Pat’s grip hardened as his fingers sank into the muscle of Perran’s arm.


  ‘You were waiting for this call. Both of you,’ Perran said accusingly. ‘Why the hell here?’


  ‘We told you, Micky boy. We want to know why you fixed Toni. That’s very important because murder is something we hadn’t considered, and now we have to. See?’


  ‘No, I don’t see. All I see is — ’


  Again he was interrupted, this time by Sandra’s reappearance as she came back into the room and closed the door.


  ‘Bandelli’s seeing Harvey at nine o’clock,’ she said, sharing her news between the two men.


  ‘That’s bad,’ Pat muttered, frowning. ‘We ought to beat it fast.’


  ‘When we go we take him with us.’ Sandra nodded towards the perplexed Micky Perran. ‘And I’ve got an extra piece of news for you, Micky,’ she went on, waving to Pat to remain silent when he would have spoken. ‘At Bandelli’s I dropped the top from your book matches on the fire escape. A hint for that big nose from the Yard, Chief Superintendent Frank Nosey Parker Drury. But Cathy found it, and she managed to stop Bandelli from seeing it. She thought it was too soon to toss you to the wolves. In fact, you might not have to be tossed away at all, Micky. But that depends.’


  ‘On what?’


  ‘On you, entirely on you, Micky. You double-crossed Toni Cuzak. We don’t have to be clairvoyant to read that. But someone reached you. You didn’t dream it up on your own. It wasn’t just luck that put you with a knife in Damsel Street. It was planned. All right, who did the planning?’


  Micky Perran swallowed hard. He looked from the woman as she stopped speaking to the scowling Pat, who stood with knotted fists, looking like a man spoiling to use his knuckles against a face he disliked. It came to Perran that this was no time to admit a too-simple truth that would never be believed because, for the moment, simplicity was strictly out of fashion. He couldn’t win a smile of approval by admitting he had dallied over a last daiquiri and had not done so with a switch-blade in his pocket. Because it wasn’t as simple as that. It was as complicated as that. The difference was past belief by the pair watching him like hungry hawks.


  He fell back on bluff to improve on complication for its own sake.


  He said cagily, ‘You won’t like it,’ and felt in his pocket for the book matches he had picked up in the Red Ace. The top was torn off. He turned the matches over in his hand with an air of exaggerated caution, as though fearful that they might burst into flame.


  ‘We’ve no choice, Micky,’ she said.


  ‘Mean you’ve got to like it?’


  ‘I mean we’ve got to know.’


  Pat took a couple of steps nearer and his left hand unfolded and he ground his right against the open palm. His eyes were almost screwed into the back of his head.


  ‘Very well,’ said Perran, and hesitated. He wasn’t at all sure that he was being smart, nor could he read aright the meaning of that grinding right fist of Pat’s. At least, he told himself he couldn’t read the grinding aright, because he hoped he couldn’t. He was becoming confused, and that was a bad sign.


  He wanted a drink.


  And that, in such a moment, was anything but a good sign.


  ‘Who?’ said the girl.


  So he said the name he had just heard for the first time only minutes before and spoken by her.


  ‘Harvey.’


  He was aware of two things simultaneously. Sandra’s scream of shocked surprise and the opening of Pat’s eyes.


  Then he knew nothing.


  For a very thoroughgoing reason. Pat’s right fist had arrived at his chin with nearly every ounce of the Irishman’s fourteen stone behind it.
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  Bill Hazard came into Drury’s office at New Scotland Yard with a dark green canteen tray holding three cups of coffee. The light in the office was good, but it didn’t do anything for the coffee. The stuff gave off hardly a wisp of steam and it looked uninviting, with clinging curds of boiled milk edging the cups.


  ‘I don’t want any,’ said Ebor, rinsing his tired face in a hand that wasn’t too steady. ‘I just want to be allowed to go home and get some sleep. I’m nearly dead.’


  ‘Cuzak’s deader,’ said Frank Drury. His tone was pleasant. It had been that way from the moment they had arrived at the Yard. ‘Now drink the cup Bill’s brought for you and be grateful you don’t have to pay for it.’


  ‘But — ’


  ‘Drink. Think I want you falling asleep before I’m finished?’


  ‘I thought you were through when he went out.’


  Ebor nodded towards Bill Hazard, who was taking the cups from the green tray and arranging them on Drury’s desk top.


  ‘Don’t think. Just answer questions. That way you’ll stay awake. But the coffee should help.’ Drury grinned with soft malevolence, like a man enjoying a practical joke.


  ‘It looks like poison,’ Ebor complained as he reached for the cup placed in front of him.


  ‘You won’t escape that easy, pal,’ grinned Bill Hazard, but when he glanced at Drury the superintendent wasn’t looking pleased.


  Hazard’s sense of humour prompted him at times into a heavy-footed display. Drury’s shake of the head warned that this wasn’t an opportune time for such an exercise.


  To get things restarted, he swallowed some of the coffee from his own cup without gagging or making a face, and said with just a hint of breathlessness, ‘Now let’s get agreed about this, Ebor, because you’re going to have to sign a formal statement. You know that. After all, you rang us. We didn’t ring you.’


  If there was any kind of joke in the words it apparently missed the Red Ace manager.


  He said, ‘All right, if you’ve got to.’


  ‘I’ve got to,’ Drury assured him, and motioned Bill Hazard to sit down. The big inspector dropped on to a hard-seated chair and started lapping at his coffee as though he enjoyed it.


  Ray Ebor was encouraged to sample the unlovely beverage in the cup he held. His face knotted.


  ‘You pay for this muck?’ he said.


  ‘With our own money,’ Hazard told him, ‘after tax. It’s an unfair world, like a gambling casino.’


  ‘Now look here — ’ Ebor began, but he had been roused and couldn’t claim he felt sleepy. He bit back the rest.


  Drury got on with what he had to do.


  ‘According to your story you were jumped and knocked unconscious, and when you came to the door was locked and you phoned us. Then you just sat around and did nothing, waiting till we arrived. Why?’


  ‘Because I felt that way I might be safe. And I was right.’ Ebor wriggled his thick shoulders under his jacket, making the material whisper, and shook a finger at Drury. ‘You’re trying to trick me. You know I never said I was knocked out. I was jumped all right, but something was pushed over my mouth and nose, it smelled sweet and sickly, and like I told you before — ’


  Drury waved a hand.


  ‘All right. A rag with some sort of anaesthetic was pushed over your face and you don’t know who did it and you’ve no idea why and you can’t suggest — ’


  ‘Wait a minute,’ Ebor pushed in, stopping the other. ‘I didn’t say that, not the way you make it sound I didn’t.’ He took a tentative sip of coffee as though experimenting, and then drained the cup as though he needed it. ‘Brrrr. Tastes like curdled horse piddle.’


  ‘I’ll take your word for it,’ Drury told him. ‘So I’ve got it wrong, have I? Well, put me right.’


  ‘I can suggest plenty for one thing.’


  ‘Be as suggestive as you like, only get on with it, man. This is taking too long.’


  ‘Don’t blame me for that. I didn’t ask to come here, and anyway you’ve heard it already.’


  ‘So I’m going to hear it again. Well, imagine I like the sound of your voice, chummy. Let’s have a suggestion. A real nice one.’


  Ray Ebor drew a long breath, for a moment felt in his pocket, then produced a packet with one slim panatella, which he lit before dropping the empty packet beside his coffee cup.


  ‘Tonight Cuzak went round collecting cash from all six clubs in the combine. The Red Ace was last. He would come in, collect, sign for what he took, dump it in a black leather bag he brought in with him, then take it back to the waiting car. After that sometimes, because we were the last club on the round, he might come back and have a few drinks, stick around and watch the action. You could say he was relaxing.’


  ‘That’s all he ever did?’


  ‘So far as I know. I didn’t hit it off with Toni. He didn’t like me, I didn’t like him. That’s how it was and that’s how we let it lay.’


  ‘What about tonight?’


  ‘Tonight I was out cold when he was due. So I don’t know. I rang up here because I thought it could be a different sort of trouble.’


  ‘Different from what?’


  ‘From some half-canned berk claiming he’d been clipped. We get them from time to time.’


  ‘What trouble did you think it would be?’


  ‘Trouble. The kind that took care of me first.’


  ‘Trouble like someone moving in on Bandelli?’


  Ebor shrugged and sucked his panatella as he narrowed his eyes. ‘I didn’t know. How could I?’


  ‘That’s right, how could you?’


  Drury waited, but got no rise from the man on the other side of the desk.


  ‘Why did you wait for us?’


  ‘I didn’t want to start anything. I couldn’t hear any ruckus. I had no wish to get someone to come opening the door and then get beaten up.’


  ‘That could happen?’


  ‘I didn’t know.’


  ‘But if you had shouted and banged on the door, and someone had come and started to beat you up, who would you expect it to be?’


  ‘Hell, I don’t know.’


  ‘Guess.’


  ‘Look, I — ’


  ‘I’m looking, Ebor. Damned hard, and I’m not convinced by what I see. Start convincing me. That way we might all get home sooner.’


  Ray Ebor spilled ash from his panatella when he changed its position nervously from one side of his mouth to the other.


  ‘Why didn’t you ring Bandelli when you came to?’ Drury pushed at him as the other stubbornly refused to talk.


  ‘Well, it could have been something set up by Mario. He’s tricky and all bastard.’


  ‘So if you’d come round too soon, and Bandelli had been dealing with you, who would you expect to come running to beat you up and put you to sleep for the second time?’


  ‘How do I know?’


  ‘Try jogging your memory.’


  ‘But I — ’


  ‘And don’t bother to lie.’ Drury’s warning was sharp-toned.


  Ray Ebor swallowed some smoke and coughed.


  ‘It could have been Harvey.’


  ‘Harvey?’


  ‘Harvey Harris.’


  ‘The Aussie who runs that Soho gym?’


  ‘He runs other things.’


  ‘Like what?’


  ‘Well, it’s only talk, you know.’


  ‘Don’t wet yourself, Ebor. This is between us, and so far I haven’t been told anything I didn’t know, except what a long-winded perisher you are. I don’t wonder a couple of wives ran out on you. I’m surprised you ever got them to the altar.’


  ‘We weren’t married in church,’ said Ebor and managed to sound aggrieved.


  Bill Hazard laughed and tried to cover up by coughing, but he couldn’t quite wipe the amusement from his broad face.


  Ray Ebor dusted some ash from the front of his jacket, concentrating on the movement of his hand.


  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘Harvey’s the boss of the enforcers.’


  ‘Bandelli’s muscle crew?’


  Ebor nodded. ‘He’s no one to mix it with.’


  ‘You think he could have rubbed out Cuzak?’


  ‘He could have, but it’s not his style, sticking a thin knife through an ear. I thought that was a Mafia trick.’


  ‘You heard Micky Perran blowing hard,’ Drury said. ‘He’s a journalist when he’s in work. That knife in the ear is something he’s written up before.’


  ‘When he wrote up Bandelli in the Banner?’


  ‘You read the articles? What did you think of them?’


  ‘Flannel. Served him right for Bandelli jumping that damned scandal sheet. He’s a crook and he does all right, so why make him look like a stupid amateur?’


  This time Bill Hazard managed to satisfy his feelings with a contented grin of approval.


  ‘If it wasn’t Harvey Harris, what’s your guess?’


  ‘I can’t guess.’


  ‘Force yourself,’ Drury urged. ‘Suppose someone said you might have done it, who would you come up with as a good substitute?’


  ‘Me?’ Ebor squealed. ‘Hell, I was in my room, locked up.’


  ‘Makes a nice alibi, when you come to think of it.’


  ‘I’m not thinking of it — like that.’


  ‘I am, Ebor. I’ve got to. That’s why I have to consider this putting you out and locking the door and then you phoning us could all be something dreamed up by you and Sandra, who happens to be missing, and so does the bag Cuzak brought into the club, presumably full of cash.’


  ‘You’ve got to believe me, Super. I don’t know why she’s missing as you put it.’


  ‘How would you put it? You heard Perran when we got him inside.’


  ‘I know, but I can’t make any sense of it’


  ‘Let me try, then. Cuzak was interested in her. Right?’


  Ebor put down his half-smoked cigar and eased his collar with a stubby forefinger. He suddenly looked hot.


  ‘In a way. But she didn’t go for Toni. He thought he could make time with her so I wouldn’t have trouble. But he had picked the wrong filly. Sandra takes after her mother. Or maybe her father. I never met him. Don’t even know who he was, except that he left his wife, she got a divorce and then married me, then she took off like my first wife.’


  ‘Another man?’


  ‘I don’t rightly know. It was no good from the start, a real mistake, bad all through. So when she pulled out I was damned glad to see the back of her.’


  ‘Sandra?’


  ‘She had her own place and wanted a job, so I got her fixed at the Red Ace. She had a pal who was close to Bandelli himself at that time, so that helped to make it easy.’


  ‘Cathy Manning.’


  ‘You’ve heard about her?’


  ‘She’s a legend.’


  Ebor sighed heavily. ‘I don’t know why you keep asking all these bloody questions when you know the answers.’


  ‘Some of the answers, chummy. I don’t know, for instance, why you thought it might have been Bandelli dealing with you and sending Harvey Harris. Enlarge.’


  ‘I didn’t say I thought it was Bandelli.’


  ‘You said it might have been. Tricky and all bastard were your words, Ebor.’


  The other took the remains of the slim panatella from his mouth and chewed his lips. He didn’t look happy and he didn’t appear comfortable. In fact, he looked like a man who had been brought to the very place where he had to say something he would prefer to leave unspoken.


  But Frank Drury had pushed too many men with secrets through this particular verbal hoop to leave him a chance of avoiding a spoken admission.


  The burned-down cigar went back into the mobile mouth, and Ray Ebor spoke round it.


  ‘There’s a flat over the Red Ace. I think someone’s occupying it. Normally it is only used for meetings by Bandelli. It’s convenient with a private entrance.’


  ‘It isn’t occupied normally?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘What makes you think it is now?’


  ‘I’ve heard sounds. Over my office, for instance. The place isn’t soundproof.’


  ‘What sort of sounds? Footsteps?’


  ‘No, it’s close-carpeted. I wouldn’t hear anyone walking about. But this radio. I’m sure it came from the flat. Well, if Bandelli thought I’d been nosey he could have got the notion to teach me a lesson.’


  ‘Why should he think you’re nosey?’


  ‘Sandra doesn’t like me any more than she likes Cuzak. She could have talked to Cathy Manning.’


  ‘I see. You think she would.’


  ‘I don’t know. Put it this way. She could have been pumped and have said something out of turn. She once caught me on the back stairs leading to the flat and asked me where I’d been. I told her I’d got mixed up and come that way by mistake. Hell, I know it was damned thin, but I couldn’t admit to listening at the keyhole of a locked door.’


  ‘Why not?’ asked Bill Hazard, keeping his mouth in a firm straight line.


  Ray Ebor stood up. ‘Do you have to keep this comedian around, Super?’ he asked, glaring at Hazard. ‘Well, I’m bushed. That’s it. You’ve run me dry. Now let me get the hell out of here, and at this time of night I expect to be run home. I’ll never get a cab.’


  Bill Hazard turned an eye on Drury. The inspector knew who would be driving who where if Drury felt encouraged by the outcome of the past hour or so. ‘Two last questions, Ebor, then Bill will take you home.’


  The standing man said nothing. He waited with a look of overt suspicion on his face.


  ‘The first,’ said Drury. ‘When did Sandra find you on those stairs and what was she doing there herself? One question. Think about it damned carefully.’


  With this injunction to help consideration, Ebor took his time before saying, ‘It was one day last week and I don’t know what the hell she was doing there unless — ’


  As he paused Drury said quietly, ‘She’d come to bend an ear at the keyhole herself?’


  Ebor shook his head. ‘Maybe she was trying to get something on Cuzak,’ he suggested.


  It was so lame, Drury didn’t bother turning it down. The Yard man went on, ‘Two. Could someone from the flat have nipped out, remained concealed in the shadows, and jumped Cuzak after Perran had put him down?’


  This time there was no hesitation.


  ‘Someone could have — of course,’ Ebor said, and added a fine-edged note of sarcasm to the next words. ‘If Cuzak was knocked down by Micky Perran and if Perran didn’t push that knife into his head himself.’ Then he added gratuitously, ‘That damned reporter or whatever he calls himself has been hanging around the clubs, looking for something he can use to make trouble. Toni Cuzak warned him off. But you think the stupid bastard knows what’s good for him? He still came around, tossing away a quid or two and having a drink when he’d the price for it. Fancy stuff, too. Daiquiri, like some bloody millionaire from the Bahamas.’


  ‘You don’t like Perran?’


  ‘That’s a third question,’ Ebor pointed out saucily, ‘but I’ll answer it. I’m feeling encouraged, let’s say.’


  ‘Let’s say you get on with the damned answer,’ Drury grunted.


  ‘I hate his guts. Nothing personal. Just I hate them on principle. I hate the guts of all nosey bastards who come poking around to make trouble for other people. I think he’s the one who cooled Cuzak, and I think he had a damned good reason, the best in fact. Toni didn’t like him and warned him once not to cause trouble. He was scared of Cuzak because he knew there wouldn’t be a second warning, and he was too pigheaded to quit. He thought he could hang around and get something that would put him back where he was before Bandelli took the Banner to court for libel in those articles written by Perran. That’s what he thought and what he hoped, because he’s a damned trouble-maker for everybody except himself. So he got rid of Cuzak. That’s what I think.’


  It had been something close to a speech. Drury showed what he thought of it and the opinion expressed in it by pushing his chair back, walking around the desk, and saying to Bill Hazard, ‘Take him home. I’ve had enough for one night.’


  ‘When do I sign those statements?’ Ebor asked.


  ‘Statement, not statements. Others may come later, if you’re unlucky and are caught lying, chummy.’ Drury felt for his pipe, pointed it at the other man’s waist like a gun, and added, ‘You’ll be seeing us, don’t worry. With the statement to be signed.’


  Drury drove home half an hour later. His wife was asleep when he stood at their bedroom window and watched a tinge of grey light that had nothing to do with the moon wash over the chimneys of the houses opposite, on the eastern side of the road.


  He turned and got into bed, blissfully unaware that within a few hours an early-rising farmer’s wife in Sussex would be up and making a discovery that would put Superintendent Frank Drury of Scotland Yard on a faster-moving merry-go-round that would not slow down until his own life had been risked in a dangerous gamble with a determined killer.


  Chapter 5


  The name of the farmer’s wife was Mary Bowden. She had grey eyes and an angular look that she derived from a long line of hard-headed and long-limbed yeomen. She also had a nagging tooth which she refused to take to the dentist in Petworth out of a sense of false pride. It wasn’t that she didn’t hold with dentists, in the way she didn’t hold — her own term — with shop-baked bread, but because she could decide on no reason for the tooth to ache she felt it was just being pernickety and contrary. As her husband knew very well, for Mary to feel that way about anything was for her to fight it. In her own way of course. But you couldn’t fight a tooth in your own way in a dentist’s leather-and-chrome chair with your mouth gagged. That wasn’t fighting. That was surrender.


  So she had passed a miserable night with sundry barefooted excursions downstairs to the cupboard where, like her mother, she kept a bottle of laudanum among all the other bottles of capsicums and purgatives and tonics and emulsions and embrocations that covered a wide shelf.


  By five o’clock she was feeling wide awake and the discomfort in her mouth had lessened appreciatively. At half-past five she got out of bed for the last time and dressed. She made herself a cup of tea and then took one up to her still sleeping husband.


  ‘Bert!’


  She roused him with a loud hail that reached through his slumbers far enough to make him turn over without awakening him. So she put down the cup of tea, pulled back the bedclothes and thumped his shoulder.


  ‘What the hell!’ he started, jack-knifing upright before he opened his eyes. When he did and saw her he said, ‘Oh, how’s the tooth?’


  ‘I didn’t have a good night with it,’ she informed him. ‘No point staying in bed, so I got up and made a cuppa. I brought you one. You can have another half-hour if you like.’


  ‘Oh,’ he said again, thinking about it. He was a man who habitually took his time with thinking, for he found it a process deserving of all the time one could devote to it if one wished to have no regrets later. ‘Yes,’ he added, without announcing what he was confirming. ‘Good.’


  He held out his hand for the cup of tea she had brought him, and when she passed it to him said, ‘Thanks, I will.’


  She didn’t stay to inquire what he meant. Ever since she had known Bert Bowden he had been a man of few words and the vast majority of them limited to one syllable.


  She clumped down the bare stairs outside the bedroom door, and in the kitchen finished a cup of tea that was no longer hot and poured herself a second. This she sucked through her teeth, screwing up her face with masochistic fervour as the scalding brown liquid rose like a steaming tide against the troublesome tooth.


  When her sucking had emptied the cup she passed into the yard and stared across the moist earth to the expanse of their hundred and twenty acres of what was classified as ‘mixed’ in the local farm directory.


  She started for the barn where Lilac had her calf. The shorthorn had been a bit temperamental at first, and Bert had thought they might lose the calf. As it wasn’t a bull calf he had worried about it, but, in his customary fashion when worried, he had left her to remove the cause of his worry in her own fashion.


  She had tied Lilac’s mouth, risking the milk supply, but thirty-six hours of that treatment had changed either Lilac’s temperament or her simple bovine temper. She had been hungry enough to eat her fill and had then got down to the real job of suckling her offspring, which looked as though there was a strong streak of Alderney in some back page of its history.


  Mary Bowden pulled the staple from the lock with a wrenching sound that made her clamp her jaws. Fortunately the tooth was still recovering from the hot tea. She suffered no additional pain.


  When the door was pegged back she entered into the mixed smell of air perfumed with hay and manure with an overtone of sulphur.


  ‘Good morning, Lilac, you silly old thing,’ she greeted the brown-faced animal that turned a head to look at her with eyes the pinky-blue tinge of a freshly skinned rabbit’s coat lining. ‘You still behaving yourself?’


  Lilac wiped her mouth with a whitey-pink tongue, disturbing some flies that had been exploring her moist nostrils.


  The cow stamped as Mary Bowden moved forward to take a look at the calf, hidden by Lilac’s brown body. Before she reached the far side of Lilac’s stall the woman was stopped in mid-stride by the sound of a thump from the far end of the small barn.


  It was too loud for a rat, and a fox wouldn’t have got lazy when she pulled the staple from the door lock. But she knew Bert had put none of the other livestock in the barn. If space was going to save Lilac’s calf, then the mulish shorthorn should have the barn to herself. That was how Bert Bowden thought. One-track-minded, his wife considered it. She also considered that a prime reason why they would never end up rich.


  End up was another of her customary personal clichés, like hold with.


  The thump came again, and this time, listening for it, she decided it could be someone lying prone thumping with his feet. Yet she couldn’t understand how a tramp could get in out of last night’s rain and shut and staple the door after him. Besides, these days tramps were choosy. They had enough National Assistance money, as she still thought of it, to allow them likes and dislikes in greater variety than she herself could afford, which only went to show how upside-down the world had become, when summer time had become standard time and there were five new pence in a sixpence — or was it a shilling?


  She reached past Lilac’s stall and collected a billhook. For Mary Bowden had little fear in her, and the thought of running outside to get her husband did not occur to her as any valid alternative to what she was doing.


  Someone was in the end stall, she was certain.


  So she marched forward, with the billhook held forward threateningly, and she called out, ‘Come out of it, whoever you are!’


  But the only response was another thump, a little louder perhaps, and then a smaller sound, rather like a strangled gasp, which, she allowed, was decidedly odd. It certainly wasn’t something she had expected to hear in Lilac’s barn. As though the cow had some curious animal affinity with the woman who had taught her reason in the matter of bringing up a calf, Lilac opened her mouth in a moist-sounding moo that spun around the inside of the barn as though anxious to catch up its own echoes before they sounded.


  Mary Bowden advanced on the end stall, the billhook still gripped with challenging menace for any trespasser, and came to a halt at the opening. A pile of loosely tossed hay in the stall trembled and shivered as another thump sounded.


  ‘Come out of it, I tell you,’ called Mary Bowden, anger now threading her tone.


  The strangled sound was the only response. It came from the opposite end of the hay pile from that which had produced the thumping sound she had heard.


  ‘All right,’ she snapped, and chopped away the bulging top from the hay pile with her billhook.


  This action revealed a circular gap in the hay through which slowly rose a pair of knees covered in dark grey cloth.


  ‘Well, get up, you damned fool,’ she ordered. ‘No good pretending you haven’t been found. What are you trying to do for God’s sake — smother yourself?’


  Whoever the possessor of the dark grey trousers was, he appealed to her as an unreasonable person, for he provided no further evidence of having heard her command and the comment following it than another strangling gasp. This roused her anger and resentment.


  Could he be drunk?


  The thought drained her of any remaining patience with someone she had silently labelled a damned fool and a bothering nuisance. She promptly categorised the man hidden under the hay in the end stall of Lilac’s barn as no better than a tramp. His deliberate refusal to comply with her demand put some buckram over her backbone, as the homely metaphor ran in her mind.


  As though that knotty portion of her anatomy needed it!


  The billhook swished twice close to the elevated knees. Hay fell in wisps to each side of the stall to reveal a pair of tied ankles.


  Mary Bowden stared wide-eyed at them, at the same time listening to further strangling sounds, and suddenly cried out, ‘Oh, my God!’


  Feverishly the billhook swept at the hay covering the man’s face. She took two uncertain paces past the tied ankles and bent down to stare into a pair of wide eyes full of outrage that could not be expressed verbally by a mouth securely closed with a wide strip of electrical tape.


  Perversely, as it seemed to the man she freed from his bonds, she left uncovering his mouth until her fumbling fingers had loosened the bonds around his ankles and those binding his wrists, which had been pulled together at the base of his spine.


  When she started to drag at the tape over his mouth he knocked her hand away and did it himself, slowly, swearing softly, and giving the impression that it was an operation requiring great care and concentration if his lips were not to be removed with the dark adhesive.


  ‘How did you get there?’ she demanded.


  The tape removed from his mouth, he massaged the flesh around it with gentle fingers.


  ‘I don’t know. I was knocked out. I remember that. When I came to I was under that damned hay and some cow was creating with a racket that seemed to split my head.’


  ‘Lilac.’


  He turned to look at her, and in the shadows of the barn she saw that he was a man whose earlier good looks were going to flabbiness from knots of lard. He wasn’t young and he wasn’t past middle age. She had difficulty in deciding how old he could be. She settled for somewhere in the late thirties.


  ‘I beg your pardon.’


  And a Londoner, judging by his tongue. That made her suspicious. She was suspicious of Londoners on principle.


  ‘Lilac’s got her calf in this barn.’


  ‘Oh,’ he said. He began rubbing his hands over his face.


  ‘I’ll tell you something else,’ she said.


  He caught the sly note in her voice, looked at the billhook she had resumed holding like a defensive weapon, and started to entertain a few suspicions of his own.


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘Those knots were slip-knots. If you’d really struggled you could have got free.’


  His gaze lifted to her face.


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘I know a slip-knot.’ She hesitated. ‘Who are you, mister?’


  ‘My name’s Michael Perran. Where is this?’


  ‘Little Dippers Farm, Sussex.’


  ‘Sussex!’ He certainly sounded surprised by the news.


  ‘Not far from Petworth. You know it?’


  ‘Can’t say I do, but doesn’t Fred Streeter, the radio gardener, pass out his words of wisdom from there?’


  ‘You don’t sound as though you’ve much time for old Fred,’ she said critically.


  ‘I’m not a gardener. I live in a flat.’


  She sniffed, still registering deep criticism of what she had heard.


  ‘I’ll go and get my husband. You wait here.’


  ‘Can’t I come and get a drink? I’m parched. My throat feels choked from being under all that muck — ’


  ‘That wasn’t muck,’ she interrupted severely. ‘That hay cost — ’


  ‘All right, all right.’ He added placating motions with his hands, at which she retreated quickly a couple of steps and brandished the billhook. ‘Can’t you understand, Mrs. — I don’t know your name,’ he ended uncertainly.


  ‘Bowden. I’m getting my husband.’


  ‘Do that. But let me get a drink, and if I could have a wash I’d be very grateful.’


  She committed herself no farther than by another sniff, which was virtually empty of promise, turned, and walked out of the barn, Perran following her.


  As they crossed the yard he turned his head and looked about him to see what the early morning revealed. Whatever he expected, it was not what his eyes beheld.


  ‘Hey, Mrs. Bowden, look. How did that get here?’


  She stopped and turned about, and looked at the grey Ford car to which he pointed. She had not noticed it earlier.


  ‘How should I know?’ she said. ‘I’ve never seen it before. You know it?’


  ‘I ought to. It’s mine.’


  ‘Yours!’ She sounded not only surprised, but genuinely startled. ‘You sure?’


  ‘Of course I’m sure.’


  She started walking towards it, and after watching her advance for half a dozen paces he followed. She reached the door opening on to the driver’s seat and pulled at the handle. It opened readily.


  She turned her head to call, ‘Not locked.’


  Perran reached her side, looked over her shoulder and saw the black leather bag.


  He heard a sound like a siphon being squirted. It was himself grabbing a suddenly very necessary breath to fill his empty lungs.


  ‘I’ll put that in the boot,’ he said.


  He received a distinctly dubious look from his female companion.


  ‘I don’t know,’ she said, but made no move to prevent him reaching into the car and collecting the bag. She saw a look on his face that was disturbing when she tried to analyse it. It seemed to her that he was angry and anxious at the same time. Well, perhaps it was not unnatural in the circumstances, though she did not know exactly what the circumstances were. She was confused and mistrustful, but she wasn’t sure of what, though she knew of whom. This Michael Perran struck her as being glib and thoroughly without any reasonable explanation about how he had arrived, and that was enough to make her mistrustful of any man.


  She watched him take the bag from the rear seat, then go round to the rear of the car. He appeared to hesitate, she thought, before reaching out a hand to release the boot cover. But the cover was locked. She watched him tugging before his hand dropped.


  She said, ‘The keys are in the ignition.’


  ‘Are they?’


  Her mouth became firmed down in a colourless line, and there was a spark in her eyes as she moved from the front door. He made to reach out for the keys in the ignition, but just as he was about to grasp them there was a blast of martial music which made him jump back. The first blast became crashing chords of brass that welled across the yard.


  ‘What the hell’s broken loose?’ he asked.


  ‘That’s only Bert,’ Mary Bowden said mildly, but with a curious hint of some deep-lying satisfaction under her remark.


  ‘Bert?’


  ‘My husband. He’s out of bed and dressing. He always puts on a brass band. Gets him properly awake.’


  Sousa’s Semper Fidelis was at last showing a prospect of collecting itself into a tune one could whistle. Anyway, someone was whistling the tune as though competing with the band.


  ‘Bert, I take it,’ he said.


  She nodded. ‘Doesn’t take him long to put on his clothes. Bert can move when one wants him to.’ She sounded so smug he gave her a quick look to see if he could discern what prompted this piece of information. ‘He’ll be down soon now,’ she added and smacked the billhook against her thigh as though to remind his wandering attention that she still had it.


  ‘All right,’ Perran said. ‘Well — ’


  But he found there was nothing else to say. He turned as the invisible Bert Bowden began to part company with the band of his choice in the matter of key, and hooked the keys from the dashboard.


  Like someone anxious to be finished with the job he was performing, Perran swung around and went back to the boot, and Mary Bowden came after him. He inserted the key in the lock of the boot, turned it, and swung up the lid.


  Then he stood like a man who had lost all feeling and motion, frozen in a pose of unbelievable horror. Mary Bowden came round the end of the car and looked in the boot to where his gaze seemed concentrated.


  She screamed.


  A second time.


  A third time.


  Then the martial music stopped in the middle of a high note. So did the whistling.


  As though called upon to make some barnyard comment, a rooster crowed. Micky Perran didn’t even hear the sound.


  The ringing of the telephone got Frank Drury out of bed. It stopped while he was still on the edge of sleep, and then his wife’s voice said, ‘It’s for you, Frank.’ He wasn’t fully awake when his slippered feet padded into the hall at the foot of the stairs and he took the instrument from her. He widened his sleep-raddled eyes in an expression she knew well after he had been up most of the night.


  ‘Sounds urgent,’ she said, and went into the kitchen, closing the door after her.


  She had been a policeman’s wife long enough to know and not resent the fact that certain things were expected of her. One was to be discreetly absent when something important was about to be phoned from Scotland Yard.


  She had the kettle singing and was doing things to a couple of eggs she had cracked into a bowl when her husband came in. She gave one look at his face, turned down the gas jet under the kettle, and put a knob of lard into a warming frying-pan. ‘Sit down,’ she said, making way for him to sit at the kitchen table, where a place was set for him.


  ‘I’ve got to go in. You’re right. It was damned urgent.’


  ‘You’ll be better with some breakfast inside you.’


  The words rang faraway responses in his mind. She had spoken them, in just that voice for years past, whenever a message had summoned him back to the Super Grindstone as she had once described New Scotland Yard. He had once wondered where else he should put his breakfast save inside him, and had been convulsed by a rapid picture of scrambled egg and fatty bacon decorating his stomach and thighs. He had refused to tell her the reason for laughing, but always when she made the same comment it was accompanied by a quick look, as though she suspected him of enjoying a secret joke she was not allowed to share.


  ‘Anything to make me feel better,’ he said.


  He was diminishing his second cup of coffee when she said, ‘It was late when you came in.’


  ‘Too late.’


  ‘It says in the paper you’re working on a murder case,’ she said while stacking dishes and plates in the sink.


  ‘Don’t believe all you read. You know the newspapers.’


  ‘I also know you, Frank.’


  ‘You should. I’ve been around a long time.’


  ‘Is it that Toni Cuzak?’


  He finished his coffee. He put the cup down quietly in its saucer, then picked up both and carried them to her.


  ‘He’s one.’


  She looked at him with wide eyes. ‘You mean there’s more than one? The paper doesn’t mention any others.’


  ‘One other, and the paper wouldn’t know. The Sussex Regional Crime Squad got through a short while ago. They’ve been out to some farm, where a girl’s body was found in the back of a car. I think it was the boot.’


  ‘Who is she?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘You mean she hasn’t been identified?’


  ‘I mean she isn’t available to be identified. The man whose car it was drove off shortly before the Regional Crime Squad arrived.’


  ‘How does that drop this other murder into your lap, Frank?’


  ‘The farmer’s wife remembered the car’s number.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘So it checks out as Micky Perran’s.’


  She opened her mouth and the words came in a rush. ‘I remember. He’s the man who was outside the Red Ace Club last night where this Cuzak was stabbed in the ear and — ’


  She was stopped by a kiss.


  ‘I told you,’ he said gently as he removed his mouth. ‘Just don’t believe all you read. Me, I don’t even believe all I hear on the telephone. Now I’m in a hurry, but thank God I’ve one of your breakfasts inside me.’


  He grinned and left the kitchen.


  She picked up a dirty plate and ran a dishcloth over it. As she did so she shook her head.


  Why should he have grinned like that? After all, it wasn’t as though he didn’t like scrambled egg and bacon. It was his favourite breakfast, especially after a short night home. So why grin as though it was comic?


  And it wasn’t as though he was the sort of hard-boiled cop who found murder funny. He wasn’t like that at all, although it couldn’t be said murder had ever put him off his food. Certainly not his breakfasts.


  Shaking her head, she attacked another greasy plate with a sudsy cloth.


  An hour later Frank Drury and big Bill Hazard sat in the superintendent’s office checking the information phoned in by Inspector Dunmore from Sussex. They had a typed-up report that a Mrs. Bowden of Little Dippers Farm had made a statement about rescuing Micky Perran from a cowshed, where she had found him tied up and gagged and covered in hay.


  ‘Slip knots for God’s sake!’ said the large-framed inspector sitting on the edge of Drury’s flat-topped desk. Hazard sounded disgusted, like a man whose humour has drained away after he has discovered he has been made the unwitting victim of a prank in bad taste. ‘What’s he playing at? What’s he trying to put over?’


  Drury eased back in his chair and spoke without looking up to meet his assistant’s angry gaze.


  ‘If I knew that I’d feel a lot easier, Bill,’ the superintendent said quietly. ‘As it is I’m not sure he’s playing at anything. The playing could be done by someone else.’


  Bill Hazard stroked his broad face while his look grew arch to the point of being openly sardonic.


  ‘The girl,’ he said, ‘the body in the Ford’s boot. You don’t think she’s dead?’ Hazard stopped his stroking and held his chin as though he feared it might drop off. ‘A car with a locked boot. She could even have been suffocated.’


  Drury still didn’t look at the face above his head.


  ‘True, Bill,’ he nodded, ‘and of course that would leave her the body described by this farmer’s missus. But I’ve got no reason for assuming, without some extra evidence, that she’s been murdered.’.


  ‘Except it was Perran’s car and the man was Perran, and Perran was around when Toni Cuzak cashed his chips.’


  ‘There are such things as coincidences,’ said Drury patiently.


  ‘Some are more coincidental than others,’ growled Hazard, and was surprised when his superior laughed.


  ‘Have I said something funny?’ he asked.


  ‘Almost. But you said something damned perceptive, Bill. If you can see what I mean,’ Drury added drily.


  The inspector was frowning over the implication concealed in Drury’s last remark when the phone rang. He dropped his hand from his chin and picked up the instrument.


  Drury watched his blunt face register complete surprise.


  ‘Just a minute,’ Hazard said and clapped a hand over the mouthpiece before bending down towards the man in the swivel chair. ‘They say it’s Perran on the line and he wants to talk to you because he claims to have a complete answer why he shoved off in his car with the girl in the back. Only he’s running out of small change, so will we not waste time? Of all the bloody nerve!’


  Drury stood up and snatched the phone from Hazard, who slid off the end of the desk and retreated across the room.


  ‘Put him on,’ Drury told the operator, ‘and make sure he isn’t cut off.’


  There was a short interval and some connection clicking and then Perran’s recognisable voice said, ‘Is that you, Super?’


  ‘This is Drury. Now what’s it all about? But one word of warning first. Don’t get clever. I want facts — simple facts. Anything else I’m not interested in.’


  However, it wasn’t going to be all that cosy.


  ‘Look, I can’t talk on the phone. We must meet, Super. I’m in a jam.’


  ‘You mean that girl in your boot?’


  ‘She’s only part of it.’


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


  ‘Well, I’ve lost the car.’


  ‘You’ve what?’ shouted Drury and the words bursting in bewildered surprise from his mouth caused Bill Hazard to spin around on his heels and frown across the room inquiringly.


  ‘Someone’s pinched it, and the body’s inside.’


  ‘She was dead, then?’


  ‘I’m not a doctor, but I’m convinced she was dead. I think murdered, in fact I’m pretty damned sure she was, but without the body I don’t see what the hell — ’


  ‘You’re talking too much about nothing,’ Drury rapped out. ‘Where are you?’


  ‘Still in Sussex. Don’t ask me where. I don’t want to say it. But meet me in two hours. O.K.?’


  ‘In the Smoke?’


  ‘No. There’s a village south of the Dorking-Reigate road. Newdigate. It’s got a pub called the Surrey Cricketers. There in two hours in the garden at the back. That all right?’


  ‘I’ll be there. God help you if you don’t make it.’


  ‘I’ll make it.’


  ‘Without a car?’


  But Micky Perran had squeezed all the concession he was likely to obtain from Frank Drury and suddenly decided he could be talking too much as Drury had suggested. He hung up.


  Drury replaced the phone.


  ‘You’re right, Bill. Perran has a bloody nerve. Well, it won’t be long before we know what else he has.’


  ‘Did he say why he shoved off while the Bowdens were ringing the police?’


  ‘That’s one of the things he still has to tell us. Meantime I suppose we’d better get the number of his car circulated.’


  ‘Will that be necessary if we’re meeting him?’


  ‘Very necessary. He claims someone’s pinched it and with it whatever was in the boot at the time.’ Drury picked up the typed reports and shook them into a neat pile. ‘Of course, Bill, that’s a claim our friend has to make good — in fact, very very good. Pinching Perran’s Ford with a girl’s body in the boot is one of those coincidences that are more coincidental than most I’m ready to accept.’


  Chapter 6


  The Surrey Cricketers was a pleasant country inn set back behind a screen of leafy oaks. It had mullioned windows and low gables and the swinging painted sign near the road was a sprightly portrayal of a batsman with a familiar chocolate-coloured cap stepping forward from his crease and about to take a mighty swipe at an invisible ball, rather in the manner of Surrey’s Bill Hitch of half a century ago.


  Inspector Hazard turned the dark police saloon he had driven from London into the inn’s car park under the shady oaks, and he and Frank Drury walked around to the side of the inn and passed through a gate in a tall well-clipped hedge to find themselves in a garden with large cages of bright-tinted budgerigars that chattered like magpies as they made rainbows of colour leaping from perch to perch.


  In front of the cages holding the noisy birds were a number of green tables with rustic seats arranged around them. At one of the tables, the solitary occupant of that leafy oasis, sat Micky Perran, a half-depleted pint of brown ale in front of him. He stared at the two Yard men as they crossed the garden to join him.


  ‘Nice timing,’ he said. ‘But there’s nothing else nice about this meeting, Super. Even these damned birds make me want to yell.’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Drury, ‘that looks nice ale, Bill, collect a couple of glasses for us.’


  Hazard took the hint to leave his superior for a few minutes alone with the man who had phoned him. Micky Perran wore the look of a man who had no reason to be content with his lot. He was unshaved and his clothes were wrinkled and he wore a look of tiredness that seemed ingrained in his flesh.


  When his inspector had walked back through the entrance to order some ale, Drury sat down opposite the journalist. His face was set and his gaze stern.


  ‘Straight up, Mick,’ he said. ‘How does this caper shape?’


  ‘I’ve been conned, but whoever did it conned themselves — I think,’ said Perran.


  ‘Don’t tell me what you think. What you know,’ Drury insisted.


  ‘All right, what I know.’


  Succinctly, in a few well-chosen words Perran related what had happened to him the previous night up to the time he was knocked cold in his own flat.


  At that point he stood up, peeled off his coat and rolled up his right shirt-sleeve and pointed to a clearly visible needle jab that covered a vein in his upper arm and had swollen.


  ‘It hurts still. Feel the bump,’ he invited.


  ‘I don’t need to,’ said Drury after a quick glance at the bared arm. ‘So you were given a real knockout dose.’


  ‘Then dumped in my own car, which was in my garage at Putney, and taken to this damned farm, tied up, my mouth taped, and covered with hay in a cowshed stall.’


  ‘The tying was done with slip-knots.’


  ‘So the farmer’s wife talked. Well, that figures. She told me. It was one of the reasons that made me scarper when I found the keys in the car. I didn’t want to stop and try explaining fancy stuff to a crowd of country coppers when I had no explanation.’


  ‘Have you one now?’


  ‘No.’ Perran shook his head. ‘It looks bad all through. I’ve been set up as a right patsy. I’ve been given such a damned clever treatment I suspect Bandelli.’


  ‘Give me a reason. A good one.’


  Perran nodded. ‘I can just about do that — I think,’ he said, pushing his chin out. ‘And don’t tell me not to think. It’s all I can do — until now. I’m dumping it all in your lap. Beginning with this, Super.’


  Perran reached down the side of his chair and brought up a bag of soft black leather. It had a lock, Drury could see, and the lock was broken.


  ‘The bag the girl produced and took along to your flat,’ said the Yard man.


  ‘I thought so. I found it in my car. But, like I said, we’d arrived at my flat in a red mini.’


  ‘Which is now in your garage at Putney. We’ve had that checked,’ Drury told him.


  Perran winced. ‘Someone’s been thinking of everything,’ he said. ‘If I wasn’t in this up to my neck and unable to wriggle without getting deeper down I’d admire the teamwork. Look.’


  He opened the black bag he had placed beside his beer.


  ‘Take a look inside.’


  ‘Open it for me, Micky.’


  Perran grinned sourly. ‘You don’t want to smudge fingerprints, copper. But I’m an obliging type. Look — no gloves.’


  He opened the bag, holding it by the broken lock. Drury stared inside. It was stuffed with old newspapers and a couple of phone directories.


  ‘You broke the lock?’


  ‘I did.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I somehow wanted to see the hundred and forty thousand pounds that had been left in my car. It’s what used to be called burning curiosity.’


  For the first time a grin twisted one side of Drury’s face.


  ‘I imagine that particular fire’s been quenched.’


  ‘Doused would be a better word.’


  There was no responsive grin on the face of the journalist.


  ‘All right,’ said the Yard superintendent, replacing his grin with another look of firm inquiry, ‘so someone wanted you picked up without a good story, with a bag that could have held money collected by Cuzak, only instead held junk, in your own car, and with the woman who drove you to your own flat in the boot of your car — dead.’


  ‘No.’


  Drury’s brows started to climb.


  ‘What have I said wrong, Micky?’ he asked softly.


  ‘The woman in the boot of my car wasn’t that one. She was someone who was a stranger to me. Yet the hell of it is, I think I know where she came from.’


  ‘Now,’ said Drury, drawing his breath, ‘that does begin to sound interesting.’


  As though the words were a cue to reappear, at that moment Bill Hazard came back into the garden carrying two pints of ale. He kept his gaze on the black bag as he approached. He put the glasses he carried on the table, drew up a rustic chair, and sat down. He felt for a cigarette, lit it, said, ‘Cheers!’ and lifted his glass.


  They all drank.


  Drury said, ‘Tell the inspector what you’ve just told me,’ and smiled at Perran as he produced his pipe and started to pack it. The journalist looked put out at the request, and then he too grinned.


  ‘You crafty devil,’ he said. ‘You want to see if, this time, I come up with something different.’


  Drury had his answer shaped. He felt he had the weight of Micky Perran nicely gauged.


  He said, ‘This time, for variety, you could include the bit you’ve omitted so far. The bit about your call on Bandelli. That’s where you found this woman, wasn’t it?’


  ‘You haven’t gone clairvoyant, have you?’ Perran asked, but the sarcasm scarcely registered. He was worried and showed it.


  Drury shook his head.


  ‘We don’t overlook the obvious kind of clues. You were given away before you left, Micky. A little matter of a book of club matches.’ Hazard coughed, but his superior took no notice and added, ‘You prefer your own lighter, I know. It was all a bit too obvious.’


  Micky Perran listened nonplussed, aware that while Drury managed to remain noncommittal in attitude, Hazard couldn’t conceal his own personal doubts. When Drury had finished giving the journalist as much as he thought advisable Perran drank the remains of his beer and said, ‘Very well. Now listen to this.’


  He went through it again from his arrival at Bandelli’s until his being uncovered in the cowshed by Mrs. Bowden.


  Hazard would have spoken, but Drury waved him to silence.


  ‘All right, now the woman in the boot of your car. This stranger who you think you know where she came from. Make it simple. First, her name.’


  Perran shook his head. ‘That I don’t know. But I saw her once at the Red Ace, I’m sure, talking to Ray Ebor.’


  ‘Why should you specially note that?’ Drury asked.


  ‘I didn’t specially note it, unless you include wondering if she had come from that flat over the club.’


  ‘You wondered that?’


  ‘I did. Because I hadn’t seen her in the gaming rooms, and suddenly there she was. I don’t know who used the flat. I guessed it was one of Bandelli’s boltholes. He’s reputed to have a dozen in different parts of London. But Ray Ebor should be able to tell you about her.’


  The two Yard men exchanged glances and the exchange wasn’t missed by Perran, who said, ‘I’ve only mentioned Ebor. What did I say that was so full of interest?’


  ‘We’re still waiting to hear it,’ Drury rejoindered. ‘How you came to lose your car — with the body in the boot.’


  Micky Perran made wet circles on the table top with the bottom of his empty glass. Suddenly he pushed the tumbler against the black leather bag and sat back, staring at the Yard superintendent.


  ‘I took off before that damned farmer could come and stop me. His wife was still screaming. I just drove blind, keeping to secondary roads and making a circle. I’d covered about ten miles before I told myself I was behaving like a damned fool.’


  Hazard sniffed. The sound could have meant anything that wasn’t particularly complimentary.


  Perran went on, ‘I headed back for Horsham. I had some idea of parking the car, catching a train to Victoria, seeing you, Super, and telling you the crazy way things had worked out. Then I thought that was stupid. My car’s number would have been reported by the Bowdens, you might not be available, and I could land myself in a bigger mess just by trying. So I decided the train was out. I started back to my car from Horsham station. I’d parked it in a side street not far from the station itself. There’s a new estate, and I’d left the Ford at the kerb in one of the new streets. When I got back it was gone.’


  Perran paused, rubbed his neck. He didn’t look at Drury or Hazard. He stared at the black leather bag. Neither of the Yard men spoke.


  The journalist clasped his hands on the table, and from the whiteness of the knuckles he was exerting considerable pressure on them, as though he was inwardly fighting to retain a grip on his feelings. And perhaps his fears.


  He said, ‘I’d taken the bag with me when I walked to the station. If I’d caught a train I would have wanted it to hand over.’ It sounded thin, and he appeared to realise as much for he added, ‘Doesn’t come out very convincingly, does it?’


  ‘Just keep telling us,’ said Drury, blowing smoke from his pipe. ‘You haven’t fallen flat on your face yet.’


  It was the last word that jarred, something Drury had not overlooked when saying it.


  ‘But when I got back to where I’d left my car I realised something I’d been putting out of my mind or trying to. It sounds crazy just mentioning it this way, and anyway I’ve no proof, only my feelings. But from shortly after I left Little Dippers Farm I had a feeling of being followed. I didn’t actually discern a car keeping to my tail, but it was a sort of awareness that didn’t decrease. You know what I mean?’


  ‘I know what your words mean,’ Drury amended quietly.


  ‘You’re not very encouraging, Super.’


  ‘I don’t feel I have to be,’ Drury retorted bluntly. ‘If you hadn’t been so damned clever last night we could all have been saved this session. As it is, you’re just adding to my problems. Start solving a few of them and I’ll be very encouraging.’


  Hazard rose, rubbed out the butt of his cigarette, and stood standing by his chair, hands in his pockets. There was a deep frown on his face and he avoided catching Perran’s questing eye.


  ‘I was sure of it,’ Perran said tightly, using a minimum of words and managing to sound resentful, ‘when I found my car gone. So I phoned you. I took a train to Dorking and a bus to Newdigate. There was plenty of time.’


  ‘Where did you open this?’ Drury asked, pointing with his pipe-stem to the bag.


  ‘On the train. I managed to get an empty compartment. When I saw what was inside I knew I’d been set up as a dummy. I had been made to look involved up to my ears, left with a story that I couldn’t prove, and been practically handed to you on a plate with a sprig of parsley in my teeth.’


  Drury smiled without enthusiasm.


  ‘All this was done to hide what?’


  ‘The real killer and the missing money.’


  Drury looked round at Hazard, who shrugged, unwilling to put anything in spoken words just then.


  ‘All right, Micky, so it looks bad. But you didn’t drag us all the way from London to this pub’s garden just to tell us that.’ Drury paused and let the silence grow until it seemed significantly prolonged, then he said, ‘This isn’t the time to get cold feet, pal.’


  Perran flushed. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘they wouldn’t have to pay me much to get to hate your guts, Drury.’


  This time Drury laughed aloud. He seemed genuinely amused. ‘I’ve been told much the same many times, Micky. You’re not unique. Just stop sweating and tell us what’s on your mind. Maybe it doesn’t seem so hot now we’re here. But for God’s sake stop stalling and let’s hear it.’


  Hazard lit a fresh cigarette, concentrating on the task.


  Micky Perran stood up, walked to the opposite side of the table, so that he faced the inspector, with Drury in between them. He said without any additional preamble, ‘That woman didn’t hear my car arrive and me being unloaded. She said something about going to bed and not sleeping well because of a nagging tooth. She was up several times, dosing it with laudanum, and at five in the morning was up and dressing. Why didn’t she hear my car arrive, and also the car that took away its driver — if that’s what happened? Also, why didn’t her husband hear the sound of the car or cars?’ Perran looked fiercely down at Drury, and his facial expression proclaimed that these were not mere rhetorical questions. ‘I’ll tell you why. I’ve been thinking a hell of a lot. About her finding me when she did. About her pointing out the slip-knots — a most unusual thing for a woman to spot, I’d say. About my being allowed to get away. She had a billhook and was damned well threatening me with it until she saw the body and had a genuine reason for thinking she might have to use it. It all adds up to something phony.’


  ‘Like what, for instance?’


  ‘Like the Bowdens being in this thing. Involved.’


  Bill Hazard choked over a mouthful of smoke. ‘You’re letting last night cream your wits, Perran.’


  Drury stood up.


  ‘We can soon find out, Bill,’ he said, and looked at Perran. ‘How long should it take us to reach this Little Dippers Farm?’


  ‘Under half an hour even if I lose my way a couple of times,’ said the journalist.


  ‘Then let’s stop wasting time. The budgies look thoroughly bored with us.’
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  Mary Bowden stared at Micky Perran as though she beheld someone returned from a particularly deep grave. She had been crying, but when confronted by the Yard men and their companion she did her best to conceal her agitation.


  Drury’s first question broke down her resolve.


  ‘Where’s your husband?’


  ‘I don’t know. He had a phone call and went off. He didn’t tell me where.’


  She was being cagey, but the tears were welling again under her puffy eyelids. She was scared all right.


  ‘Who phoned him?’ Drury asked.


  ‘I don’t know the man’s name,’ she said.


  ‘But he’s phoned before? You picked up the phone and recognised the voice didn’t you?’


  ‘Yes,’ she whispered.


  Micky Perran felt a tremor run down his back. This was Drury on top of his form. The journalist couldn’t be sure if the superintendent was indulging in inspired guesswork or asking questions to elicit information he had a shrewd idea would take a certain shape.


  ‘When did you previously hear this caller?’ As she hesitated Drury waded in again. ‘Was it yesterday?’


  Now there could be no doubt about her fear. It was in her eyes under the wash of tears and etched in grey lines around her mouth.


  ‘Yes. He wanted to speak to Bert, but I don’t know about what. That’s the truth, mister. Bert won’t ever talk about this caller, but I know it’s always about something he’s wanted to do. Bert I mean. And he never refuses.’


  ‘Because he’s scared — as you are?’


  ‘Oh, my God!’ she wailed, and broke down, the tears coming fast and her choking sobs leaving her quite unable to answer any question for nearly ten minutes.


  By the time she had recovered Drury knew how to get what he wanted.


  ‘You think your husband’s being blackmailed?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Has he a police record?’


  ‘He’s been to prison, if that’s what you mean. It was after he came out we took this farm. That was two years ago.’


  ‘Where did he get the money to buy this property?’


  ‘Oh, it isn’t ours,’ she said hurriedly. ‘We don’t own it. We just got the chance to come here.’


  ‘Who does own it?’


  ‘I don’t know. Bert wouldn’t tell me. When I asked he said it would be better if I didn’t know.’


  There was a brief silence. To the three men in the farmhouse living room the implication was clear enough and didn’t have to be spelled out. Bert Bowden had been put on to the farm to accommodate whoever owned it. In return he had been expected to take orders. The chances were Bowden was very much involved with a criminal set-up about which he said nothing to his wife.


  ‘Is there anything else you can tell us about these mysterious calls your husband gets, Mrs. Bowden?’ Drury asked, breaking the silence.


  Oh, I wouldn’t call them mysterious,’ the woman said defensively. ‘This man rings up and speaks to Bert. There’s nothing mysterious about them — not really.’


  Drury didn’t debate the meaning of a single word. He pressed her for information. ‘Well, is there anything you can tell us about what happens at the time these calls are made?’


  She fidgeted and her audience waited with barely concealed impatience. She said at last, ‘Well, he does try to get me to take these sleeping pills,’ she continued fidgeting, and her manner became one of extreme reluctance, ‘but I don’t hold with dosing yourself with that sort of drug unless a doctor prescribes it.’


  ‘Very wise,’ murmured Drury encouragingly.


  ‘But Bert always insisted. So when I went to bed I used to put a couple of these seconal tablets — they’re not really pills — in my mouth and pretend to swallow them with a drink of milk. But I used to keep them outside my teeth, then get rid of them when Bert wasn’t looking. That’s how I know those were nights when cars drove into our yard. I’ve heard men walking about, but only voices.’


  ‘Did you go to the window and look out?’


  ‘No use. Our room doesn’t overlook the yard, which is round the back.’


  ‘Well, did you go into another room and look out?’


  ‘No, and if you want to know why I’ll tell you. It was sight of Bert sleeping there, more often than not snoring. He’d swallowed his sleeping pills.’


  This remark effectively surprised the men listening to her, and she said with a touch of returning smugness, ‘Oh, yes, Bert didn’t want to know, and he didn’t want me to know. So we couldn’t talk about visitors we hadn’t seen or heard.’


  Visitors, apparently, who had found a use for the farmhouse away from any main road.


  ‘Did you hear the car last night?’ Drury asked her.


  ‘Yes, but I don’t know the time. I’d been up to get some laudanum for my tooth and it was nice and comfy and I wasn’t getting out of the sheets and starting it up again. But it was after half-past two. I can tell you that. That was when I got up and dabbed some laudanum on my tooth with a piece of cottonwool.’ She stopped abruptly and turned wide eyes on Perran. ‘But why don’t you ask him?’ she demanded, jerking her chin at the journalist. ‘He can tell you much more than I can.’


  ‘Oh, we’re going to have another talk with him, Mrs. Bowden,’ Drury assured her, ‘but he can’t tell us about your husband. You can.’


  ‘What about him?’ she asked, her eyes narrowing. She scratched an elbow with the fingers of her other hand, making rasping sounds through the material of her dress.


  ‘Why was he sent to prison?’


  ‘He — well, the police said they found his fingerprints in a building where a robbery had been committed. Bert said he was framed.’


  ‘You believe him? He convinced you fingerprints can lie?’ Drury kept his tone light and carefully avoided sarcasm. Just a couple of questions that rattled her. ‘Is that what you want to tell me?’


  ‘He said it was mistaken identity, that he wasn’t at this country house.’


  ‘But he wasn’t at home that night when the house was burgled?’


  ‘No. He was travelling.’


  ‘You mean he was a commercial traveller before you came here?’


  ‘I mean he was travelling that night — driving a lorry. He worked for a transport company. Drove an articulated lorry.’


  ‘So no alibi.’


  ‘There was plenty made of that in court. How can a man driving a lorry know where he is at any precise time at night.’


  ‘So he was night driving?’


  ‘Of course he was. That’s the whole point, as if you didn’t know,’ she said, trying unsuccessfully to touch a note of high scorn for the devious ways of the police. ‘He was bringing this load of market produce from Hereford and the burglary took place at this house in Gloucestershire. He didn’t have a chance, did he?’


  Drury wasn’t tricked into getting a debate with her on the wrong terms. He saw Hazard’s sly grin and asked, ‘How long did your husband get?’


  ‘Three years. He served two of them, and it was a rough time for me, I can tell you.’


  Hazard’s grin vanished as the inspector said, ‘Well, I’ll be damned. The Blaise Manor job!’


  ‘That was four years ago, and none of the stuffs been recovered,’ Micky Perran, one-time Fleet Street staff crime reporter, said softly. ‘Said to be worth a quarter of a million, wasn’t it?’


  Chapter 7


  Chris Dunmore, the inspector in charge of the Sussex Regional Crime Squad car that had been sent to answer the Bowden phone call, who had missed Micky Perran and the chance to make an arrest for murder, was a stocky man with a trim moustache under a nose with a predatory emphasis in the middle of his broad face. As he listened to Superintendent Frank Drury he kept his gaze on Micky Perran. If the uneven tenor of his thoughts was that these Metropolitan high-rankers took a hell of a time to get to the point, he carefully gave no sign.


  It would have been different if he had arrested Perran and prevented the Ford with the corpse in the boot vanishing. Very different. In fact, Chris Dunmore was a very disappointed man. But the feeling was not exactly a novelty. Nor was the desire to save what he could from what he considered a personal fiasco.


  So he listened closely and gave his mind to what Frank Drury told him.


  He had suggested the back room at the Hare and Hounds because he knew he could rely on Sam Pettish, the landlord, keeping his tongue behind clamped-down teeth. The R.C.S. car and the Yard’s saloon were parked behind the inn, which was only a few miles to the west of Horsham, between a couple of small villages that showed signs of interesting housing-estate developers. As Dunmore had said over the Squad car’s radio, ‘Convenient and not off the map, but not where anyone’s likely to trip over it.’


  The Squad car had arrived first, with news for the two Yard men. The red mini in Micky Perran’s Putney garage had been checked out as a rented car. The man who had paid for it had shown a driving licence made out to Walter Bronley. He had spoken, according to the car-hire firm’s manager, with an Irish brogue. The man’s general description, when described for Perran’s benefit, seemed to fit the man Sandra Beltby had called Pat.


  Chris Dunmore had been asked to pass on the information to Drury. It was information that filled in an empty space in a puzzle, but it didn’t provide anything like an answer to any of the questions lining up for elucidation.


  ‘What the hell do you make of it?’ Perran wanted to know. The question wasn’t directed to the watchful Dunmore.


  ‘I’m getting the impression Sandra Beltby is a smart woman,’ the Yard superintendent told him. ‘She keeps close to the centre of things, but other people get involved — Ray Ebor, Cuzak, you, this Pat character, and the woman whose body was in your car, Micky.’


  ‘You could include the Bowdens in that case,’ said Perran soberly.


  Dunmore found his voice at that.


  ‘What’s this about the couple at Little Dippers?’ he asked. ‘That farm’s bang in the middle of my patch. I’m more than just interested, Superintendent.’


  Drury looked at him thoughtfully before asking, ‘Did you know Bert Bowden had been inside?’


  The Squad inspector didn’t have to answer. The expression that suddenly covered his face was answer enough.


  ‘Where did you get that news?’ he inquired.


  ‘His missus. She wasn’t giving anything away. She knew we could check back, and she’s scared because Bowden’s not around. It looks as though he’s been pulled out for the time being.’


  ‘But why?’


  ‘My guess is because Perran didn’t stop there to be arrested by you, Inspector,’ Drury said bluntly.


  Cautiously Chris Dunmore wiped all expression from his face. He had the feeling, and it wasn’t a comfortable one, that he was confronted by a man with vastly more experience not only of police work, but of the characters who made close-liaison police work necessary.


  ‘I was meant to find him and make an arrest?’ he said, feeling his way.


  ‘I think so,’ Drury nodded. ‘But what I don’t understand is why they stole back Perran’s car when he left it at Horsham station.’


  Chris Dunmore’s eyes flicked a look at the journalist. It was a look that did not have to be interpreted as meaning, ‘That’s if he isn’t lying.’


  Perran stirred restively, and Drury let Bill Hazard say, ‘We accept what Perran’s told us, Dunmore. He’s got nothing to gain by lying. If he didn’t want to play ball he’d have done his best to vanish. Instead, he’s forced the others to do that.’


  ‘And this is good?’ the Regional Squad man asked.


  ‘No,’ put in Drury, ‘but neither is it bad. Not the way I see. Whoever they are, Inspector, they’re rattled.’


  ‘This ‘they’ you refer to, Superintendent. Can you give them a name?’


  ‘When I can do that for certain I’ll probably be asking for a warrant,’ Drury smiled. ‘What I’d like now is for you to tell me what you can about the Bowdens.’


  Chris Dunmore eased back in his chair, puffing his cheeks as he pursed his mouth, which made his moustache bristle in a way that was close to being comical. But no one was smiling on the other side of the back-room table.


  ‘It isn’t much. In fact, you’re the one with the information. Superintendent,’ he said. ‘I know Bert Bowden doesn’t own the farm. He’s been there about a couple of years, but the real owner is a company.’


  ‘You know the name?’


  ‘Yes, now let me think. It’s a name rather like his own. ‘Bowker — no. Bow something. Bow — Bow — Bowmander, that’s it. Bowmander, Ltd. I remember because I had to serve a summons once. Nothing special. But I remembered the company’s name was similar to his.’


  ‘Know anything about them?’


  ‘A company with a Brighton address I seem to remember.’


  ‘Look, will you get on to them, check, and find out what you can, especially,’ Drury leaned forward to add, ‘any other firms linked with them?’


  ‘Yes, that shouldn’t take long, Super. You want the farm watched?’


  ‘That would be a good idea,’ the Yard superintendent agreed, as though he hadn’t been wondering how much longer he’d have to wait before the Sussex man came up with the suggestion. Drury wanted Dunmore to feel the Regional Crime Squad had come up with at least one constructive idea. As the man had said, the farm was in the middle of his patch.


  But Dunmore had a surprise of his own to deliver, though he made his suggestion diffidently.


  ‘I’d like to see that black leather bag and the junk inside,’ he said, ‘if you’ve no objection.’


  Drury’s eyes widened. ‘None at all, Inspector. Bill, get the bag.’


  Hazard was back with the bag in a couple of minutes. He carried it by a piece of string through the handles, and used the string to open it.


  ‘Go ahead,’ Drury invited the Regional man, gesturing to the gaping bag.


  Dunmore lifted out newspapers and two directories. As he examined them the Yard superintendent said quietly, ‘You’ll see most of the papers are national, with the newsagent’s scribble for an address torn from the top right-hand corner. But there are a couple of Sussex weeklies.’


  Dunmore nodded, sorting the newspapers, looking at the dates, running his eye over the pages for any pencilled paragraphs. There was none.


  As he picked up the telephone directories Drury said, ‘Also Sussex.’


  The local inspector frowned. ‘You feel that’s significant?’ he asked.


  ‘In the circumstances, very. Whatever happened last night, there must have been some ad libbing, I’m convinced. I think Perran staying at the club to take that last daiquiri upset a number of plans. Possibly more than one interested person had to give an extempore act and very fast.’


  Whether the words made sense or gibberish to the Regional Crime Squad man it was impossible to say from the blank look on his face, which he carefully maintained as he asked, ‘What do you want me to do, Super?’


  ‘Go to Little Dippers. Tell the Bowden woman some story about checking her cowshed. Anything to allay her suspicion. Afterwards ask to use her phone to make a call to your own headquarters, and when she’s agreed then casually request the loan of her local directories.’ Drury paused.


  ‘I’ll be interested in her reaction.’


  ‘You think she’s lied?’


  ‘I’ll settle for her not telling me all she could about that visit last night. When I hear what you find out, Dunmore, I’ll take it from there. Meantime I’ll be getting back to London.’


  A few minutes later the meeting broke up. The occupants of the police car heading back to the metropolis were curiously silent, like men who were confronted by conflict in their own thoughts.


  As it was approaching Dorking the journalist turned his gaze from the window and said, ‘You know, we didn’t have a drink with Dunmore.’


  Frank Drury remained staring out of the opposite window as he remarked with a straight face, ‘I got the impression he wasn’t a daiquiri drinker.’


  Bill Hazard, who for once wasn’t smoking as he drove, suddenly had an impediment in his throat and was seized by a fit of dry coughing. When he had finally overcome it he decided to run a risk.


  ‘All the same,’ he observed, ‘he struck me as a bit of a rum bird.’


  The continuing silence behind him was so noticeable that the big inspector risked taking his eyes off the road for a backward glance. Perran was grinning with his mouth compressed at the same time. It was Drury who said, ‘That’s going to cost you the first round when we stop, Bill. They just might be daiquiris.’
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  Hazard drove to the journalist’s Putney flat, where Drury wanted to poke around before returning to the Yard. The only thing he found of interest in a quick search was a twenty-pound blue marker chip.


  ‘It was lying beside the handbasin in the bathroom,’ he said, showing it to Perran. ‘You seen it before, Micky?’


  Perran shook his head.


  ‘Hell, they’re illegal.’


  ‘When they’re discovered or reported. How about Bandelli’s casinos?’


  I’ve not seen marker chips used by any of his houses.’


  ‘So you wouldn’t know where this one came from?’


  ‘I can make guesses.’


  ‘So can I. Several. But I said know.’


  ‘I can’t help you.’


  The phone rang.


  It was the features editor of the Banner. When Perran clapped a hand over the mouthpiece and told Drury the Yard man said, ‘I’m not surprised.’


  He walked into the bedroom, where Bill Hazard was on his hands and knees crawling over the carpet. When the inspector saw Drury’s shoes arrive at his side he looked up and shook his head.


  ‘Keep at it,’ Drury said and returned to the bathroom.


  He was in there when Perran came and stood in the doorway.


  ‘They want me at the Banner. How about it?’


  ‘I’m not stopping you. We’ll close the front door when we leave, Micky.’


  Perran nodded as though he understood, but turned back when on the point of moving away to ask, ‘Just what the hell are you still looking for?’


  Drury opened his eyes wide in a bland stare.


  ‘If I could tell you that, Micky, I’d feel better. The trouble is I shan’t know till I find it.’


  ‘But you expect to find something.’


  ‘I’ll be disappointed if I don’t.’


  ‘What makes you feel there is something to find?’


  ‘That marker chip. It was placed too obviously to be found. A sort of come-on to whoever might be looking. What else has been left will be hidden, so it should be really worth finding.’


  Micky Perran rubbed his jaw.


  ‘You make it sound like I should stay.’


  Drury shrugged. ‘Please yourself as to that. It’s your flat. But don’t worry. When I find it I’ll let you know.’


  ‘When, I note, not if.’


  ‘That’s because you know it’ll look incriminating.’


  ‘For me?’ Perran sounded surprised.


  ‘Who else?’


  ‘Yes,’ the journalist said with a shade of new bitterness, ‘who else indeed. Maybe I’d better hurry to the Banner office and see if there’s a contract to be signed while I’m still free to write my name.’


  ‘Depends what I find,’ said Drury laconically. ‘It could help your price.’


  ‘Oh, go to hell, Frank!’


  Perran left the other to continue his search of the bathroom and hurried out of the flat. The front door banged, and the sound brought Hazard from the bedroom.


  ‘Sounded in a hurry.’


  ‘That’s the way these Fleet Street characters like to sound, Bill.’


  Hazard allowed surprise to register on his face. ‘He’s gone back to the Banner?’


  ‘Just like a well-trained Pavlov puppy when he hears his own bell tinkle.’


  ‘But they practically blacklisted him.’


  ‘Now he might have a story they could badly use. That changes things, Bill.’


  The inspector watched Drury shut a bathroom cabinet and rake over some laundry in a box stool with a hinged cork seat that opened like a lid. Drury let the lid slam.


  ‘The kitchen,’ he said. ‘Let’s try there.’


  ‘Have we any idea what we’re looking for?’


  ‘None. But when we find it I expect it to be more interesting than that marker chip.’


  ‘And if we don’t find it?’ Hazard asked, following the other man to the small compact kitchen.


  Drury looked at him over a shoulder. ‘You sound like Perran.’ The words were critical in tone. ‘We’ve got to find what that marker chip was meant to lead us to.’


  ‘Bathroom — kitchen,’ murmured Hazard. ‘How could I miss the connection?’


  Just then his expression wasn’t easy to see behind cigarette smoke. He stooped to brush the knees of his trousers for Drury’s benefit, as though to rub away dust picked up from the bedroom floor.


  It was Hazard who came upon the object that brought a keen look of satisfaction to Drury’s face. He found it in a coffee percolator whose lid had been replaced hurriedly. The object was a Corkel bottle opener, which consisted of a thin metal tube, rather like a hollow needle, through which air, compressed by the plastic handle, could be forced down through the cork in the neck of a bottle to raise the cork.


  ‘This is it, Bill,’ Drury said as soon as he was shown the open percolator and what it contained. He lifted the cork extractor with a fork from a drawer under one of the small worktops, and stared at the stained needle-like steel probe which was about four inches in length. ‘I’d say blood,’ he said, like a man speaking his thoughts aloud.


  ‘So we’re finished here?’ Hazard said.


  ‘I hope so,’ Drury nodded soberly, ‘for friend Perran’s sake.’ He closed the coffee percolator and pushed it at Hazard. ‘Wrap it in a tea towel so that the damned thing doesn’t rattle.’


  He threw the fork back in the drawer, closed it, and went to collect his hat.


  Thirty-five minutes later the returned detectives entered Drury’s office to find a note propped against the superintendent’s phone. The note informed him that Inspector Dunmore of the Sussex Regional Crime Squad had rung him three times and would ring again in half an hour from the time on the note. Drury glanced at his watch.


  ‘If he’s on time we’ve got three minutes. Long enough to let you collect a couple of cups of tea, Bill.’


  Hazard was already going through the door.


  The tea was half-cold canteen brew and the two cups on Drury’s desk were empty when the phone rang. It was Dunmore. What he had to pour into Drury’s ear took several minutes and then the man listening to the call had some questions to ask. They were questions that made Bill Hazard jerk up his chin and stare with narrow-eyed interest.


  ‘All right, Inspector,’ Drury finished. ‘You’d better clear this also with Superintendent Laidlaw at Lewes and then see if you can turn up anything with Bowmander.’


  He waited long enough to hear Dunmore’s reply, and then replaced the phone. For some minutes he said nothing, but wrote notes on a sheet of paper he took from a drawer of the table-top desk. He read over what he had written, put the notes in the drawer, and started to fill his pipe.


  Hazard already had a fresh cigarette burning. The inspector knew he was about to be told something that Drury considered significant.


  ‘The directories at Little Dipper Farm are missing,’ he began. ‘Dunmore scared her plenty. Must have, because she suddenly broke into tears and told him she’d had a phone call from her husband. He was on a driving job. He had been told to say nothing, but he didn’t want her to worry. Well, after he’d rung up she worried herself sick.’


  ‘What sort of driving job?’ Hazard asked.


  ‘She didn’t say. But someone has to dump Perran’s Ford. This Bowden was a driver. He probably won’t even know what sort of load he’s carrying. Car ignition keys are usually different from keys for boot lids. Of course, the number’s no use. That will have been changed.’


  ‘Did his wife know where he was ringing from?’


  ‘Not according to Dunmore. That was when the tears arrived. She thinks he’s in danger.’


  ‘We’re not quarrelling with that, are we?’ Hazard stared at the coffee percolator on Drury’s desk. ‘But I should say she could take a bit more pushing about last night.’


  Drury grinned around his pipe-stem. ‘Dunmore knows his job all right. She more or less admitted her husband had a late phone call last night. That’s when he wanted her to take the sleeping pills. As soon as she heard that her tooth ached worse. Well, Bill.’ Drury pushed back his chair. ‘We better get Perran to dig up his car’s log book. We’ll want the engine and chassis numbers and any body marks that might help to identify it. Maybe he’d welcome someone busting in on his session with the Banner’s features editor. Anyway, we can try.’


  Drury picked up the phone again. Three minutes later he was speaking to the paper’s features editor, who sounded angry and abrupt and inclined to blame Scotland Yard for a keen disappointment. Drury said nothing to alter his opinion. He rang off.


  ‘Surprise, Bill. Perran hasn’t arrived.’


  The inspector stubbed out the butt of his cigarette in an ash-tray half filled with previous butts and stale pipe dottle and match ends. He took his time, as though the process required an exquisite skill, and then stood back, sinking his hands into his trousers pockets.


  Drury watched him walk across the office to where the black leather case with the Sussex phone directories had been dumped on a spare chair.


  ‘It could all be very bloody clever,’ he said.


  ‘But what, Bill?’ Drury blew smoke across the desk without removing his gaze from his assistant. ‘I mean, considering there hasn’t been very much blood,’ he added on a note dry enough to crackle.


  ‘But,’ said Hazard, turning around and frowning, ‘I wouldn’t have bet Micky Perran was that much clever.’


  ‘So, Bill?’


  ‘So I come back to Bandelli hating his guts, setting him up as a patsy in a play to get rid of Toni Cuzak and this woman whoever she is — or was, and then planting him in a cow stall and that trick cork remover in his coffee pot of all places.’


  ‘Bandelli?’


  ‘Bandelli hates Perran, Micky Perran hates Bandelli. It’s a case of take your pick.’


  ‘Somehow I don’t think so.’ Drury shook his head. ‘No, Bill, I don’t go for either. Possibly because the way it’s been staged we’ve been given just that choice.’ He shook his head again. ‘To be inelegant but truthful, Bill, it stinks.’


  ‘Then you — ’


  Bill Hazard didn’t finish what he had been about to say. Instead, he stared past Drury to the door, which had opened. Drury turned his head after observing the surprise on his assistant’s face.


  ‘What the hell!’ he exploded.


  In the open door stood Perran. He came in and closed the door behind him. He looked like a man with a fresh problem looming large in his mind.


  ‘All right,’ he said, ‘so I didn’t get myself announced. I’ve got a reason.’


  ‘It had better be good.’ Drury sounded like someone who had been offended by a stranger taking a liberty.


  ‘I didn’t go to the Banner’s office.’


  ‘That’s not news.’


  ‘I’ve been to — ’ Perran broke off. ‘Isn’t that one of my tea towels?’ He pointed to the covered coffee percolator on the desk. ‘I bought half a dozen with that pattern and — ’


  ‘For God’s sake!’ muttered Drury. ‘Where have you been, and what’s your reason for not being announced and checked in like anyone else?’


  ‘I didn’t go to the Banner because I went to Bush House. What I found out meant I had to see you without delay. I phoned my flat, but there was no answer. I rushed here.’ The penny had dropped for both his listeners.


  ‘Bowmander,’ said Hazard, walking away from the chair with the black leather bag. ‘You’ve checked on that Brighton company.’


  ‘I came up with something interesting, too.’


  ‘Like Mario Bandelli is a director?’ suggested Drury quietly.


  Perran shook his head. ‘Not Bandelli. But Harvey Harris. Bandelli’s enforcer.’


  When he paused Drury said, ‘Don’t stop. I can tell there’s more, Micky.’


  ‘There is,’ the journalist went on, taking out a notebook and opening it. He scanned a page before looking again at Drury and adding, ‘Bowmander is registered as a holding company. It has several properties, including the Cross Counties Transport Company. They’re registered in the East End with a manager named Harvey Harris. I rang them up, and found they hired out lorries. Including big stuff like — ’


  ‘Articulated lorries,’ said Hazard.


  ‘Thought you ought to know right away,’ Perran said. He gestured to the covered coffee percolator again. ‘I’m damned sure that’s one of my tea towels. Don’t tell me I’m wrong.’


  ‘I won’t,’ said Drury, picking up his cold pipe and emptying it in the ash-tray. ‘This is what we found.’


  He removed the tea towel from around the coffee percolator and raised the lid. Perran moved forward and peered into the metal pot.


  ‘What is it?’ he asked.


  ‘A Corkell.’


  ‘A what?’


  ‘It’s a patent bottle opener, removes corks by injecting air which pushes the cork out.’


  ‘I don’t own one of them. I’ve never heard the name before. How did it come to be in my coffee percolator?’


  ‘I thought you might be able to tell us, Micky?’


  Perran choked. ‘So that’s it. The big find. The mystery pointed to by that marker chip. Well, croupier, you’ve just cashed my chips. I’m out of the game. I don’t know what the hell is being played any more.’


  Drury removed the cork extractor with the tea towel, pointed to the four-inch hollow needle-like steel end.


  ‘It’s stained, Micky.’


  Perran moved away from the desk and almost collapsed into a chair.


  ‘Congratulations, Frank,’ he said bitterly. ‘Looks like you can make out a case, doesn’t it?’ Perran almost choked on the words. ‘You’ve got it tied up neatly, haven’t you?’


  ‘You can’t tie up anything the way you mean neatly by using slip-knots, Micky,’ Drury said gravely. ‘Stop giving your memory a holiday. I think you were expected to struggle free of those knots, find your car, and be on your way with a bag full of waste paper and a female corpse in the boot. Then you really would have been in the pottage, boyo. By the way, where do you keep the log book of your car?’


  ‘In the glove compartment, so it’s handy when I want it.’


  Hazard groaned theatrically.


  ‘Oh,’ said Perran, ‘I get it.’


  ‘Assuming the number-plates have been changed, is there any way this car of yours could be readily recognised from any similar model? Any fancy badges or noticeable dents in the bodywork?’


  ‘No badges except the usual A.A. monogram. But there is a front near-side over-rider missing. I’ve been meaning to replace it, but didn’t get around to doing so. You know, waiting for the next service and putting that off. After all, I haven’t been using the car lately.’ Perran paused. ‘There is something, though. I fixed a white plastic coat hook to the rear window behind the driver’s seat. If that isn’t pulled off it should help to identify the car.’


  The phone rang.


  After speaking into the receiver Drury said, ‘Put him through.’


  He looked across his desk to say, ‘Dunmore again.’


  ‘Hell, he certainly keeps busy,’ Hazard grunted. ‘Maybe he sees a chance to push for promotion.’


  But Drury was speaking into the instrument he held and his attention was concentrated nearly forty miles away. Just before putting down the phone he said, ‘Thank you, Inspector. Extremely helpful of you.’


  ‘You sounded as though you meant it,’ Micky Perran offered from his chair across the office.


  ‘I did. Dunmore’s just heard from his chief, Superintendent Laidlaw in Lewes, to whom he had reported after we left the Hare and Hounds. Laidlaw had been on to Brighton, and a local squad car had called at the Bowmander premises. There’s a parking area at the back. At the moment there’s one car in that area.’


  ‘Mine!’ Perran exclaimed, rising to his feet.


  Hazard waited with his chin tucked into his right shoulder.


  Drury shook his head. ‘Not yours, Micky. Bert Bowden’s.’


  Hazard’s chin stopped skulking and his eyes opened wide at the same moment.


  ‘A phone call took Bowden to the Bowmander place. He leaves his car and collects yours, Micky.’ The big inspector gave his superior a hard look polished with a suspicion of challenge. ‘Your car was driven from Putney last night. There was a red car left in your garage, Micky. Another car,’ Hazard went on, ‘must have collected whoever dumped you in the cowshed, because Bowden’s car was left for him to use. But your key was in the ignition, all ready for you to burst loose and escape — only you didn’t oblige. Now Bowden is driving your car and his is in Brighton at Bowmander’s — ’


  ‘Actually,’ Drury put in, ‘it’s been collected by the Brighton police.’


  ‘Anyway,’ Hazard grumbled, ‘there are too many damned cars chasing about in circles.’


  ‘So,’ said Drury, ‘we go where they specialise in transport. It would seem the best place to call.’


  ‘They’ll be shut,’ Perran pointed out.


  ‘That’s what I’m hoping,’ Drury told him. ‘I imagine they have a nightwatchman. You want to come for the ride?’


  ‘Thanks, but — ’


  Perran hesitated, staring at his closed coffee percolator.


  ‘It’s because of what’s inside the coffee-pot I’m making the offer,’ Drury enlarged in the same quiet tone.


  ‘You mean — you think my car will be there?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ Drury said bluntly. ‘But either someone still wants to build up the evidence against you or they’ve changed tactics. It’s high time we knew where this Aussie named Harris, Bandelli’s enforcer, stands.’


  ‘There’s one character who can tell you that,’ Perran said.


  ‘Bandelli,’ came from Bill Hazard, as though he didn’t think highly of the obvious.


  ‘No, his current woman,’ said the journalist. ‘La Manning herself. She can also tell you what’s between her and Sandra Beltby, because I’m damned sure something is, and don’t forget Harris runs a gym off Greek Street in Soho. La Manning could be a mine of information if you knew where to start blasting.’


  Drury stared back at the other.


  ‘I think I just might,’ he said very softly and reached for the phone.


  Chapter 8


  Alf Bradley was a nightwatchman who was paid a high wage to obey instructions he had been given implicitly, without question and without independent thought. When he had been taken from the Sackville Gymnasium and Sporting Club, where he had been a punch-drunk has-been glad to earn a few shillings from any client to whom he could be useful, especially as a punching bag on two legs, he had thought he would miss the Soho bright lights. However, he had been pleasantly mistaken. His job in the East End had proved a holiday for the past seven months. Good pay, easy hours, practically nothing to do except read his instructions every night, just to make sure he knew the drill.


  Not that anything had happened before unless Harvey himself had been along, which made it all right anyway. But tonight was different. He saw the uniformed police getting out of the car, and because he had read the drill in the locked drawer with the private-line phone he knew what to do.


  First, at any rate.


  He went back to his small office with the screened window and unlocked the drawer for the second time since his arrival. He pulled out the phone and dialled the number written in ink under the base. He heard the number ringing and waited impatiently for someone to pick up the receiver at the other end.


  The phone stopped ringing and a nasal Australian voice said slowly, ‘Alf?’


  ‘It’s me,’ he said. ‘Listen, there’s a car load of cops outside.’ Alf Bradley stopped talking and listened to a bell ringing and a pounding sound. He spoke into the phone hurriedly. ‘They’re hammering away now. I can’t stay. Do I let them in?’


  The man at the other end of the line said clearly so that Alf wouldn’t have to mesh too many mental gears to understand, ‘You let them in and ask what’s wrong. You stick with them, and you keep asking what’s wrong. If they tell you say you’d better ring the manager, but don’t tell them my name. Got that?’


  ‘Got it,’ said Alf. ‘And, Harve, suppose they start searching the place?’


  ‘You ask if they’ve a warrant.’


  ‘A warrant.’


  ‘A search warrant. But don’t panic. I’m on my way. Just keep acting natural.’


  ‘Natural,’ said Alf with soft wonderment in his voice.


  ‘You’ve got it,’ said Harvey Harris and rang off.


  As he hung up the receiver Harris turned to his visitor. He couldn’t see the expression in the man’s eyes behind the pair of large Continental sunglasses he wore in an office illuminated with electric light. The two men almost filled the small office with the large old-fashioned roll-top desk against the wall opposite the window with the drawn blind.


  Harvey Harris stood up.


  ‘I’ve got to go. Something’s come up. You stay here, Gene.’


  ‘How long will you be? I could get claustrophia in this cubicle.’


  ‘Maybe an hour, maybe two. I shouldn’t think any longer.’


  ‘Hell, two hours alone here — ’


  ‘Stop beefing,’ said the Australian, whose stocky figure made it difficult for a stranger to appreciate that he was all of six feet tall. ‘This is something I can’t put off. When I get back we’ll do some phoning, see if she’s turned up. The club’s shut till the police says it can be opened, and we don’t want to draw attention to the flat do we?’


  ‘How about Ebor?’


  ‘You don’t have to worry about him.’


  ‘That leaves Bandelli. He scares me.’


  ‘Forget him.’


  ‘How about if he comes here?’


  ‘He won’t. He never has yet and he’s not likely to start now. He’s in a panic about what Toni was up to. That’s plenty to hold him. So relax. Smoke. Think of the money you’ll soon have and life in South America. If you feel like dreaming, turn the light out. Now I’m off.’


  Harvey Harris grabbed his coat and hat and eased out of the office before he had donned either, and before the man in the dark glasses could ask more questions that required ingenious answers.


  Ingenious, that is, in allaying the doubts of an anxious mind. And Gene Craig’s mind was very anxious, especially about the woman for whose sake he had pulled this crazy caper.


  The door clicked shut and he heard the Australian’s feet on the stairs, going down to the gym.


  Crazy was a good description, he decided. Not that he had done his part yet, but he was committed all the way. There was no getting out. Especially not now Toni Cuzak was dead.


  He lit a cigarette with a hand that shook.


  He stared at the safe holding the black leather bag containing the money he had been shown, and forced himself to remove his gaze.


  ‘Just like a bloody rat with a hunk of ripe Stilton,’ he muttered, mocking himself.


  He sat in his chair and surprised himself by the discovery that he was straining his ears for sounds. He was halfway through his second cigarette before he heard feet mounting the stairs. He would have heard them sooner if Harris hadn’t dropped his car key when trying to unlock his dark green Jaguar in a hurry. As it was he had to grope in the gutter by the light of his Ronson before he found it. The Jag’s rear lights hadn’t vanished round the corner before Drury, accompanied by Bill Hazard and a frowning Micky Perran, was crossing the narrow street to the gym’s entrance.


  Joe Apps, who ran the sports club associated with the gym, met them.


  ‘You’ve just missed him, Mr. Drury,’ he said as he sized up Perran, whom he obviously considered the odd man.


  Micky Perran even felt like the odd man. He had thought Drury was whisking him off to a raid on an East End warehouse belonging to the Cross Counties Transport Company. Instead, Drury had arranged for a car of uniformed police to cover the warehouse and he had come to the Soho gym — after a phone call to Joe Apps, whom he knew, apparently, from a long way back.


  Frank Drury could be a very unpredictable cop, which probably accounted for the enviable collection of commendations in his record at Scotland Yard.


  His move to draw off Harris was made a split second after Joe Apps had told him Alf Bradley was working as the transport company’s nightwatchman. He knew very well why Alf Bradley had been given the job. Alf was no good except for obeying instructions, and he had come from the Soho gym. Alf had been washed up as both light-heavy with a slow but hard right hook, and as a small-time hanger-on of several gangs, when he had hired on at the Sackville as a human punch-bag.


  Joe Apps looked uneasy as he waited for Drury to say something. The Yard superintendent was running his eye over the characters, black, white, and tan, who were indulging in work-outs either in the two rings or with the array of muscle-building equipment spread around.


  ‘His visitor didn’t leave with him, Joe.’


  ‘No, Mr. Drury.’ Joe Apps’ uneasy look did not lift.


  ‘He’s in the office?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘We’ll go and talk to him.’


  ‘Look, Mr. Drury — ’


  But Drury gave the protesting Joe Apps his friendliest smile, and accompanied it with words intending to be friendly if one knew how to accept them. And he was sure the worried-looking man in front of him did.


  ‘Stop worrying, Joe. There’s no trouble for you. My word on it. You want it to stay that way, don’t you?’


  A pink edge of tongue flicked across the other’s stretched mouth, but he wasn’t grinning.


  ‘Of course, Mr. Drury.’


  ‘Fine, so we’ll go up to the office, unless, Joe, you want me to produce my search warrant?’


  The merest suggestion that the words were a question hung in the close atmosphere. Joe Apps’ rubbery mouth seemed to collapse as the corners moved closer together and his tongue suddenly seemed stuck to the roof of his mouth.


  He nine-tenths guessed the mention of a search warrant was bluff, but couldn’t risk being ten-tenths sure and acting on it. Possibly because he was thinking there would be other times when he would confront Drury, and Drury was the kind of cop one liked to be sure remembered only the things one wanted remembered.


  It wasn’t quite a clash of opposed wills, but almost. Not that Drury was worried. The visitor might elect to leave of his own account. But the fact that he hadn’t already left seemed significant, and Drury was a man who preferred both positive acts and negative ones to be significant — at least by his reckoning.


  ‘You know me, Mr. Drury. I’m not an obstructionist.’


  Drury’s smile, which had been slowly evaporating, suddenly came back with added warmth.


  ‘A very good word, Joe,’ he said, wondering where the hell Joe Apps had collected it. Probably hearing some counsel use it in court. ‘And you’re right, I know you, Joe. That’s why we’re doing it this way. See?’


  Joe Apps nodded. He saw about as clearly as a blind man in a fog at midnight. He stretched the flesh of his jaw, bringing into sharp relief the two figure-eight pits that were a perpetual reminder of when he had once been on the receiving end of a motor-cycle chain.


  ‘Sure, Super.’


  He stood back, waving Drury towards a drawn curtain at the far end of the gym. The three visitors were watched on their way to that curtain by every man in the gym except Joe Apps. Behind it rose a flight of uncarpeted stairs. Drury led the way up them to a landing which led to two doors. One had the initials W.C. in the middle of the top panel and a bright new Yale lock. The other had the word ‘Private’ and no lock above the handle.


  Drury turned the handle and went in.


  The others crowded after him as the Yard superintendent found his smile again and looked pleased.


  ‘Look who’s here to greet us.’ He sounded more amused than surprised. ‘The man who sold Bandelli his string of gambling casinos, only you, Micky, said in your Banner articles that it was a fiddle, and Bandelli threatened a libel suit and so you were out. Well, Gene, you can take off the dark peepers,’ Drury finished, no longer amused, ‘and tell us the truth. Was it? And while you’re at it just enlighten us as to why you’re here.’


  But before Craig could collect his wits and even begin to think how to answer Micky Perran suddenly exclaimed loudly.


  ‘That’s her!’


  He pointed to a framed photograph on the desk that was presumably Harris’s.


  ‘Who?’ Drury asked.


  ‘The woman in my boot. The woman I saw at the Red Ace.’


  Gene Craig was on his feet, crowding the room more than when he was seated, with the others confronting him.


  ‘What the hell are you talking about — in your boot?’ he demanded in a voice in which gravel rolled and bounced and churned unpleasantly. ‘That’s my sister. She’s also Harvey’s fiancée.’
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  Phil Strapp was a disgruntled man. As a features editor, he liked things to progress smoothly, but now he wasn’t even making progress, smoothly or otherwise. That damned Perran had always been reliable until the Bandelli business. At least, when he said he was on his way in he meant it. He had sounded as though he had meant it when he used the same words on the phone earlier, speaking from his flat.


  But the damned man hadn’t shown up. Probably his grubby idea of paying the paper back for the editor getting in a panic about Bandelli. But he had a story. Hell, he must have, he was involved in the action, and Toni Cuzak was dead. He was practically an eye witness if the Yard Press Bureau handout was anything to go on, and he couldn’t remember the time when it wasn’t.


  Strapp smoked and littered his desk with ash and dead matches and grew hourly more irritable, but he wouldn’t quit. He had that strange sixth sense some newspapermen acquire of awareness that something will happen. Moreover, he was reluctant to concede that Perran would stop acting like a professional journalist and not do something he had told an editor he would do.


  He looked up when the glass-pannelled door of his office opened and Sheila Devlin came in, Irish and pert and always hiding the product of her Celtic thinking behind a dazzling smile. It was on display as she stood in the doorway wrinkling her nose.


  ‘How can you live in this atmosphere after you’ve used up all the oxygen?’


  It wasn’t a question to be answered save rudely, and that smile invariably saved her from the more outrageous forms of journalistic wit of an excessively masculine kind.


  ‘I can’t unless the door’s kept shut.’


  ‘I’m the bearer of news, but if I come and shut the door you’ll risk making some of your own. Manslaughter is my guess. After all, suicide isn’t news any more.’


  Strapp put down his pipe.


  ‘All right. But it had better be worth another match,’ he glowered.


  She closed the door and perched on the end of his desk, holding up supremely well under his persistent glower. She knew he had said some pretty harsh things about a woman being taken on in the sports section.


  She said sweetly, ‘Are you still looking for an assistant on the features side?’


  ‘I’m not looking for one,’ he said carefully, reaching for his pipe and then withdrawing his hand as she shook her head. ‘I need one, but I can get along until I find the right person.’


  ‘You’re looking at the person now.’


  He didn’t look impressed.


  ‘That would require proving.’


  ‘I think I can do that,’ she said, nodding and dangling a leg that revealed a fair portion of very shapely thigh below her rucked-up mini-skirt.


  ‘Doing that will be about as easy,’ he told her, ‘as coaxing a mule into a burning barn.’


  ‘Well, this office smells like a burning barn, I agree,’ she retorted sweetly. ‘So let me get to work on the mule. I’ve been standing in for Ben, who had to go north. Apparently Ben has a contact named Apps. Joe Apps. Mean anything?’


  He scowled. ‘Not a thing.’


  ‘He looks after a gym in Soho. The Sackville. A tony name. Well, he rang Ben and got me, and he thought what he had to tell was worth buying. I said let me hear it first and then I’d be able to say. He didn’t like the idea much, but when I said Ben might not be back for another couple of days he was ready to talk. Afterwards I said we’d buy it. But it isn’t sports news. It’s crime.’


  The features editor rose from his chair. He was a thickset man, rumpled, and some of the flesh under his clothes was moist. Even getting out of a chair and picking up his pipe again, sticking it between his teeth and planting a nine and a half tan suède brogue on his chair was completed with an economy of effort and motion that the woman’s dark eyes appreciated.


  ‘Tell me,’ he said round the stem of his cold pipe.


  So she told him, knowing she had his undivided attention as long as the phone didn’t interrupt.


  It didn’t, which she considered a lucky break.


  She told him that Joe Apps had explained how a phone call had taken Harvey Harris, who owned the Sackville Gym, away in a hurry. How Superintendent Frank Drury had arrived with two companions, one of whom was Micky Perran, whose face Apps remembered from the Banner’s series on Bandelli. How they had gone up to Harris’s office and some time later came down with a fourth man, who had been Harris’s visitor.


  ‘Apps doesn’t know if he was under arrest. But he could have been. The police have been looking for him for some time. His name is Craig. I think he said Gene Craig.’


  Suddenly there was a smile round the pipe stem.


  ‘Darling,’ said Strapp extravagantly, taking the cold pipe away from his happy face, ‘I could kiss you.’


  ‘I’d be happier if you okayed that payment while Ben Partridge is away. I stuck my neck out. You either chop it off or leave it where it belongs.’


  ‘I’ll do better, darling.’


  Her own bright smile faded somewhat. She wasn’t sure she felt encouraged by the fresh familiarities. Not wishing to say the wrong thing at what could be the right time, she wisely remained silent. Seemingly this caution of a member of the opposite sex won the features editor’s approval.


  ‘I’ll take you over as assistant if you follow this up. Leave Apps to me. I’ll see he’s satisfied, and I’ll probably ring some more background facts out of him while his palm is itching. But you I’m handing the sticky one, darling. You want it?’


  ‘If it’s possible, legal, and won’t get me carved with a chiv.’


  His eyes were full of warm approval as he nodded again, felt for a match, and relit his pipe. He blew smoke at her. She blinked, but refused to cough even though her throat itched. She sensed this was the crucial test for some kinky reason of his own.


  ‘It’s possible and it’s certainly legal, but I can’t promise about your third condition — after what happened to Toni Cuzak.’


  Her mouth pinched at the corners a mite, but her chin kept up, and she didn’t wince visibly. He liked that display enough to say through released mouthfuls of harsh-smelling smoke, ‘What I can promise is, if you agree and go through with it, you start with a fifty per cent rise in salary, I shan’t get petty about reasonable expenses, and there will be perks. Useful ones from time to time if you show what words mean and can leave out the ones that don’t have meaning.’


  She sensed this was where she would be smart to slide off the end of his desk and walk out in a hurry, not pausing to close the door. But there was something in his face that belonged to the man who had said the harsh things about a female sports writer behind her back. Something that was a cross between a leer and a challenge. At least, that’s what she thought she could see, but she allowed she didn’t know him at all personally, and she could be a fool to jump to a false conclusion just on hearsay and looks.


  ‘What’s this legal possibility that might cost me blood?’


  Only when she saw the leer separate from the challenge did she realise how the salacious bastard might have taken the words. She couldn’t stop her face from growing hot, but she forced her chin to remain high.


  His grin spread and he put down his pipe voluntarily.


  ‘Keep looking as lovely as you do this minute and you can’t miss,’ he said. ‘You’ve got a car, I know. You get over to Micky Perran’s flat in Putney. I’ll give you the address. You get inside and you get his story — on paper. I’ll hold space for it. Twenty-five hundred to three thousand words. To be continued if you assure me the follow-up’s worth it. Do that, tie up Perran so he doesn’t play footsie with any other paper, and I don’t care how you do that bit, and you’re working for me. Make a bloody hash of it, let me drop on my face in the sewer, and you’re out, and I’ll see you don’t get another job in the Street, and I don’t give a mired damn what the N.U.J. say.’


  Phil Strapp’s facial expression had changed. Despite the threatening wattles around his neck, he looked lean and urgent and the change made her feel excited. She stared back at him, holding her breath that felt as hot as an imprisoned khamseen. She saw this meaty man of ungainly shape suddenly as a newspaperman who not only knew his job, but someone who knew people and what made them react and behave as they did. She had the feeling that under the bulk he was hard and dynamic and didn’t make a fetish of winding his watch each night because it was a piece of personal furniture he carried more for show than for use.


  ‘Well?’ he snapped, suddenly wanting her answer. ‘Have I scared you off, Miss Devlin, or am I going to make a newspaperman out of you?’


  She slid off his desk but didn’t open the door.


  She said, ‘I hope you’re going to save time by writing out the address in Putney now.’


  She picked up a ballpoint from his desk and offered it to him.


  ‘You’d better give me the phone number as well as your home number. Just in case.’


  Swiftly she felt her shoulders seized. She was dragged forward and a kiss planted on her left cheek.


  Holding her then at arm’s length, Phil Strapp said, ‘Darling, I said newspaperman, not reporter. Remember that. Because I to God surely will.’


  He released her, sat down and started writing on a piece of paper. She looked at the top of his greying head.


  He finished writing and looked up quickly, catching the look on her face before she could remove it.


  ‘Tell me what you’re thinking,’ he said. ‘The truth, so don’t flatter me.’


  They exchanged grins and she said, ‘I was thinking you could be the type who’d come out on top in a chopsticks deal with a crooked Chinaman.’


  ‘Well, you don’t look Chinese to me, darling.’ He handed over the paper and she folded it without looking at it and turned to the door. As she opened it he said, ‘One word to the wise. Micky Perran may turn out to be a first-class bastard when he’s within hand reach of a mini skirt. I don’t know. But I do know his marriage went sour on him, though I don’t know how it’s left him about other women. He’s a good freelance, knows his trade, and what’s more he knows what he’s worth. So if you have to compromise don’t be scared. I’ll back any promise you make, if you let me know as soon as you can. Just get the bloody story out of him and don’t bother about libel. That’s my headache, and I’ll clear things with the editor himself. He knows this is going to justify Perran’s other series. I went over that with him after lunch. Good luck, darling.’


  He released her with his eyes, stretched a hand to his phone, and said to the operator, ‘Give me a line.’


  Chapter 9


  Sheila Devlin stood outside the front door of Micky Perran’s third-floor flat and felt the excitement she had raised for her bird-dogging role ooze away from her. A Kerryman father who had seemed to be a short-distance champion in all he did had died in a Killarney jaunting car that had tried to beat a motorcoach to a right-angle turn in the road. He had bequeathed her little save dark-eyed good looks and an overdose of Celtic truculence once her mind was made up.


  She wondered whether Micky Perran could be Irish. She hoped not. She was tired of short-distance champions with syrup on their tongues and improvident habits that fitted like gloves.


  She pressed his front door bell and mentally crossed her fingers. She didn’t mind if he was about as meaty as a dish of colcannon, though she had been warned by an uncle who looked like a leprechaun of all skinny men, so long as he didn’t give her the sweet-talk treatment. It not only wasted time, of which she had little enough to spare, but more often than not it produced a response in her that could only be described by the misleading and outmoded word unladylike.


  The door opened and she was confronted by a virile-looking male in his mid-thirties. Rather more startling was the fact that he was also in his Y-front briefs, socks, and singlet.


  ‘Come in, darling,’ he said in a passable imitation of Phil Strapp’s tone of bonhomie.


  ‘Oh, God!’ she said, hesitating between disgust and outright anger. ‘You men. It’s a conspiracy.’


  Whether she would have walked away if he hadn’t reached out and caught her wrist she was never able to be sure later. He pulled her inside the flat and pushed the door shut with a socked foot.


  ‘Fix me a drink,’ he said, using a voice that she accepted as his normal speaking tone. ‘But think about it before you pour your own tipple. You’ll be driving.’


  With that he pushed her into a room that was combination lounge and dining room and went on his way back to the bedroom, leaving the door open, so that he could hear her chinking bottles against glasses while she could hear him whistling as he dressed.


  Ten minutes later he joined her. He had donned a dark grey suit, white shirt with a pastel blue cross-weave, and a dark blue tie. He looked like what she had several times read a Madison Avenue adman tried to look like. She felt herself quietly approving what she saw and at the same time disapproving of her approval, which was more than a little confusing as well as unsettling at a time when she wished to appear most settled — at least in the matter of how she intended this confrontation to be conducted.


  ‘Whisky,’ he said, looking at her glass.


  ‘Mostly ginger ale as I’m driving.’


  Despite her calculated sangfroid he knew she was bubbling with curiosity. But she was determined to keep her cool, as he was alerted when she said, ‘I’ve fixed yours, as you asked, with ice and lemon. I couldn’t find a lime.’


  He picked up the glass waiting for him, and the scent was as it should be.


  ‘How did you know enough to pour me a daiquiri?’


  ‘I use my eyes and remember what I see. It isn’t really difficult, Mr. Perran. Or should I get down to essentials and call you Micky? I’m Sheila.’


  His brows lifted, doing nothing to spoil his good looks, as she was careful to observe.


  ‘Oh, let’s get right down to essentials, Sheila. I’d like the eye and memory bit filled in.’


  ‘I read the lunch editions, which reported what you told the police last night — or was it this morning? That last daiquiri seems to be responsible for quite a lot in your life, Micky.’


  ‘You don’t know the half. But that’s the half I’m going to tell you before you drive me down to Shoreham.’


  She sipped her very diluted whisky slowly as though she had something to contemplate.


  ‘You’ll find me very attentive, Micky. But please tell me why I had to be greeted in the near-altogether.’


  ‘Oh, come,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t as near as all that. Besides, it was your poor sense of timing. I’d only had chance for a quick bath after Strapp phoned, and when dear Philip got around to making his call I hadn’t long returned from Scotland Yard. The bath and a complete change of clothes were very necessary, as well as a shave, after spending some hours trussed up under a pile of hay in a cowshed.’


  Seeing her look of impelled surprise he smiled encouragingly.


  ‘But that’s all part of the other half I’m about to tell you. And don’t worry, you won’t have to hound me. Strapp’s put me in the picture. If I’m difficult you continue to write up sports features when the rest of the sports team aren’t sober enough. Well, I won’t promise too much except that I won’t get you drunk — not deliberately. How’s that, Sheila?’


  ‘Good enough for a start, and I feel revived. Oh, by the way, I listen better when I’m smoking. You don’t mind?’


  ‘I’ll join you,’ he said, ‘and I’ll take it as an insult if you don’t shut that handbag and stop reaching for a Sweet Afton or whatever it was you acquired a taste for in the bog.’


  She felt resentment flaring until she saw he was grinning at her. She was surprised again. This time when she found she was smiling back at him.


  She appreciated Micky Perran as a journalist from the way he gave her what he knew. She made only four interruptions for minor enlargements, and halfway through she poured him another daiquiri and added the remainder of the ginger ale to her own glass. He finished his second drink and said, ‘You can ask questions while we wash up. I hate leaving dirty crocks of any kind when I go out. They’re always so damned unwelcoming when I return.’


  ‘I know the feeling,’ she told him, sucking in her mouth until her face momentarily belonged to an insouciant skeleton. ‘I’m the same way about dead flowers and littered ash-trays, and I can’t live with anything that looks faded. It always seems somehow obscene, as though it’s mouldering while I stare at it.’


  He said, ‘What were you before you mistakenly decided you could be happy in a newspaper office?’ He watched her dry the glass he had just rinsed at the sink. ‘Nothing personal, you understand. No one can be happy in such a place. They can be dedicated, intensely occupied, even devoted, but never happy, which may be why I’m a freelance in my fashion. But you, Sheila, what were you previously?’


  She set down the glass she had rubbed until it sparkled like crystal in the ceiling light.


  ‘A psephologist.’


  ‘I can’t even spell the word, and it sounds vaguely filthy.’


  ‘I was an opinion pollster.’


  ‘Now the confident way you handled me when you arrived is fully explained,’ he grinned. ‘But I forgive you, and I’ll prove it by answering your first question. By the way, what is it?’


  ‘What are we visiting at Shoreham?’ she inquired without hesitation.


  ‘A cabin cruiser with the enchanting name of Sea Elf, which I hope it doesn’t live up to,’ he told her as he hung up the tea towel. ‘More precisely she’s about twenty thousand quids’ worth of Bertram Flybridge Sports Cruiser with a pair of four hundred h.p. marine engines giving her thirty odd feet of fibreglass sheathing a turn of forty knots while she’s burning a gallon of fuel a minute.’


  ‘The owner wouldn’t be a certain Gene Craig, would it?’


  He looked at her with respect and made no effort to conceal the fact, for which she felt more grateful than she could have imagined possible for a stranger.


  ‘As a matter of fact, it would. Oh, yes, I remember. Of course, you’re the sports writer who spoke to Apps when he tried to get someone else. Strapp told me, but it didn’t register. So it all depends on me whether you cross the floor to join the features side.’ Perran laughed at the look of chagrin which crossed her face. ‘Don’t feel upset. Phil was on the phone to me before you’d left the Banner building. At that, he was lucky to get me. About six times today he’s rung and found no one at home.’


  She stood looking at him. ‘What does all this, added up, mean? Have you already made a deal with Strapp?’


  ‘Not on your life. I couldn’t. I told Superintendent Frank Drury, who’s heading this case, I wouldn’t write a word until he gave me the high sign.’


  ‘Then this trip to Shoreham — you were having me on? That it?’


  He shook his head. ‘When I told Phil Strapp how it was he retorted that you would be here to earn your place in features. If I didn’t come across you’d probably be joining the unemployed. That gave me an idea, which I was careful not to share with him, Sheila. I asked if I could borrow you to go out of town, but I couldn’t say where. He didn’t like it, but he said yes. So it’s Shoreham and the Sea Elf, but not Gene Craig. Frank Drury’s got him tied up where Harvey Harris and Mario Bandelli and no one can reach him.’


  She let a small frown crease the pale space between her quick and intelligent eyes. He decided she was one woman whom a frown didn’t spoil for looking at.


  ‘And what was the idea Strapp doesn’t know about?’ she asked. ‘Or don’t I get to know?’


  ‘Oh, you get to know all right, Sheila. Because it’s no idea at all without you. You, in fact, make it possible. You see, you can do the writing instead of me. But there’s a condition.’


  ‘How could I guess?’


  ‘Now don’t sound that way, Sheila. I’m thinking for both of us.’


  She waited for the rest, her look now distinctly cagey, as though she had suddenly remembered most of the things she had ever been told about what makes this a man’s world.


  ‘You write it the way I tell you. That way, when I come to my personal story, it’ll be something the Banner readers will be waiting in line for.’


  ‘You want me to report what you tell me. That it?’


  He eyed her askance. ‘You mistrust my intentions, darling,’ he said in his mock-Strapp voice. ‘Hell, no! Write it as a feature and get yourself a by-line. You’ll earn it. But you’ll learn the business of making the readers want more, and you’ll be doing me a good turn. Now, does that sound like a deal?’


  ‘It sounds like one.’


  ‘And you sound hesitant.’


  ‘You could be conning me.’


  ‘How I’d like to know. Genuinely.’


  ‘I write the come-on feature to satisfy Strapp and you then sell the big personal story to someone else.’


  He nodded.


  ‘Smart girl. I could do that, if I was a louse. How do you feel about lice?’


  ‘Like a dedicated exterminator.’


  He shuddered theatrically. ‘The very thought scares me.’ He held out his hand. ‘You do a job for me and I do a job for the Banner.’


  She took his hand but before she released it she said, ‘No get-out clause?’


  ‘One. But it isn’t concealed in the small print. Strapp meets my price. After all, we haven’t talked terms. There hasn’t been time. But the better the job you do, the better the terms I can ask. Fair?’


  ‘Let’s say fair enough.’


  They shook hands and then he pulled her close, looked into her eyes and was startled by what he found there, and kissed her mouth. As he released her he said, ‘And that had nothing to do with Phil Strapp or the Banner, but a hell of a lot to do with me.’


  He had expected to see her looking furious. Instead, she was looking bright-eyed and her breath was coming fast. That was when he realised his own was joining in a kind of whispering duet.
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  ‘Now let me get this straight,’ said Drury, staring at the man on the other side of his desk. ‘Your sister was staying in the flat over the Red Ace. She was to be the contact between you and Cuzak, but no one was to know. That was the deal. She was to bring you a hundred and forty thousand in cash. That would be the signal for you to take the Sea Elf to the agreed rendezvous out in the Channel. There a helicopter would drop you a cargo you would take aboard. You would make for a South American port named by whoever came aboard with the cargo. Is that right?’


  ‘That’s it. Details were to be filled in later. Joanne was to collect them. After I reached the South American port with the cash and the cargo I would be paid fifty thousand in cash. That was the deal. But I only had a hope of pushing it through if I stayed out of London. On Sea Elf I was safe. It was hired under another name. I didn’t run any risk of being picked up on that old warrant so long as I was careful. After all, I was only the front man in that Marmaduke sale of the casinos to Bandelli. I didn’t really touch the money, and it was crazy for the Inland Revenue to hunt me to pay capital gains on capital I’d never received. I couldn’t even explain. That would have meant Bandelli’s part in the deal coming out, and what do you think my life would have been worth? Or Joanne’s?’ the man again wearing Continental sunglasses finished.


  ‘I’d say Harvey Harris could best answer that one.’


  Drury pulled his gaze away from the man opposite and sat back in his chair. He flipped a loose waving hand at the empty coffee cups on the desk and the attendant Bill Hazard removed them to the flat top of a metal filing cabinet near the window. Drury’s thoughts were running along dual channels. Besides tackling a man who was not too anxious to be communicative the superintendent was wondering why there had been no report as yet from the uniformed crew that had been waiting with Alf Bradley for the Australian enforcer of Bandelli’s outfit to arrive from the Soho gym in his Jag. The delay was becoming increasingly perplexing.


  In order to avoid giving Craig time to think too much about the implications of his changed situation, Drury went on, ‘How long had your sister been engaged to Harris?’


  ‘Four months or so.’


  ‘Did she wear an engagement ring?’


  Craig looked startled by the bluntness of the question. ‘Hell, of course she did. You think I’m lying?’


  ‘Not you necessarily.’


  ‘Who, then?’


  ‘The person responsible for her being in the boot of Micky Perran’s car.’


  The other man’s face knotted angrily. ‘That’s another thing.’ He stretched his neck as though his collar was suddenly too tight. ‘How do I know he wasn’t lying? Come to that, how do you know he wasn’t? I read the papers. Seems this Perran was moving around where the action was. I don’t trust that Fleet Street creep, and you okayed his going down tonight to Shoreham and boarding Sea Elf. That’s trespass at the least. It could be breaking and entering. I’ve got rights.’


  Bill Hazard stopped looking gloomy and grinned. Out of the corner of his eye Drury saw the changing expression on his assistant’s face.


  ‘Tell him, Bill,’ he said with a faked note of weariness. He was actually feeling more than usually alert — and distrustful.


  ‘The Super didn’t okay anything, Craig,’ Bill Hazard explained readily. ‘He said to Perran he couldn’t give him any further information tonight. He then said to Perran that Micky had better make contact fast if he went down to Shoreham and came upon anything interesting on the Sea Elf.’


  ‘He didn’t tell Perran to stay away from the boat,’ Craig protested. ‘If he had to tell him anything he should have told him to stay away.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Drury, leaning forward again. ‘What’s he likely to find on the boat?’


  ‘Not a damned thing. Like I told you, I’ve been waiting. I only came up because Harris rang me. I told you. He said he wanted to see me. Had something we ought to discuss.’


  ‘About what?’


  ‘He didn’t get around to explaining before he had that phone call which took him off in a damned hurry. But he expected me to wait. So it must have been urgent.’


  Drury nodded. ‘Must have been. What did he talk about before he was called out?’


  ‘Joanne. She left the flat last night and hasn’t been back. No one’s seen her, and the phone in her flat doesn’t answer. He told me the club downstairs is sealed by you, and said I don’t have to worry about Ebor. Ray Ebor’s the Red Ace manager.’


  ‘I know. Did Harris, while he was confiding this, mention that last night someone K.O.’d Ebor and locked him in his office?’


  ‘Hell, no. What was that in aid of?’


  ‘I suspect a hundred and forty thousand pounds,’ Drury said cynically.


  Craig gaped at him.


  ‘I don’t get it.’


  ‘That’s something we share, Gene. Ebor came to and phoned the police. The timing was damned close. There was time for Cuzak to be chilled and then Micky Perran was in the middle of everything with us being very interested. Only he hadn’t seen your sister, and you know something? I believe him. I also believe him when he said he saw her later. Folded up in the boot of his car. Micky isn’t a medical man. He didn’t think to check if she was dead. He assumed she was, and for my money it was a pretty good assumption.’


  When Drury stopped talking the other man pushed his hands over his face. His fingers were trembling. If it was an act it was convincing.


  Drury looked at Hazard. The big inspector shrugged and shook his head.


  ‘Anyone would think you were engaged to her, not Harris,’ he said.


  It wasn’t a specially bright remark, and it was certainly not uttered with any intention of securing a volatile reaction. But that was what happened.


  Gene Craig sprang to his feet, at the same time wrenching his open hands from his face, revealing the tears in his eyes. His mouth was twisted into an ugly shape, and his voice when it came after two audible attempts to control his disturbed breathing was choked into a huskiness that made it only barely audible. ‘God damn you,’ he said, spilling the words into silence, ‘she wasn’t my sister. That was a stall. Joanne was my wife, and we’d got this thing set up so we could leave with Sea Elf, only we wouldn’t be leaving for a South American port and a rake-off of fifty thousand. We planned to heist the hundred and forty grand plus the special cargo.’


  ‘And of course you knew what that was, didn’t you?’ Drury said quietly, as though he wasn’t a man guessing and hoping to God he was being lucky.


  ‘I didn’t know.’


  ‘An intelligent guess is almost as good as knowledge.’


  ‘Joanne wanted to make sure.’


  ‘Through Harris.’


  ‘Hell, yes. He and Cuzak were using her, weren’t they? But Cuzak was marked to be put out of the way.’


  ‘And whoever did that knew of course where the special cargo was hidden.’


  ‘Toni wasn’t the only one.’


  ‘Harris knew.’


  The man standing staring over the top of Drury’s head drew a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes. His lips moved but no sound came from them.


  Drury spelled it out for him. ‘Harris was in charge of the warehouse which had the lorries and trucks. His own man was nightwatchman, a character named Alf Bradley. Was Bandelli ever at the warehouse?’


  ‘I don’t know. Straight up, I don’t.’


  ‘All right, now this. Any chance Harris knew you and your wife were conning him?’


  ‘You kidding?’ Craig’s surprise was genuine. ‘He didn’t know she was my wife. He fancied her and she strung him along and he pushed a ring on her finger and she let it stay because there was nothing else she could do if we didn’t want the whole bloody caper to fold up.’


  Craig pushed the crumpled handkerchief he gripped tightly at his left eye. But his mind wasn’t on what he was doing. He was working at a mental problem and not getting very far.


  ‘She must have tripped, and maybe that’s why he dragged me up from Sussex. That wasn’t difficult. I phoned him each day at quarter past eleven. It was routine. Used a telephone box in a back street in Shoreham.’


  ‘You think Harris set up Cuzak’s killing, had Ebor knocked out, then dumped your sister in Perran’s car?’


  Craig shivered. ‘He could have,’ he said in a whisper. ‘He just could have. But she wasn’t my sister. She was my wife.’


  ‘So you said,’ Drury nodded. ‘Now give me your intelligent guess about the special cargo.’


  For the first time since arriving in that Scotland Yard office Craig looked unsure of himself. He dragged the moist handkerchief across his mouth. The dark glasses had been pushed into the outside breast pocket of his coat when he covered his eyes with his hands. He now donned them again, and once more they destroyed all the character in a face that seemed older and mapped with more lines than even minutes before. That dark blank gaze remained turned towards Drury’s face.


  ‘If I don’t?’


  If it was a challenge, it came through as a weak one, made by a spirited adversary. There was no real defiance backing the words, which were merely a question with fearful intangibles shading its meaning.


  ‘Then I may not be able to keep you alive,’ Drury replied with gut-wrenching honesty that had the chill of truth dragged from a deep freeze.


  ‘Why not, for God’s sake?’ It was a plea wrung from a numbed brain and the words came out in a husky tremolo.


  Drury continued to be patient.


  ‘You’re not under arrest, Gene,’ he pointed out. ‘You’re helping the police — no more than that. But don’t make it less.’ Drury paused for the meaning to register. ‘And if you want us to help you, and I think you need all the help you can get right now, then stop trying to cover your damned bets. Tell me what I want to know. What I have to know, if it’s not going to be too late to stop a killer striking again.’


  Gene Craig slumped in his chair, his dejection folding around him like a voluminous cloak. But he still had to fight a battle with himself before he could get the words past his teeth.


  ‘All right,’ he muttered. ‘But I’m risking my neck.’


  ‘It’s about time,’ Drury snapped. ‘You risked your wife’s.’


  Craig jerked stiffly erect.


  ‘You bastard,’ he hissed softly, but just who was being labelled was not easy to decide. The label could have been pinned on someone not in the room.


  Drury made no comment. He waited, but made the fact register, so that Craig was constrained to continue talking.


  ‘My guess is the special cargo we were to take aboard Sea Elf was the proceeds of a robbery made quite a time ago.’


  ‘Talk plain,’ Drury retorted. ‘You mean the Blaise Manor haul. It figures. Go on.’


  Craig’s mouth sagged until he closed it abruptly.


  ‘What is there left to tell?’ he asked on a note of complaint that made no dent in Drury’s determination to check what the other could tell him.


  ‘Plenty,’ said the Yard man. ‘For instance, where is the stuff hidden at the present time?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Well, continue guessing. You’ve done all right so far.’


  There was a long pause while Craig sat wiping his mouth and twisting the soiled handkerchief in nerveless fingers. Drury cynically hoped to hell he was looking at a man who was on the point of final surrender.


  ‘Well, the stuff could be on a farm.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘In Sussex, I think,’ Craig tacked on to the first words.


  ‘Little Dipper Farm?’


  Drury made the fresh words sound as though they were being rolled towards the other man, like marbles rattling down a slope. Craig jerked upright and swung his blank stare first at Hazard, then back to Drury. The dark lenses of his outsize sunglasses were slightly tilted upwards. Light from the ceiling lamp washed over them like sunlight on blind windows.


  ‘You know. By Jesus, you know!’ Craig was shaken with a fresh mixture of blended fear and trepidation. He felt he had walked into a trap, but didn’t know how.


  Drury got up. The pussyfooting around was almost over. He jabbed a finger at Craig, wagged it at those dark lenses.


  ‘What I know is that Micky Perran found your wife in his car’s boot at that farm. Don’t you agree that was a great deal more than coincidence? Something like, say, bloody clever planning?’


  Craig’s mouth dropped open again. Drury gave him ample time to shut it and collect his wits. However, before the man could accomplish this the phone rang. Drury reached a hand across his desk and snatched up the receiver.


  In the next forty-five seconds he spoke only six monosyllables, not one of which clued in his listeners to what he was being told, though both Bill Hazard and the watchful man in dark glasses could tell, in their different ways, that Drury didn’t care for the information.


  He put down the receiver.


  ‘Bill,’ he said, without turning to look at his assistant. ‘Harris, for all the tearing hurry he was in, didn’t arrive at the Cross Counties Transport Company’s warehouse. What’s more, he hasn’t returned to Soho. Seems we have a new problem.’


  The big inspector shook his head, frowning. A gesture of deep puzzlement rather than of disagreement. The only responsive sound came from Craig. It resembled a choked-off cry of anguish.


  ‘He told me to stay,’ he muttered, mouthing the words.


  ‘Oh, yes, he wanted that all right,’ Drury told him. ‘Fifteen minutes after we left the Sackville a character Joe Apps called Pat turned up. He came looking for you, not Harris. You, Gene. Guess who sent him?’


  Craig seemed to crumple even more.


  ‘Pat Bronley?’


  ‘I’d say that’s the lad. I think his name’s Walter. At least, he used Walter Bronley when he rented a red mini for some interesting night drive recently. And his companion called him Pat. You know him?’


  ‘I know him all right.’


  ‘Good. This time you won’t be guessing. Tell me, Gene.’


  ‘He’s a chiv man. Never uses a shooter.’


  ‘And?’


  ‘What else is there to tell?’


  ‘Where he comes from, who he’s tied up to, what he does, where he hangs out. Don’t pretend you don’t know, Gene. Just don’t let your memory go back on you. I wouldn’t like that.’


  Gene Craig took off the dark sunglasses again. He stared across the room as though he were unaware of the other occupants and his vision was not restricted by four walls and a ceiling.


  He said in a low, sing-song voice, as though chanting words read on some mental screen, ‘He comes from one of the Dublin gangs after being chased across the Irish Sea. He’s tied up with some Cardiff outfit Harris was at one time taking over for Bandelli. What he does is what he’s told, but I’m no more sure about who gives him orders these days than I am where he hangs out. But — ’


  Craig stopped, staring straight ahead without altering his pose of concentration. Drury watched a tic nervously throbbing under the left eye. Had he been wearing the sunglasses the throbbing of his facial muscle would not have been observed.


  When Craig continued silent Drury said inquiringly, ‘But?’


  ‘But he hated Joanne. That was why I agreed she should be in the flat over the Red Ace. I didn’t want her circulating where Pat Bronley would see her. If he saw her he’d tell Harris and our scheme was blown.’


  ‘What could he tell Harris?’


  Craig stared at Drury as though the Yard superintendent was a stranger. He seemed to have difficulty this time in recovering his concentration. The tic under his left eye pounded like an enraged larva grub trying to break free from a confining cocoon.


  Bill Hazard seemed fascinated by such a display of nervous jitters.


  Craig said, ‘He could tell Harris that he wanted to marry Joanne, only she turned him down and married me.’


  The two Yard men exchanged understanding stares of fresh comprehension before Drury walked round his desk and said to Craig, ‘That isn’t the real trouble, is it?’


  Craig shook his head.


  ‘No, damn it. She was attracted to Harris. She could have told him the truth hoping to hold him. Because — oh, my God! — she was a real bitch. I was losing her, I knew. That was why I thought — if I could grab the loot — get away with her — I’d — we’d — ’


  But Gene Craig was through with explanations.


  ‘If she’s dead I don’t care. Don’t you understand? I don’t care!’


  The tears came washing back into his eyes and he slumped down in his chair.


  Bill Hazard turned his gaze away. He had no stomach for watching a man’s masculinity leaking away through his eyes. Frank Drury gave a sigh.


  ‘The problems don’t get less the more we talk. It’s time we shut up,’ he said. ‘So she could have been wrong about Harris. He could have learned the truth from her, had Bronley deal with her, and then waited to have him deal with you. Which is all right except for one detail. Who would have taken over Sea Elf?’


  Craig caught a shuddery breath, held it, then released it very slowly.


  ‘No trouble there. Pat Bronley used to run a craft for this Dublin gang.’


  Drury nodded thoughtfully. ‘I’d say we saved your neck tonight, but I don’t expect gratitude.’


  ‘Just as well. You won’t get it.’ Craig’s civility at that moment was as thin as foil and liable to split apart. He seemed under some fresh pressure stoking up inside. ‘I know the way you work. You’re making me set myself up as a target.’


  ‘You’ve been reading too many thrillers,’ Drury sneered. ‘You’ve got the social conscience of a flea. Turn out your pockets.’


  The sudden sharp command took the man addressed completely by surprise.


  ‘What the hell for?’


  ‘Because I say so.’


  ‘You — you perishing — ’


  ‘Don’t say it, Gene. Not in my own office. It could be tempting me too far. Just turn out your damned pockets and stop making me repeat myself. Give him a hand, Bill.’


  Bill Hazard moved forward to be stopped by a sharp protest from the man with the tic still working overtime in his cheek.


  ‘Keep your damned hands off me, copper.’


  But when Gene Craig emptied his pockets and piled their contents on Drury’s desk the big inspector moved in and slapped the angry man’s pockets to make sure they were indeed empty.


  ‘He’s clean,’ he said, turning round.


  Drury didn’t reply. He had picked up something from the assortment of objects on the table. It was one of the articles removed from Craig’s left-hand jacket pocket, with a packet of cigarettes and a lighter.


  When Drury turned the marker chip over he saw it was of the same value as well as the same colour as the one he had found in Micky Perran’s bathroom.


  ‘Where did you pick up this little souvenir?’ he asked, turning to stare at Craig, who was in a state of sudden tremellose agitation, his hands shaking, his head quivering above his shoulders as though his neck muscles had ceased their normal supporting function.


  ‘I’ve never seen it before. I swear!’


  Yet sight of it had panicked the man who had produced it unknowingly.


  ‘You know what it is?’


  ‘Hell, yes. Those twenty-pound blue marker chips are what Bandelli used like some damned Mafia mark. Anyone collected one, that was marking him for action by Harris. You know what they used to call him? Bandelli’s enforcer.’ Craig gulped. ‘Someone must have slipped it in my pocket. It means — ’


  But he shied from putting the meaning into spoken words. They were too unnerving.


  ‘It means,’ Drury completed for him, ‘you were marked for some enforcement. Have you seen Bandelli since you arrived from Shoreham?’


  ‘Hell, no.’


  ‘Anything happen at Shoreham?’


  ‘No — well, there was this fellow who brought the case for Joanne.’


  ‘What case?’


  ‘It was a trunk, really. She hadn’t said anything to me about it. But it had this printed label for her, and I helped him aboard with it. Damned heavy, too. But that’s Joanne. She’s crazy about buying antiques. Junk most of it. But once she got her mind made up — ’


  ‘Never mind antiques. What was in the trunk?’


  ‘I didn’t look. How could I? It was locked.’


  ‘What did the man who brought it look like?’


  The Yard men heard a description that could have fitted a hundred men seen in any hour.


  ‘What did he bring it in, a truck?’


  ‘No, a car. We had a job getting it out — ’


  ‘What sort of car?’ Drury sounded excited and Bill Hazard caught up with him a moment later and began to suck air noisily.


  ‘A grey Ford.’


  ‘You didn’t notice the number?’


  That was a question that brought fresh suspicion to Craig’s watery eyes. They dried out fast, but remained bright.


  ‘Of course I didn’t. Any reason why I should have done?’


  Drury passed that up. ‘Anything special you noticed about the car?’


  Craig’s lids almost closed over the brightness behind his lashes. He said, ‘As a matter of fact, there were two things I noticed. It had a plastic coat hanger on the window behind the driver’s seat and it had received a bang.’


  He went on to identify Micky Perran’s missing car, and then added, ‘It couldn’t have been the driver who slipped that marker chip in my pocket. No, it must have been the woman who asked me for a light when I got to the Sackville Gym. I took out my lighter and she snatched it from me, dropped it, lit her cigarette, and then pushed it in my pocket. It must have been she who palmed that chip.’


  ‘Which you were to cash with your life, Gene,’ Drury pointed out like a teacher bringing an overlooked detail to the attention of a backward child. ‘Describe her.’


  This time he described the woman who had accompanied Micky Perran home to be joined by the Irishman Pat. The woman who had received a call from Harvey Harris just before the journalist became unconscious.


  ‘It’s suddenly beginning to fit,’ Drury said, but the excitement was missing from his voice by this time.


  ‘I wish I could see how,’ grunted Bill Hazard.


  Gene Craig was occupied with his own divergent thoughts.


  ‘Bandelli,’ he said. ‘It all comes back to Bandelli. He’s like a bloody spider weaving a web. Once you’re in it, there’s no out — except maybe this.’


  He picked up the twenty-pound marker chip Drury had put down, tossed it up, and caught it, then let it slide from between his fingers as though its mere touch was painful.


  Chapter 10


  ‘Sea Elf,’ she said on a deprecatory note. ‘I’m not sure I like that name, or even trust it.’ Her mouth pursed. ‘It sounds vaguely ominous.’


  Micky Perran squeezed her arm.


  He had been surprised at the comfortable warmth generated between them on the run down the Brighton road. Sheila Devlin had driven in much the same way as she conversed — positively, with no sign of hesitancy and no intention of being intimidated. He liked that. More over, he had found himself liking the perfume she favoured. It didn’t revive thorn-edged memories of another woman he had taken too long to forget. They had parked her car after crossing the bridge at Shoreham and walked, arms touching, to the harbour. The unhappy man Perran had left with the two Yard detectives in Drury’s office had made finding the cabin cruiser very easy.


  ‘You must forget the effect of the Little People on your inbuilt superstitions, macushla,’ Perran told her mockingly. ‘A sea elf must be a sturdy chap, not like one of your landlubbery leprechauns, or he’d never choose Neptune’s ocean to play pranks with. Nothing even vaguely ominous about him.’


  She looked at him, smiled, her eyes like jewels in the night, as she chided gently, ‘Stop sounding like a shoe salesman who’s wandered barefoot into a Walter Mitty dream.’


  ‘I’m willing — if you wake me up.’


  In the soft light of a quarter moon and a few million stars they traded bright stares for several breathless moments before she said, ‘At least I can do that for you,’ and kissed him lightly. She was away before he could tighten an arm around her.


  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Consider me awake and we’re doing our best for Phil Strapp and the Banner’s circulation.’


  ‘Don’t knock them,’ she warned. ‘They provide me with a pay packet. Which reminds me. I ought to phone Strapp. I’ve even got his home number.’


  ‘Be careful, his wife isn’t an understanding woman,’ Perran grinned.


  She remembered what the Banner features editor had told her about the man walking at her side and his marriage that had foundered, and was careful to make no responsive quip. Instead, she said, ‘Maybe you don’t want me to phone him.’


  His reaction surprised her. ‘That’s right, Sheila. Just hold off long enough for me to clear things with Drury.’


  ‘The Yard superintendent?’


  ‘That’s the character. He’s got a curiously possessive outlook about information he feels he’s entitled to. What’s more, he’s a bad man to cross, especially when one can consider oneself in debt to him.’


  ‘And you are?’


  ‘Up to the lobes of my ears, which is more than comfortably high.’


  ‘Meaning you can’t open your mouth too wide for too long.’


  ‘That’s what I like about you, Sheila. You don’t need a dictionary to be able to spell it out for yourself. How up are you on Psychopatia Sexualis, by the way?’


  She pricked his mock-nonchalance ruinously when she said, as though giving her words the weight of full consideration, ‘I’ve never really felt Krafft-Ebing makes a good bedside book, even to prop up a wobbly bedside table.’


  He laughed. ‘All right, bull’s-eye, little lady. Step up and choose your prize.’


  They were only a few feet from the moored Sea Elf, nose to the quay, with a narrow catwalk extending down the port side, and she hesitated.


  ‘I can’t help it,’ she said. ‘I’ve got icy bumps on my spine and they’re not getting any smaller.’


  ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I’ll board her first and toss any Little People I find over the starboard side. But first, promise you won’t dive in after them. I’d hate to be both clever and brave all for nothing.’


  ‘I promise,’ she smiled, the words light as feathers on the night air.


  They were making a game of it, only acknowledging at the same time that it was all something much more serious than any stylised amusement could be. He pushed close against her as he squeezed past her on the catwalk, brushing her lips lightly, aware that she did not try to avoid contact, and feeling elated at the discovery. He drew level with the cruiser’s gunwale amidships and climbed on board.


  He moved silently to the cockpit, lowered himself, and felt the plastic seat cover of the steersman’s chair. It was slightly warm!


  For one crazy instant Micky Perran was tortured by doubt. What was this damned caper he was now involved in — and had dragged Sheila Devlin into? It was a double question as close-knit as two strands of a rope, and one he had no hope of answering.


  Unless he stepped inside the cabin.


  He stepped to the door, opened it, and brightness poured over his head and shoulders. He stared at the bearded man seated at a table playing draughts with another man. Only, instead of using coloured counters they were playing with casino gambling chips, and the blue ones used by Harvey Harris were twenty-pound marker chips.


  The red ones used by the bearded man were not marker chips. Each was for a hundred pounds, and each would have been cashed for its face value in any of the Marmaduke string of gaming clubs. Moreover, to show what he thought of the Australian’s skill, the bearded man had almost swept the board of the illegal marker chips.


  ‘Come in, Mr. Perran,’ said the bearded man without looking up at his visitor as he advanced a red chip and removed another blue marker chip from the board. ‘You don’t know me, but I know you.’


  He sat back, turned his head and smiled. That was when Perran recognised a man he had seen playing not only at the Red Ace, but at several of the other gaming clubs in Bandelli’s Marmaduke string. Moreover, the bearded man had been at the Marmaduke Red Ace, playing with a stack of similar red chips, when Perran hesitated on his way out to have that last daiquiri.


  He turned to call through the open door to Sheila, to tell her to leave this to him, but his movement was apparently awaited. Harvey Harris produced a gun and levelled it, while the bearded man said quietly, ‘Don’t be foolish. Tell her to join you. After all, she must either be a great fool or a very clever woman to come down here with you. I’d like to meet her. You see, we watched you make your way here after leaving the car. We thought you were another couple. But since you are here, I’m prepared to make use of you, Perran. Do you understand?’


  ‘I’m damned if I do,’ Perran muttered. ‘But if you didn’t have that beard I’d place you — I think.’


  ‘All right, tell me,’ the bearded man invited.


  ‘Sir Kenneth Halder, the owner of Blaise Manor.’


  ‘Now you know why I have to use you, Perran. It’s either use you or kill you, and of course that goes for the young woman out there, whoever she is. Which shall it be?’


  Micky Perran groped to a chair, almost fell into it.


  ‘Go and collect her, Harvey,’ said the bearded man as though speaking to a well-trained dog.
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  Halder insisted on welcoming Sheila as though she had dropped in for a friendly glass instead of being herded into the Sea Elf’s cabin by a tight-faced villain with a gun in his fist. He introduced himself, evinced amusement when informed she was on the Banner’s staff, and remarked chidingly to the unhappy Perran, ‘A curious way of winning your lost place again with that paper, Perran. But it displays initiative.’


  ‘Not on my part,’ said Perran.


  That made Halder regard her afresh, this time with a bright eye.


  ‘I’m intrigued. After reaching saturation point with such females as Sandra Beltby and the unfortunate Joanne, I’m enchanted. I truly am.’


  The Australian grunted, and received an amused frown from the man he had interrupted.


  ‘You must pardon Harvey. He is a bluff colonial, crude, even rude, but thoroughly dependable in a double-cross that is to his advantage.’


  ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Ken. Skip the clowning.’ The Australian hitched his wide shoulders and indicated the unusual draughts on the chequerboard. ‘Always striking a bloody attitude — like this damned game.’


  ‘A better way of consuming time than biting one’s nails, Harvey,’ the Australian was told. ‘And much more hygienic — I hope.’


  He produced from a locker glasses and a bottle of Bisquit V.S.O.P., and poured generous tipples.


  ‘My apologies for not having daiquiri, Perran. But I consider this in every way a more civilised drink for the late hour, if you will bear with me. Your health, if the subject isn’t too delicate in the circum stances,’ he smiled, and drank.


  Harris swallowed the brandy as though it were the remains of a glass of beer. Sheila sipped hers. Perran made no attempt to touch his. He sat glowering, dividing his attention between the uneasy Australian with the built-in glower on his face and the meaty limbs and the elegantly garbed Halder in his white cashmere turtleneck and slim-waisted double-breasted two-piece suit that could have been inspired by Carnaby Street. He had an Old English Clove carnation in his buttonhole, which he occasionally brought up to his nose in an absent-minded manner that struck Perran as utterly decadent, but which made the journalist envious for no good reason he could offer himself.


  The two men were a contrast in opposites, and Perran could see that, despite the incongruity of setting and atmosphere, Sheila was not only intrigued, but fascinated. But then, he consoled himself, villainy of any kind was a novelty to her at first hand.


  ‘I said you might help me, Perran,’ the bearded man went on after returning to his seat. ‘To do that you must understand a few things.’


  ‘Oh, I do,’ retorted Perran waspishly. ‘Like the robbery at Blaise Manor being a put-up job, and your fight for the insurance, which went for nearly three years, all over gold and silver plate and art treasures as well as antique jewellery priced at around a quarter of a million, which was supposed to pass to the nation at your death.’


  Halder flashed his excellent teeth and chose a slim panatella from a case and lit it.


  ‘Smoke if you want to,’ he waved.


  ‘No,’ said the Australian throatily. ‘Keep your damned hands where I can see them. Both of you.’


  ‘Sorry,’ smiled the seemingly happy Halder, ‘but the man is right. We must maintain the conventions required of the circumstances.’


  Sheila started to laugh, but bit off the sound under the menace of Harris’s glare. The bearded man contrived not to take notice of such byplay. He addressed his next words to the dispirited Perran.


  ‘The trouble with jumping to conclusions, Perran, is that one too often falls short, as you have done. Listen. First, there is no one to arrest for Cuzak’s murder, because the woman who ran from her flat and stabbed him after you had helpfully knocked him down is dead — not from violence. She had an omnivorous appetite for men, but a weak heart. The excitement of killing Cuzak after turning from Harvey here to a dark-skinned Italian type who was more interested in Sandra Beltby was too much for her. And for Sandra. She improvised wildly, and decided you would provide the ideal cover. I’m sure she was wrong.’


  ‘You did nothing to correct her mistakes?’


  ‘Me? I wasn’t after the cash in Cuzak’s bag. Sandra and her friend Bronley were. Very much. Me, I wanted what was stolen from Blaise. Harvey here, of course, was waiting to see which way the cat called Opportunity jumped. Mario Bandelli knew nothing of the double-crossing going on. For him the Blaise loot was safely hidden in a dried well on the Bowdens’ farm, not to be removed until the heat was off. Of course, he had made up his mind I was the prize sucker of the age. I had lost money in his clubs, rather large sums, for I am, I regret to say, a compulsive gambler. But not the first among the Halders. There was one in the seventeenth century who — ’


  He caught himself up, tapped ash from his slim cigar, and politely begged their pardon for digressing.


  Then he continued, ‘I’m afraid there must be a roguish streak in me, using the word in a severely literal sense, rather than an accepted sentimental distortion.’ He showed his teeth in another measured and mannered smile. ‘I went along with Bandelli and Cuzak, ostensibly to pay back my gambling debts. But it was Harvey who realised I would collect the insurance and began putting the bite, as it is picturesquely termed, on me. So we worked out something between us. It meant employing the ever-willing Sandra and the obnoxious Pat as everyone called the new arrival from some Cardiff gang of morons. Apparently he had been forced to leave his native Dublin when both the Irish underworld and the Garda joined forces in deciding his absence was to be preferred to his company.’


  More ash went into the ash-tray Halder was using.


  ‘Meantime I was a man without a home,’ the bearded man continued his recital. ‘Blaise had been taken over on lease by friends of Bandelli from the States. They were running it as a secret casino for big-shot Mafia gamblers from all over Europe. And why did Bandelli get involved? Because he had lost Mafia money when cargoes of raw heroin had been seized in the Cardiff docks. Just bad business. But the Mafia never cuts its losses. So the squeeze was on Bandelli, who squeezed me, and Blaise went to a white-haired American retired business man with a pink smile who was a front for the crowd who moved in after Vito Genovese died in jail. But they also took over Cuzak to make sure the profits from the Marmaduke string went to them until they had not only the money lost for the purchase of the heroin that was seized by the Customs, but also the seven or eight hundred per cent they expected on the first handling. You know, these Mafia lads could have taught the old-time robber barons quite a few tricks.’


  ‘How about cutting the history and getting to the jam Sandra and Bronley elected to put me in?’ said Perran harshly.


  Halder looked pained. Oh, dear,’ he said, ‘and I thought I was being interesting.’


  ‘Save it for the cops,’ he was advised.


  The Australian stirred, but his gun remained still in his right hand. He had some advice of his own to offer.


  ‘Watch it, mate.’


  Perran’s mouth tightened. He risked a glance at Sheila. She looked bewildered and out of her depth, but intrigued both by what she was hearing and how she was putting it together with the little she knew.


  She felt his glance, turned her head quickly, and gave him a swift smile. Perran choked, and made a poor effort of grinning back, as he hoped, encouragingly. He was cursing himself for getting her in a triple distilled mess.


  ‘Very well,’ said Halder with an air of resignation. ‘This is what happened only hours ago, Perran, and you’re only involved because your timing was way off. If you’d gone when you’d lost your few chips and had your drink you’d have been out of it. As it is you’re where you are because you gave Sandra an idea she thought was bright, but which was rather dim.’


  ‘Is that why she ran out to phone, with Cuzak after her?’


  ‘She wanted to phone Harvey, to tell him I had rendered Ray Ebor unconscious and locked him in his office and had the black bag of money and had gone up to Joanne’s flat over the club. She had been installed by Harvey to keep her out of harm’s way and to keep her husband toeing the line.’


  ‘You mean her brother, surely.’


  ‘No, her husband. Gene Craig pretended she was his sister, but he wasn’t fooling anyone. We knew the score, especially Harvey, who had a photo of her and became nominally engaged to her, all to get Gene to handle this craft he had hired. With my money, incidentally. Some I had received from the insurance people. Amusing, isn’t it, how things work out?’


  ‘Hysterical,’ Perran muttered glumly.


  ‘It is, really,’ smiled Halder, ‘when you know there was really only one reason why Harvey here first listened to me, and it had nothing to do with money. I can handle a helicopter.’


  A lot that had been at best misty was suddenly clarified for Perran’s objective gaze.


  ‘And the real joke is I shan’t have to fly a chopper now, but Harvey has to go along with me because he is committed. I want you to get that quite straight, Perran, so that if you ever try writing again for the Banner, and make use of what I’m telling you, you won’t be foolish a second time and risk libel. Just an unsupported word isn’t enough, and that’s all you’re going to get, because you’re entitled to something after Sandra’s attempt to fix you for murder.’


  ‘You mean the needle-end bottle opener?’


  ‘So it has been found. By you?’


  ‘By the police.’


  ‘Oh.’


  Halder and Harris finished their drinks simultaneously. They were the second that had been poured. Perran made a start on his first. Sheila took a fresh sip from her glass. By some mutual but unspoken consent all seemed agreed they had reached a notable moment in the present confrontation.


  ‘Well, in that case I’ll wrap it up,’ said the bearded man. Perran thought he sounded a little less sure of himself. Harris was scowling at the gun in his right hand as though he held a grudge against it. ‘Sandra went back in after you’d pulled her from the phone box. No one noticed the door leading to the flat open, but Joanne Craig had opened a bottle and she had that patent opener in her hand when she heard Cuzak yelling Sandra’s name. That was all it took. She rushed downstairs, opened the street door, and there he was on the pavement where you’d put him. I think she stepped up to him as he opened his eyes and he must have called her some name far from anything she could consider an endearment. So she viciously stuck the cork opener in through his ear, releasing a charge of air to put hydraulic pressure in his brain. He died instantly. She ran back and closed the door. She reached her room upstairs just as I came in with the bag of money, and collapsed. I put the Corkell — I think that was the opener’s name — in the bag with the money, went down for Sandra, and she phoned for Bronley. He was one street away with a car — not the red mini, which he had hired, Perran — but a stolen one. The lout enjoyed stealing cars for the hell of it. This time when he took the call in his favourite café the stolen car was a godsend for collecting Joanne. As it was we had barely time to get her in it, before Drury arrived, summoned by Ebor. I had to get back in the club because with this beard I would be remembered. So I answered questions with the rest and gave the police a phoney name, but I think Drury wasn’t satisfied by me. I had too many red chips, which I had no chance of cashing, so I came away with them. But only after you’d left. I understand you went to Bandelli’s. Of course you thought it was one of his tricks to be rid of a man who had become a liability. How did he take it?’


  ‘He didn’t take it at all. Before I could find out anything Drury arrived, I was pushed into another room and when I put the light on, there was Sandra, dressing.’


  Harvey Harris’s head went back on his shoulders. Halder’s seemed to sink between his.


  ‘Dressing?’


  ‘She had a gun, a snub-nose thing that looked like a cannon in her small hand. She dressed, presumably she had an arrangement with Cathy Manning, and escorted me down the fire escape, where she dropped a match book cover in case Drury got that far. He did. She drove me off in the mini, and that’s when I saw the black bag. She told me what it held, and wanted to know where I was mixed up in the affair.’


  Halder laughed.


  ‘Harvey,’ he said, ‘she didn’t trust us. She thought we were using Perran.’


  ‘Anyone we could get, huh?’


  ‘She didn’t have a high opinion of our capabilities, I’m afraid.’


  ‘She rang me from a garage,’ Harris said, ‘and said she was collecting Walter Bronley.’


  ‘She did that, with Joanne along strictly for the ride. Bronley was told to turn up at Perran’s flat.’


  ‘That’s right. She said ring there if I wanted to know how it was going. I rang, and she was there, with Bronley.’


  ‘That’s when I was knocked out,’ Perran said savagely, ‘and given a hypo. Don’t worry. Drury knows.’


  ‘Poor Sandra,’ said Halder, rubbing out the butt of his panatella. ‘Nothing went right for her. She didn’t know that I had meantime got away from the Red Ace and collected you, Harvey, who told me of the trip to Perran’s flat, so we went there, and followed when they left — in Perran’s car. The red mini was in Perran’s garage. The stolen car was dumped some streets away after Joanne had been placed in the boot of Perran’s Ford. Then down to Sussex.’


  ‘Why, in the name of sanity?’ asked Perran.


  ‘Ah,’ said Halder, ‘that’s the way the female mind works. It’s wonderful and dumb at the same time — present company always excepted, Miss Devlin.’ He flashed the thoroughly bewildered and bemused female member of the cabin’s quartet a slightly mocking smile. ‘To answer your most pertinent question, Perran,’ he resumed, ‘Sandra wanted you out of what used to be termed naively harm’s way. She was lumbered with you, to put it in the current vernacular, and she could conceive only one use for you — to distract Superintendent Drury. To help this she had extracted the Corkell from the black bag now filled with old papers by me after extracting the cash collected by Cuzak. I had the money, so Harvey was sticking to me, the bag had old papers, which Sandra changed down here for local directories and papers, and the bag, locked, was left in your car, Perran, with its unexpected passenger in the boot. You were dumped in a cowshed, tied and taped, and just to make it more difficult for you to explain satisfactorily you were given slip-knots. Of course, if you slipped them and got out and took your car and were later picked up the story you would have for Drury would be even more fantastic. A pity you made no effort to be helpful. Sandra’s initiative, such as it was, deserved better.


  Of course, Sandra believed the Blaise loot was hidden on the farm. So she was smart, in a way, to lure the police there for the wrong reason. But it was a gamble. Bert Bowden had to be got out of the way. That was up to me. First, I had to stop her taking Bowden’s car when she had you in the cowshed. I collected her and Bronley and Harvey grilled them. Then I ran Harvey and Sandra into Brighton. Can you guess where?’


  ‘Bowmander’s.’


  ‘Good,’ Halder smiled. ‘You really have been doing your homework, Perran, though the fact doesn’t seem to meet with Harvey’s approval.’


  ‘Oh, for God’s sake cut the cackle and snap it up, Ken,’ grunted the Australian. ‘How the hell you can enjoy going through this damned rigmarole I can’t begin to think.’


  ‘True, Harvey, true, you can’t. But that’s the difference between us, or one of them.’ As the Australian showed signs of becoming angry Halder switched back to the journalist. ‘You see, it didn’t matter a damn about Little Dippers Farm. That was where I was to lift a load in a helicopter — originally. Only there had been a secret change, secret, that is, for Harvey and me. The Blaise loot was no longer in the farm well. It had been recovered, bit by bit, at night and taken to Bowmander’s, where it was stacked in a large trunk. There wasn’t going to be any loot for anyone except Harvey and me. That’s why we had to get Gene Craig away from the boat after he had received the trunk, and I must say I thought we handled this rather neatly, Perran.’


  But the journalist was thinking about his own run-around.


  He said, ‘You left two at Bowmander’s?’


  ‘Right. Harvey and Sandra. They caught an early train back to London because Bandelli wanted to see Harvey at the warehouse at nine. The killing of Cuzak had shaken him. He thought it was an act by his friends installed at Blaise. That left me accompanied by the Irish lout Bronley. We had a wait until you were released and took off after finding Joanne. But Mary Bowden had seen the body, something Sandra hadn’t allowed for, and you had to be separated from it to make your cock-eyed story to the police even more unbelievable. That was done at Horsham by Bronley. But his Irish nerve was giving out or maybe he was superstitious about handling the dear departed. I had to get Bowden to come and take over. Bowden’s car was left outside Bowmander’s so that he could get it any time he wanted it. Being no fool, he had some spare plates for your car, Perran, which I agreed he should leave not far from here, in Shoreham, after bringing the trunk later. He could get back to Brighton by bus, pick up his car, and return home.’


  ‘Where his wife was in tears and damned near panicking because she thought he was on another lorry job from the Cross Counties Transport depot in East London,’ said Perran.


  ‘She couldn’t talk much, and in any case we’ll be away before there’s any follow-up. We’ve got time. None to waste, but enough so we don’t get in a sweat. We’re off on the morning tide. That’s why I wasn’t fooled into going away. When Gene Craig went up to London I came here. As soon as Harvey heard that the police were at the transport depot he came down and joined me.’


  ‘Where you played draughts with chips with a nice price tag,’ Perran pointed out.


  ‘I told you,’ Halder said patiently, ‘I hadn’t been able to cash my chips at the Red Ace when Drury moved in. These other damned marker chips I took from Sandra. She had the idea to make things even more complicated for the Yard’s trained sleuths by confusing the scent, as it were. That was largely your own fault, Perran.’


  ‘Mine?’ the journalist asked, genuinely surprised.


  ‘Certainly. In that series about Bandelli you ran in the Banner you had an instalment called Cash My Chips, Croupier, in which you claimed Bandelli had a blue twenty-pound marker chip left with an intended victim as a warning of what was about to happen. She collected some of those old marker chips, and left one in your flat.’


  ‘Because she did that Drury found the cork opener.’


  Halder laughed. ‘It seems some of the girl’s ideas really do work. She was going to push another in Gene Craig’s pocket, for he would be searched when picked up. After all, he’s wanted for non-payment of taxes because Bandelli used his name in a phoney deal which left Gene owing money on quite a bit of paper capital gains. One more reason why Gene was eager to lend us his wife and use this cruiser the way we wanted. Only, now the police can keep him.’


  ‘And just where is his wife?’


  The question came from Sheila, the first she had put.


  ‘I think she has been placed in the hole from which the Blaise loot was removed. Bowden will cover it over with concrete, and if you tell anyone and the body is dug up, Perran, a post-mortem will establish she died from natural causes. Something else might be helpful to you. She bought that Corkell in a small shop in Shepherd Market she patronised. The name over the window is Luigi Hemderson. A most improbable name, I grant you, but then it is a most improbable shop, selling groceries and cooking food as a sort of half-restaurant, half-supermarket in miniature. They will remember her there because she used to hold long conversations with the man who ran it, only his name was not Luigi. At least, I don’t think it could be. Everyone, including Joanne, called him Jack. He will remember selling her the Corkell. They aren’t objects he sells every day, and it was her new toy. The wine she had opened she had got from the same place in Shepherd Market.’


  I’ve got another question,’ said Sheila when Halder paused.


  He poured himself more brandy and passed the bottle to the Australian, who was now fidgeting in his chair.


  ‘Why have you told us this, Sir Kenneth?’


  ‘Why shouldn’t I?’


  ‘Because, although you’ve not been involved in murder, you are involved in securing stolen goods.’


  ‘True, but I’m the lawful owner of those stolen goods,’ Halder pointed out gently, and smiled when Sheila’s pretty mouth sagged. ‘I’m quite within my rights in negotiating to get them back. My negotiations with criminals to achieve this end will be considered privileged, certainly by the insurance companies, who pull a hell of a lot of weight, I can tell you from experience.’


  ‘And how will you pay them back?’


  Halder’s smile widened. ‘How shall I be expected to if they are snatched back from me?’


  Sheila gasped. ‘You mean the deal won’t go through?’


  ‘Precisely, my dear,’ said the bearded man, ‘and as the deal will be at some unchartered position at sea, how can I help the authorities to recover them when it’s all a matter of not having the price?’ He laughed softly with relish. Of course, if this spendthrift Government wants them badly enough as national heirlooms it can produce the price and save me exhausting death duties, but I don’t somehow think the attendant publicity would be welcomed. You won’t be able to print a word that is damaging to me without allowing me to collect a useful sum. Perran has shown that with his Bandelli exposure. Of course, you can wait for my death, but I must warn you my doctor gives me a clean bill of health except for the occasional touch of gout, and even that isn’t terrorising with these latest cholchiprine tablets that have been produced.’


  Harvey Harris spoke. I’m a different proposition. I’m the supposed go-between, and I wouldn’t like it if my name was used the wrong way. At the moment there’s no proof, so don’t try to sell Drury the idea there is. I’ve seen to that. Ken wanted someone to advise him so he turned to me. He had met me in the Markaduke Black Queen, because that’s where I usually turn up. So I was helpful. With advice. That’s all. Don’t try to make it more than that.’


  ‘Isn’t the proof in that trunk Bowden brought?’ Sheila asked.


  ‘You know,’ laughed Halder, ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’ He took a small key from his pocket, tossed it up and caught it. ‘Come to think of it, we ought to make sure, Harvey, before dropping out with the next tide. We must continue to be logical. Help me lug it back into here, Perran. Harvey will want to play watch-dog more than ever.’


  Micky Perran stepped into the forward compartment and pulled the short handle strap fitted to one side of a large trunk while Halder pushed at the far side. Under the cabin’s ceiling light the bearded man unlocked the trunk, which had a label addressed to Mrs. J. Craig in block letters.


  It was the Australian who reached with his left hand and threw back the lid.


  He stepped back with an obscene exclamation.


  Staring back at him were the sightless glassy eyes of Joanne Craig. She was in a posture with her knees almost touching her chin, and her tongue was poking through her teeth in a childish gesture of derision.


  Chapter 11


  ‘The bloody vandals,’ said Harris savagely. ‘They’ve even taken the ring I gave her.’


  He pointed with the gun at the left hand of the dead woman. The third finger was bare.


  ‘Who are you talking about?’ Halder inquired, frowning.


  Perran and Sheila had become only appalled and morbidly fascinated spectators of a Grand Guignol scene.


  ‘Sandra and Pat. You thought they were coming here. You thought when Perran walked in it was them. Well, you know now you miscalculated, chum.’


  There was a hard, almost vicious note in the Australian’s words.


  ‘I know someone’s broken your engagement for you, Harvey.’


  ‘Don’t let your aristocratic sense of humour take over, for God’s sake. What do you mean — someone?’


  ‘I mean I think you’re wrong, Harvey.’ Sir Kenneth Halder sat down and poured himself a third drink from the Bisquit bottle. ‘And do close that lid. You won’t make her go away just by pointing a gun at her. It’s much too late, my friend.’


  He sipped the brandy while the frowning Australian closed the trunk.


  The lid fell with a sound that made Perran wince. He glanced at Sheila. Her eyes were closed and she looked pale and suddenly drained. Her hands were knotted.


  ‘Look,’ he said. ‘She needs a reviver. This is a mite rough for a newcomer to a Bandelli outfit’s social get-together.’


  ‘Help her and yourself,’ said Halder, nodding to the bottle.


  ‘Bandelli,’ said the Australian, face muscles squeezing to give him a weasel look. ‘Bandelli,’ he repeated more softly. ‘You always said she used that fire escape and made those trips because she was working something with Cathy. But suppose it was Ebor using her. They pretended to fight and he always said he had no time for her because her mother walked out on him. But Ray is the world’s champion liar. He was trying to get something on her.’


  Harris kicked the trunk with a foot. Sheila almost spilled the brandy Perran was trying to get her to drink in the wings of what was turning into a ghoulish comedy with a chance of becoming outright sick, in the modern meaning.


  ‘Ray is a red herring, Harvey,’ the bearded man informed him. ‘You fancied Sandra the way Cuzak did, but she had no time for him and precious little for you.’


  ‘You mean Pat — it was Pat she got the itch for? I teamed her up with that Irish perisher.’


  ‘No, not Bronley. I suspect Cathy, who used to be on pot when she worked a roulette wheel at the Red King, is on the hard stuff, and Sandra’s trips up the fire escape were a secret routine.’


  ‘Mario wouldn’t stand for a dopey in his bed.’


  ‘That’s why it was secret. Besides, Sandra might have been using Ray to get the stuff.’


  Or Pat. The Irisher has good contacts around Tiger Bay.’


  ‘Whoever it was, Sandra was working her way inside, That’s how come she had a syringe ready to push in Perran so that he would be quiet on the run to Little Dippers. Oh, a very smart girl, playing every lead she had. When Cathy blew her drug addiction Sandra might be next in line for Mario’s favourite. She couldn’t know he had damned nearly shot his bolt with the boys installed so comfortably in my old ancestral home. I suspect Sandra had to make a delivery the other night. She couldn’t risk the police wanting to examine her dress if they had second thoughts about her. If they’d cleaned out a secret pocket with a mini-vacuum they might have found grains of heroin, and that could have blown too much too damned high.’


  ‘All this means it isn’t Sandra and Pat who’ve conned us?’


  ‘It comes to that. So.’ Halder sighed. ‘I’m tired, and I don’t like guessing games. This time I want to be sure.’


  ‘Just the way I’m thinking. I think I’ve been conned cold.’


  ‘Both of us, Harvey.’


  ‘No, Ken. Just me.’ When the Australian pointed his gun at the bearded man Halder’s eyes widened with genuine surprise. ‘So first you hand over the money collected from Toni. I’m taking it and leaving as we originally planned. You can stay and talk Perran to death and take a chance on this pair shopping you when you reach for your damned plate and pictures. I don’t give a damn any more. A hundred and forty thousand will do me. It’s bigger than I ever expected, so maybe it’s time I wised up in a hurry and did my own thinking instead of letting you do it for me. Your tongue’s too smooth, Ken. I ought to have realised sooner that I could be the prize pigeon, sitting in the coop waiting to be plucked clean. But I’m out of the coop, Ken, and on my own. So the cash. Just hand it over and I’ll let you walk out with those two, and don’t think I’m not being generous.’


  It had been quite a speech for Harvey Harris, who had thrust his way up through the underworld mire with more use of his brawn than his brain.


  ‘Giving up the gym?’


  ‘It just pays its way, and the lease is due for renewal soon. Let someone else find the dough. I’m heading out for sun, sheilas, and the soft life.’


  Sheila Devlin, with some colour returned to her cheeks, coughed at the slang use of her first name and Perran put an arm around her to steady her as she shuddered.


  Harris caught the movement and sneered.


  ‘Present company excepted, as Ken would say. Well, he’s finished saying any more to me. He can save it for you two. Now, Ken, I never beg. So fork over the money. I know you’ve got it aboard.’


  The bearded man rose. The amusement had been washed from his eyes.


  ‘You’re making a mistake,’ he said quietly.


  ‘It’s my mistake.’


  ‘True, but all you require — ’


  ‘The cash. That’s all. You don’t have to tell me.’


  ‘I said I don’t like guessing games. Very well, I won’t guess. I’ll — ’


  ‘Quit trying to cool me with a load of bull, Ken. It won’t work. I’m suddenly awake. I’ve heard you talk me damned nearly to sleep and if the girl hadn’t asked about the trunk you weren’t opening it. Oh, no, you were all set to slip ashore and leave me with this box of bones.’


  A second kick of the trunk made Sheila catch her breath sharply.


  The bearded man flicked a glance at Perran, who caught a meaningful look in Halder’s eyes that the journalist couldn’t interpret. His arm around Sheila tightened and it seemed she drew closer to him.


  ‘So for the last time, Ken.’ Harris spaced his words to make them register like an ultimatum. ‘The cash. Hand it over or I blast you apart and come looking for it — after I’ve finished with them.’


  His head jerked at Perran and the girl.


  Halder shrugged. ‘Very well, if that’s the way you want it, Harvey.’


  Harris watched him as he turned his back to reach down for a piece of slim air-flight luggage. The locks clicked back, and he bent to reach inside. Up to that instant his movements had been slow and leisurely, the movements of a man bringing himself to accept a decision he had not sought. Suddenly his right hand dived. Halder spun to one side, turning as he did so and bringing up the small Spanish automatic he had grabbed from its nest in the suitcase.


  As the light touched the bluish metal Perran flung Sheila down and sprawled on top of her. The roar of an exploding gun in the small cabin was like a thunderclap. It seemed to roll round and round for echoing seconds.


  ‘Get up.’


  The voice was Harvey Harris’s. Perran twisted his head to look at the Australian and rose slowly, keeping a foot on Sheila’s rump so that she couldn’t follow his example.


  For one crazy moment the two men stared at each other, neither bending his glance to where Sir Kenneth Halder lay in a heap with a bullet in his brain.


  ‘Sorry it’s got to be this way, chum, but you invited yourself. And don’t expect me to feel bad. You didn’t give me any pats on the back in that damned series you ran in the Banner.’


  Micky Perran opened his mouth to say something. Anything, just so long as he could stop the crazy killer opposite from cutting loose again. But the words never came.


  For at that moment a police whistle blew stridently.


  Harvey Harris’s glance swung to the door. As it did so the journalist jumped him, calling ‘Keep down on the floor, Sheila!’


  The second bullet did not find its target, like the first, but it drilled through space close enough to Perran’s face to make him conscious of its passing. Then his fist caught Harris in the groin as he went in low and finished up twisting on the floor to get the automatic Halder had not been given time to use.


  Harris, however, was a character with frightening reserves of animal strength and stamina. He doubled up but did not fall moaning, and he did not drop his gun. But he was slow enough to allow the desperate man on the floor to shoot out the light, and that was the move that saved Sheila’s life, for Harris was aiming his gun to put a slug in her head.


  Perran’s second shot missed because Harris was travelling. He reached the door, threw it open, and moonlight and star sheen swept over him. But he was too late in adjusting the focus of his eyes. He didn’t see the truncheon whirling like a boomerang for his head until it was too late to dodge it.


  The hard stick of wood, thrown by an expert named Bill Hazard, hit the Australian’s forehead with a sound that was like iron striking oak.


  Harvey Harris went down as though poleaxed, squeezing a bullet at the stars by some muscular reflex action. Then the Sussex Regional Crime Squad came leaping over the side. Perran made out the shadowed features of Chris Dunmore beside a thin man he thought must be Superintendent Laidlaw from Lewes. Only a step behind was Frank Drury.


  Perran stooped and helped Sheila to her feet as handcuffs clicked around the unconscious Australian’s wrists.


  ‘How’s that for timing?’ asked Drury.


  He flashed a torch into the darkness of the cabin, and its ray steadied on the dead Halder. The superintendent’s expression hardened.


  ‘Too damned close,’ Perran said, answering a question Drury had already forgotten. ‘One of the crew wasn’t around to hear the whistle blow.’


  Sheila Devlin’s arms went around him as though she was pulling herself closer to safety.
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  Sheila stopped typing as the phone in Micky Perran’s flat rang. She was looking pleased with the story she had been shaping for Phil Strapp with assistance from Micky.


  ‘Well, aren’t you going to answer it?’ she smiled.


  ‘At the moment you’re giving it too much competition.’


  ‘Fool,’ she laughed, but the word had a soft touch against the ear, like a caress, and there was a subtle change to her smile, one that made him feel warm where he had been chilled for far too long.


  He lifted the receiver and at once sounded surprised.


  ‘You have?’ he exclaimed. ‘Well this will wrap it up finally.’


  Frank Drury said, ‘Can you collect Miss Devlin in a hurry?’


  Perran looked at her, closed one eye, and said, ‘She’s here, working in my lounge.’


  ‘Working?’ asked Drury. ‘Is that the name they give it?’


  Sheila could hear Drury’s mocking laugh as Perran held the receiver away from his ear.


  Drury went on, ‘We’re going down right away. It takes three to four hours, depends on the road traffic. If you two want to come we’ll pick you up in half an hour. That should be ample time to alert that slave-driver Strapp. And you can tell him I’ll collect a triple Scotch next time I’m passing the Banner office.’


  ‘I’ll tell him, and we’ll be waiting. Nice of you. Super.’


  ‘A promise is a promise, and I owe the pair of you something for that Sea Elf caper the other night. Walter Bronley’s elected to talk, by the way. We picked up Sandra Beltby when she was climbing the fire escape to Mario’s apartment. He damned nearly had a seizure when he found she was carrying big H for Cathy. Won’t believe Ebor isn’t in it. But that’s by the way. Inside half an hour, then.’


  The connection was broken.


  ‘Drury,’ said Sheila. ‘I gather we’re being taken to wherever they’ve picked him up.’


  ‘Right. Hereford. Get yourself ready. I must ring Strapp and tell him it’s all going to break in his lap like a carton of dropped eggs.’


  Twenty-two minutes later they joined Bill Hazard and Frank Drury in a black police Jaguar. Hazard was driving. As soon as the Jag’s doors clicked shut he started for Hammersmith Bridge and the M4. They had a good road and were entering the city on the Wye in a few minutes under the three hours. There had been little talk on the journey. Drury was in no mood to be pumped. He sat and smoked his pipe beside Hazard, who burned the occasional cigarette and concentrated on his driving. To Perran, sitting in the back with Sheila and very conscious of her nearness and perfume which Drury’s pipe didn’t entirely drown, it seemed that Hazard was taciturn to the point of being glum because Drury had something weighing on his mind.


  Only once did Perran try to break through what seemed disturbingly like a wall of reserve. That was when he asked, ‘How came the Hereford police picked him up, Super?’


  ‘Very easy. We had alerted all stations and supplied the number of his lorry.’


  ‘Lorry?’


  ‘Yes, the Hereford police are holding it and are leaving it for us to examine.’


  ‘But how came you knew he had a lorry?’


  At that Drury had turned round and looked archly at his questioner.


  ‘We knew it two days ago. Don’t make the mistake of imagining we don’t earn our keep, chummy. All we had to do was get that punch-drunk pushover Alf Bradley to shake up his wits. He not only knew of the lorry, but saw him change the bloody number-plates, so we had the number for a bonus. Even you could have played being a cop with that much.’


  It was an observation that negatived any comment or further questions. But it was very obvious that Drury was on edge.


  They drove into the yard of the station where the lorry was parked and a beefy-faced man with a brown moustache introduced himself as Chief Inspector Warrener. He pulled back the faded green tarpaulin covering the top of the lorry, to reveal a trunk identical to the one Perran had seen in the Sea Elf s cabin. Beside it was a wooden crate held together with four-inch nails, one side having the words ‘With Care’ stenciled on it in bright purple. They looked as ugly as a facial birthmark.


  The chief inspector eyed Perran and Sheila suspiciously, but was careful not to question their presence. After all, now the Yard had taken over he had passed up any responsibility he might have had, and was secretly overjoyed at the thought, but played according to the rules by determinedly not showing it.


  ‘You going to open them?’


  ‘Not for a moment,’ Drury told the local man. ‘Anything else?’


  ‘He had a small cheap attaché case in the cab. The lock was broken and rusty. All it contained were shaving things and a spare shirt and socks. Funny, though, among the things we took from his pockets was an inexpensive diamond half-hoop ring. Still bright, so it hadn’t been worn long. He had a bunch of keys of course.’


  As he finished the chief inspector glanced at the bed of the lorry, where the trunk had a lock. Drury was trying to make out the name of the painted-out firm under the fresh green side of the lorry. He couldn’t truthfully claim he could make out the obliterated letters, which he knew spelled Cross Counties Transport Co.


  ‘All right, let’s have him brought out of his retreat, Chief Inspector,’ he said. ‘I don’t intend to charge him until we’ve looked inside the trunk and the crate, and I might have to go back to Sussex to do that.’


  The beefy-faced local man looked a couple of questions at the Yard superintendent, but Drury avoided meeting his eye and spoke to Hazard.


  ‘Bill, you stick close and make sure he doesn’t try anything.’


  The Yard inspector nodded.


  They all trooped into the police station and Warrener led them to his own office. He sent a sergeant for two more chairs and told him to have the prisoner shown in.


  The chairs arrived first.


  Three minutes later a uniformed desk sergeant came in after opening the door wide.


  ‘Here he is, sir,’ he said.


  A uniformed constable pushed Bert Bowden into the room. Drury nodded to Warrener, who signalled to the uniformed men. They withdrew. Bowden licked his lips and said, ‘Who’s she?’ nodding at Sheila.


  ‘Never mind,’ said Drury. I’m Superintendent Drury of Scotland Yard — ’


  ‘I know,’ Bowden nodded. ‘Seen your photo in the Sunday papers plenty of times. He must be Inspector Hazard.’ After another nod he frowned and looked at Perran. ‘You I missed, didn’t I? You hopped it like a scalded cat while my old woman was screaming her head off.’


  ‘I’m Perran,’ the journalist admitted.


  ‘All right,’ said Drury. ‘Now you know why I’m here. You’ve stolen a lorry.’


  ‘You’d have a hard job to prove it,’ Bowden grinned, and afterwards passed a hand over his face, as though he was suddenly weary. ‘Get it over, guv’nor. I’ve about had enough.’ He perked up a little to ask, ‘How did you get me picked up? Did that bleeder Bradley grass?’


  ‘It wasn’t smart to change the number-plates while he was looking.’


  ‘I meant to change them again, but forgot to bring the extra plates.’ Bowden shook his head, his eyes growing a fixed glassy look. ‘Then I read in the paper about Harris getting nicked for murdering that bearded nob and after that I couldn’t risk going back or trying to get a fresh set of plates from a garage.’


  ‘Where were you heading?’


  ‘Wales.’


  ‘What part?’


  ‘One of the lakes.’


  ‘Which?’


  ‘I didn’t give a damn, guv’nor. Not so long as I could get there at night and the water was deep.’


  ‘You might just as easily have tried to climb Snowdon with the load you had.’


  ‘Didn’t think of it, mister,’ Bowden said sourly.


  Warrener started to grin, but saw that none of the others had found the words humorous, and replaced the grin with a blank look.


  ‘Well, let’s wrap it up, Bowden. We’ve got your keys,’ said Drury. ‘Why did you have to take Airs. Craig’s ring?’


  ‘It was no good to her and it might have been worth a quid or two. Could have lasted me out till I reached Cardiff and met this chap Vernon. The one that Irish Bronley used to run with. Reckoned he could fix me all right.’


  ‘Too right he could,’ snorted Drury. ‘He’d have run you straight back to Bandelli.’


  Bert Bowden crumpled at that, rubbed his left wrist across his moist mouth and said, ‘Bloody world, ain’t it?’


  They went out to the yard where the lorry was parked. Sheila held Perran’s arm. She stared around at the closed gates and the uniformed constables stationed around on guard. Chief Inspector Warrener didn’t know the full score, but he knew enough to take no chances until he’d collected a receipt for this Bowden character who was wanted in London.


  A couple of constables manhandled the trunk from the lorry and then dumped the wooden crate beside it. They left the purple words ‘With Care’ uppermost. Drury passed Bowden the bunch of keys. The man looked at them glumly, shook his head, and then untied his left shoe, took off a sock and from the toe removed a small bright key. No one looked at Chief Inspector Warrener, whose face was scarlet.


  ‘Didn’t want to lose it after all the trouble I’d taken,’ Bowden said. ‘You know why? They jailed me for that Blaise Manor job, the only bloke to get done, and all I did was drive a lorry. So I reckoned I had something coming to me.’


  ‘I really think you have, chummy,’ said Drury. ‘Hurry up and unlock it.’


  Bowden inserted the key in the lock and opened the trunk to reveal contents that shone with golden and silver reflections. The plate and ornaments, the jewel boxes, the chalices and bowls and tableware were wedged between rolled-up canvases that had hung on walls enclosing the precious metalware now keeping them company in a second-hand travelling trunk purchased in a shop in Brighton’s ‘lanes.’


  ‘Now the crate.’


  ‘I’ll need a crowbar.’


  ‘We’ll give you one, but don’t try anything, that’s all.’


  ‘Open it yourself, guv’nor. I got no longing to.’


  ‘Bill,’ said Drury.


  Hazard walked across the yard, spoke to a sergeant and a couple of minutes later came back with a crowbar with a forked end. Before he could hand it to Bowden the local chief inspector pushed forward.


  ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Just a precaution.’


  He produced handcuffs which he placed on Bowden’s wrists.


  ‘Good idea,’ Drury said, a man making a gesture. ‘Thank you.’


  The manacled man stared at his steel-encased wrists as though trying to comprehend what had happened to him. Bill Hazard thrust the claw-hooked crowbar at him.


  ‘Use a bit of muscle on the box, Bowden. We haven’t got all day.’


  Bowden grasped the crowbar with both hands and wrenched at the nails, forcing them through the thick but soft white timber, which protested at his urgent violence with short sharp squeals. At last the packing case was opened, the top tossed to one side, revealing a dark Army blanket that had been loosely tucked inside, as though to cover something quite large.


  Drury came forward, and for a protracted moment he and Bowden seemed to share something they held in secret. The Yard man took the crowbar from hands that seemed nerveless.


  ‘Remove it,’ he said.


  Bowden did a curious thing. He lifted his manacled hands to his mouth and blew in them as though they were cold. Then he bent and tugged away the dark woollen blanket. There was a gasp of shocked surprise. It came from Sheila, followed by the words, ‘Oh, my God! Oh, how awful!’


  It was.


  Mary Bowden hadn’t died so neatly as Joanne Craig, at whose special postmortem, called within hours of her body being got ashore, the medical verdict was death from cardiac thrombosis aggravated by alcoholic poisoning. Her throat had been slit, and her dress was caked black with dried blood.


  ‘So that’s why you were making for a Welsh lake,’ said Drury. ‘I suspected it. But why did you have to do it?’


  Bowden looked at the remains of the woman he had killed with no flicker of emotion on his dull face.


  ‘I couldn’t trust her.’


  ‘You had to have a reason.’


  ‘She would never do what I told her to and leave it at that.’ Bowden spoke dully, as though repeating words learned by rote without understanding their meaning. ‘She never even swallowed the sleeping pills. I know. I found some the next morning. She fooled me, and I couldn’t trust her, so I couldn’t bring her along. And I couldn’t leave her behind. I tried to think of another way.’ He shook his head sorrowfully, but for whom he felt sorrow none of his audience could tell from his looks or his speech. ‘There wasn’t one. If only she had been different everything else would have been. But she would never do what I told her without an argument. Never. So it had to end.’


  Drury placed a hand on the manacled man’s shoulder.


  ‘Bowden, I’m taking you back to Sussex. There you’ll be charged with murder. In the meantime I must warn you that — ’


  Micky Perran didn’t listen to the rest. He saw Sheila walking away and went after her. A uniformed constable moved from the rear entrance to the police station, and they passed inside, walked straight through, and out into the street, watched curiously by the desk sergeant in the hall.


  In the street Micky caught her arm, turned her round, saw the tears in her eyes, and kissed her mouth gently.


  ‘I’d sooner stick to sport,’ she said as he drew back his head, ‘even if the pay is less.’
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  A couple of hours later they had said goodbye to Drury and Hazard, had eaten a meal at the Green Dragon in Broad Street, where Perran had phoned Phil Strapp and been told to collect a hire car on Banner expenses, and were heading down the Wye Valley towards Ross.


  Sheila was driving. After all, as she had pointed out, she was still the Banner staff member of the party.


  Somehow she managed to take the wrong road at the Ross-Abergavenny fork. Micky didn’t point it out until they were approaching St. Weonards. Then she looked at him glumly, slowing as she did so.


  ‘What shall I do?’ she asked. ‘I seem to have run out on this assignment. Now I’m no longer sure of myself. I might run out on another. What sort of reporter would that be?’


  ‘A bad one.’


  She nodded. ‘A very bad one, I think.’


  ‘I’m not going to quarrel with that, darling.’


  She appeared not to notice the new mode of address.


  ‘Advise me. What can I do?’


  ‘You mean for the best?’


  ‘Of course for the best. I’m a natural-born optimist.’


  ‘Well, there are other jobs.’


  ‘Like what, for instance?’


  She turned lovely large liquid eyes on him and suddenly her perfume was sheer enchantment.


  ‘Like staying at home and cooking meals and looking after the home while I went out and did the writing for that cynical bastard Phil Strapp, who’s only happy when he’s served violence running to a minimum of two thousand words under a six-column head.’


  ‘It sounds terribly tempting,’ she confided in a murmur.


  As she braked to a halt under a hedgerow she allowed her eyes to close dreamily.


  ‘Of course, you’ve just had a rough sample of what marriage can become and from my own experience — ’


  That was as far as she allowed his honesty to take him before she leaned nearer and put her arms around his neck. Her sweet mouth was brushing his and her lips were parted as she said, ‘Sometimes you talk too much at the wrong moment, but that can be changed, Micky darling.’


  Then she kissed him and it was like hitting cloud nine in a psychedelic rocket, to be banged down on terra firma when she asked cooingly, ‘What did you tell Phil Strapp? I mean about us, darling.’


  ‘I said we were engaged.’


  ‘And what did he say to that?’


  Micky Perran caught a much-needed breath. ‘I — well, he said fine, fine, make sure I use it in the lead into the first instalment of the series. And he also had a word for you, Sheila.’


  ‘Like what?’


  ‘Nice going, kiddo. An exact quotation.’


  She sighed and closed her eyes again. ‘Poor Mr. Strapp, with a wife you said doesn’t understand him, darling, he’ll never get to know how nice the going is. But we must invite him to the wedding. After all, we have to be practical. He ought to come up with a really special present.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Well, we’ve nothing in writing, so unless he sees reason you could walk into the offices of another paper. And I’d come with you, Micky. Oh, yes. Oh, dear me, yes. Just in case Mr. Strapp has relatives in Fleet Street. After all, he could have. It swarms with cynical bastards.’


  Then she kissed him again. But it wasn’t another rocket count down before re-hitting cloud nine.


  Micky remained on earth, hurriedly decided he liked the place, and started kissing her back.


  But he couldn’t help wondering — and wondering.


  THE END
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