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  1


  It must be admitted that City and County C.I.D. chiefs seldom become as agitated about 'foreign' crimes as they do about the crimes which occur in their own police districts. Like charity, the prevention and detection of crime begins at home. So, in the beginning, the Granchester City Police were not unduly worried by Scotland Yard's inquiries about certain oxygen cylinders.


  But one fine morning Chief Superintendent Clay of the Granchester C.I.D. received a letter which made him raise his eyebrows. The Scotland Yard correspondent wanted to know what had been done and what was being done about his previous inquiries. It seemed that he was justified in being sharp and insistent. Clay sent for Detective Chief Inspector Martineau, of A Division C.I.D., and Martineau went to him at once.


  'Those inquiries about oxygen cylinders from the Met,' Clay began, and his tone suggested that this was a prelude to censure. 'I passed them on to you for your information and action.'


  Martineau nodded, looking at the blank side of the sheet of paper which Clay held in a fist which was like a ham shank with whiskers. Clay was a man who could grow hair anywhere except on the top of his head.


  He continued: 'This time they've written direct to the Chief, and he's not too pleased about it. He wants to know what you've done. I want to know, too.'


  Martineau had been living with trouble for twenty years. His grey eyes were steady as he looked at the C.I.D. chief. His hard but not unattractive face was serious, but composed. With a hand as big as Clay's, but bonier, he took the letter as it was proffered, and read it. At last he said: 'I gave the matter a good deal of thought. As far as I can see, there's nothing much wecando.'


  'Nonsense,' said Clay as he took the letter back. 'There's always something. The matter is getting really serious. These London jobs aren't the biggest in the world, but this XXC mob has done eleven of them, and their total take now amounts to twenty-six thousand pounds. I'd go scatty if I had that lot on my books. Now then, in seven cases out of the eleven oxygen cylinders were left on the scene of the crime. And every one of those abandoned cylinders has been traced by its serial number to the North Western Oxygen Corporation's depot in Granchester.'


  'It's a big depot.'


  'What of it?' Clay wagged the letter at Martineau. 'We've got to answer this somehow. We can't just tell Scotland Yard that we've got enough troubles of our own. I can hang on to this letter for a couple of days. Put one or two good men on to the job, then it'll look as if we've done something.'


  'Very good, sir,' Martineau said, and then he returned to his own office. He shrugged as he thought about the problem. The XXC thieves had not used more than one cylinder a fortnight. That was one cylinder out of thousands. Granchester and its surrounding industrial and residential areas housed and found work for several millions of people. Many hundreds of oxygen users were within the range of the N.W.O.C. depot's lorries. And that meant that there were hundreds of places where thieves might be able to obtain oxygen, acetylene, and propane.


  In answer to a summons. Detective Sergeant Devery and Detective Constable Hearn appeared.


  'There were some inquiries from the Metro about oxygen cylinders,' Martineau told them, and both men inclined their heads in admission that they knew of the matter. 'It's turned out to be a big job.'


  They looked expectant, because they liked big jobs. He gave them all the details he had, and if their confidence ebbed they did not show it.


  'Start where you like,' Martineau concluded, 'but it might be a good idea to go along to the depot and see what they can tell you.'


  The suggestion was tantamount to a command. Devery and Hearn went to the N.W.O.C. depot, and there they were directed to the small office of Mr. Barden, the Cylinder Investigation Officer.


  Barden was a man of medium size, lean and spry. 'You're lucky to catch me in,' he said when they were seated. 'They're keeping me busy.'


  Only three minutes ago Devery had learned that there was such a thing as a Cylinder Investigation Officer. 'Ah, sorry,' he said. 'Perhaps I should have made an appointment.'


  Barden let that go with a nod. 'I hope you've come to tell me that you've found something of mine,' he said.


  Devery shook his head. 'On the contrary, we're seeking information.'


  'Regarding what?'


  'Some oxygen cylinders left behind after a number of safe robberies in the London district.'


  Barden treated his visitors to a smile. He opened a drawer of his desk and took out a thin file. He opened the file.


  'I'm already in touch with Scotland Yard about something of the sort,' he said. 'Cylinders left behind at seven out of eleven jobs, to be precise.'


  'That sounds like the same inquiry. They wrote to you?'


  'They wrote to the firm. It's my pigeon, of course.'


  'Have you been able to do anything about it?'


  Barden took a deep breath. 'Let me put you in the picture. Do you know how many lost, stolen or strayed cylinders I recovered last year?'


  'No.'


  'One hundred and twenty six. Two thousand pounds' worth.'


  The policemen looked properly impressed, as indeed they were. Devery said: 'It looks as if you're on top of your job.'


  'No. The job is on top of me. I quoted those figures to give you some idea of the problem. At this depot we have nearly two hundred drivers. They deliver fifty thousand charged cylinders every week to our customers, and they bring back as many empties. We don't sell cylinders, you know. We only rent the cylinders to registered customers, and of course they pay for the contents.'


  'So you should be able to keep track of all cylinders, if they're numbered.'


  'You'd think so, wouldn't you? Even at fifty thousand a week. We have security measures, and a good system of checking. But we lose cylinders every week. They don't get checked out. They disappear.'


  'The drivers steal them?'


  'In two hundred men there will always be a few rogues. And there may be rogues among the checkers. But they're not easy to find.'


  'Could a cylinder be used for any other purpose, when it's empty?'


  'No. Our thieves are mean fellows. Some of them will steal a pair of cylinders worth thirty-eight pounds for the sake of thirty bobs' worth of gas. The cylinders get lost. But that isn't always the procedure. Two years ago I caught a driver and a checker working in collusion. They were supplying unregistered customers with gas, and the driver was bringing the empty cylinders back to the depot. All they were stealing was the gas.'


  'How do you find the cylinders?'


  'I hunt for them, in garages, repair shops, small engineers' shops, and even on rubbish dumps.'


  'I suppose you prosecute when you turn something up?'


  'When I have proof of stealing or receiving. Receiving is hard to prove, especially with a registered customer. If he's caught with a cylinder he shouldn't have, he swears blind he got it in the normal way. If there's any mistake, he says, it must be a mistake of the depot staff. It's the same with the drivers. Unless you catch a driver absolutely red-handed, he simply says it wasn't his fault if his load wasn't checked out properly. Fifty thousand a week, remember. And if you try to sack a man without absolute proof of guilt, you've got a strike on your hands.'


  'Well, this London mob just leave cylinders lying around. They know where they can get more. They must be in contact with one of your drivers.'


  'Or one of our customers who is encouraging a driver to steal. Or one of the unregistered users who does the same.'


  'Mmmm.' Devery was thoughtful. 'As you say, it's a problem.'


  'How do you propose to tackle it?' Barden asked.


  The sergeant looked at him. 'At the moment, I don't even know how to start,' he admitted.


  'Well,' said Barden. 'Let me know if you make any progress. I'll do the same. We might have a bit of luck.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  Devery and Hearn looked up local records, and they required their colleagues to search their memories for suspect garage proprietors, suspect scrap-metal merchants, and the like. They nosed around. They found nothing, but the chief of their department was able to present Scotland Yard with an account of inquiries made and inquiries in progress.


  The depredations of the London safe-cutting gang continued, and the total of their gains became even more impressive. It was not difficult to imagine the ferment and frustration in the ranks of the Metropolitan Police.


  But Detective Sergeant Devery was too valuable a man to be detached for ever on a foreign inquiry. He returned to his normal duties, leaving Hearn to follow up the thing alone. Hearn made little progress, but his reports showed that at least he was trying.


  Nobody worried much. London was two hundred miles away from Granchester. To the average Englishman, born and bred on his small island, that was still a great distance.


  2


  In the criminal argot of London, oxy-acetylene is known as XXC. The gang of thieves which was giving Scotland Yard so much trouble was called 'the XXC mob' because the police had been unable to learn the name of any one of its members.


  But the peculiar circumstances which led to the formation of the mob had really begun to arrange themselves some time before, when Howard Cain was sentenced to two years' imprisonment after the most agonizing piece of bad luck ever suffered by a self-respecting organizer of important crimes. And not only did it mean imprisonment, it meant dishonour.


  Cain's misfortune occurred in a mews behind Park Lane, London, in the middle of the day. Happening to pass that way, he saw a wallet and picked it up. He found that it contained no money. He immediately realized that it had been rifled and discarded by a pickpocket. He threw it down as if it were hot, and he was seen to do so by two prowling detective officers, who are as thick as flies in that area. Both of them had a recollection of seeing his face in pictures. They picked up Cain, and then picked up the wallet. It had a monogram, and it contained visiting cards which were not in the name of Cain. Explanations were required, and for once in his life Cain told the truth. In the past he had often lied to the police, and occasionally his lies had been accepted because there was no evidence to the contrary. Now, with evidence wrongly interpreted, his true story was not believed. This was irony of the grimmest kind, and Cain's soul was in torment. Already he saw the newspaper comments, and the disgusted faces of his friends. He actually pleaded with the officers.


  'I'm Howie Cain,' he said. 'I always stood up to what I done.Pleasedon't take me for a lousy dip.'


  The officers were not merciful. He was taken to West End Central police station and searched, and found to have a considerable sum of money in his pockets, and most of the money was in five-pound notes. He was detained. The owner of the wallet was sought and found. This person alleged that the wallet had contained seven five-pound notes, and that he had been relieved of it somewhere between the Dorchester Hotel and Hyde Park Corner. His times were right, Cain could have been the pickpocket. It was assumed that he had stolen the wallet and thrown it away after taking out the fivers and adding them to his own money-in-pocket.


  At Cain's trial by Summary Jurisdiction the Magistrate believed this, and Cain was remanded in custody until the Quarter Sessions. At the sessions trial the jury also believed in his guilt, in spite of his counsel's efforts and his own vehement reiterations of the truth. After the verdict his long, bad record was read out, and the jury looked smug, more than ever convinced that their decision had been right. Fortunately the Recorder perceived that in all his criminal history Cain had never been detected in the act of Larceny from the Person. A faint doubt came into his mind, and he did not inflict the ten years' Preventive Detention which he had been considering. He gave Cain two years. After the verdict, and Cain's record, he could scarcely have given less.


  Cain was still bitter when he came out of Wandsworth. He had heard of innocent men being sent down. He had also met men who claimed to be innocent, though he had not believed them. And now there he was, completely innocent, and nobody believed him.


  'You shouldn't've tried it, Howie,' his sister's husband told him. 'It's not your line.'


  Cain was furious, and if his brother-in-law had not been a noted tearaway he would have struck out, not blindly but with great force and accuracy. 'My own relations,' he cried in pain. 'My own relations putting me down for a bloody lousy whizz boy. I never lifted a wallet in my life. Not from nobody's pocket, anyway. God forbid I should ever do such a thing.'


  His only comfort was his wife Dorrie. Whether or not she believed him, she pretended that she did. Probably the only chattel he had ever acquired honestly was Dorrie, and though he was not what is known as a good husband he freely admitted that his marriage was the best bargain he had ever made.


  Dorrie's younger sister, Flo, was all right too. She said nothing at all. But then she never did say much about anything. She was a strange kid. She just seemed to drift along, neither interested nor bored, and really you couldn't understand what made her tick. Her only real characteristic was that she liked to imitate Dorrie and have the things Dorrie had. She was an attractive bit of stuff all the same, and nearly as good looking as Dorrie.


  So Cain had two women in the house, and though they had survived in his absence, he found that there was no money in the kitty when he reached home. Flo was a good hoister. She had been known to walk out of a store wearing a lifted fur coat, as cool as she had been before she slipped the coat on. But Dorrie would not let Flo go on the hoist, except when there was absolutely nothing to put on the table. On these occasions nowadays she went with her, and they stole only groceries. 'Groceries!' Cain fumed. 'I ask you!'


  Well, he was the breadwinner, and he went out full of big if vague ideas of making money, and showing 'em. That was very much in his mind. He was going to get his own back, and make the coppers sweat as he had sweated in Wandsworth. In this mood he ran into Edward James France, alias Jimmy the Gent, in a public house near Huston Station. Ned France listened as Cain talked, about big jobs, something like that £280,000 mail-van robbery, or like that industrial diamond tickle in Hatton Garden.


  He had been with France in Wandsworth for a short time, and before that—some years before—in Pentonville. He thought that he was a curious character, a taciturn but by no means surly man who walked alone. He walked alone and yet he was not disliked. In prison he had given no allegiance to the various 'barons' and 'kings' among his fellows, and neither had he sought allegiance. He had not been afraid to defy those bullies when necessary, and yet he had been neither cut nor beaten.


  Personality, Cain called it, and he meant that France carried an aura of able self-reliance, giving the impression that he would be a dangerous man if compelled to be. He had gained the respect of Cain, who in prison had soon made himself the leader of a ring, and a big man in the tobacco trade.


  Cain was a big man; strong, tough, not yet forty, and very intelligent in his way. But now he watched with something like envy as France lit a cigarette and inhaled with deep satisfaction. He knew the signs. France, it appeared, had touched something recently. Temporarily at least, he was in comfortable circumstances. His manner and his double whisky proclaimed it.


  Said Cain: 'I never saw you using snout when you were in the nick.'


  France exhaled. 'I couldn't get enough, so I cut it out for the duration. There were things I needed more.'


  Cain sighed. 'You're telling me. It's amazing, the tobacco trade inside. Hungry men will give you their dinner for a drag.'


  'If I can't get enough, I find it's best to forget it.'


  'Ah. The same with women?'


  'Sure. You can do without sex if you don't spend so much damn time thinkin' about it.'


  'You're not married. Give me a bit of home comfort myself. I miss it when I'm inside. Jesus, I feel choked with it sometimes.'


  Then there was a brief silence, until Cain said: 'What did you think about them bits of ideas of mine?'


  France shook his head. 'You're just out, but I've been out eighteen months. Things have changed. There's a thing called Securicor, and they use armoured cars to cart money and diamonds about. Nowadays you can't pick up a few thousand with a handful of pepper and a length of lead pipin'. The payroll snatch is dangerous. Me, I like to go in and get what there is, and come out all nice and quiet. With nobody lookin' at me.'


  'Is that what you're doing just now?'


  France was cool. 'At the moment I'm restin', as they say in Drury Lane. I'm fairly well fixed.'


  'If you're well fixed, you won't mind lending me a fiver.'


  France looked steadily at Cain. He said: 'I don't remember you ever doin' me any good.'


  'I never did you any harm, did I?'


  'You really need a fiver?'


  'Just now I really need it.'


  France said: 'Excuse me a minute.' He left the bar and went to a door marked 'Gentlemen'. Watching him go, Cain reflected that he was a proper elegant bastard. He looked a bit like Ronald Colman used to look on the pictures, when Cain was a youth. He knew where to buy his clothes, and when he opened his mouth he sounded like a toff. He was good enough to be a corner man, speaking golden words to provincial business types who thought they recognized money for nothing when they heard of it. Also, as it happened, he was one of the best door-and-window men in the country. So what did he do with his great talent? He sneaked in and out of flats, knocking down latches with his bit of celluloid, picking up a few pounds here and there. Well, it was one way to make a living.


  France returned, and Cain said: 'I really could do with that fiver.'


  France proffered a closed hand, knuckles up. Cain put forward an open palm, and received five one-pound notes. 'Thanks,' he said. 'I'll pay you back.'


  'I'm sure you will,' France said, in a tone which suggested belief in himself rather than belief in his debtor. It was then that Cain realized, with helpless anger against a widely circulated untruth, that France had been to the toilet in order to get out five pounds without revealing whereabouts on his person he kept the bulk of his money.


  'Damn it,' he exclaimed. 'You're another who thinks Howie Cain is a rotten dip.' He threw the little wad of notes on the bar. 'Keep your bloody money. I'll manage without it.'


  The two men looked at each other, one red with mortification, the other cool and appraising.


  France grinned. 'Pick it up, Howie,' he said. 'You don't look like a dipper to me.'


  Slowly the colour of rage faded from Cain's face. 'Well thanks, Jimmy,' he said, and picked up the money.


  



  * * * * *


  



  For a while Cain was in straitened circumstances, and Dorrie would not allow him to pawn the diamond-studded watch which he once had bought for her with real money when he was flush. He even had to submit to the indignity of signing on at the Labour Exchange. On being told that no money was immediately available for him there, he sank lower in his own estimation and went to the National Assistance office. He stood in a queue, feeling contaminated in a shower of mugs whose only idea of easy money was to get the wife in the family way often enough to fill the house with kids, and then live on the money doled out so that the kids wouldn't starve. This indignity Cain had to suffer in order to keep the home going until his geese turned out to be swans. Life was hard.


  When it was his turn at the National Assistance, he was asked certain questions. He answered, to the effect that he was not receiving unemployment benefit, that he was married, that he had no children.


  'Is your wife in good health?' the clerk asked.


  'Yes, she ails nothing,' Cain replied.


  'Couldn't she go out to work, till you get a job?'


  Cain's lip curled. He thought that this fussy little man was taking too much on himself, as indeed he may have been. 'What is this?' he demanded loudly. 'A welfare state or a slave state? Who are you to tell my wife when to go out to work?'


  The clerk was discomfited. These people! Ungrateful, they were. He referred no more to the matter of Mrs. Cain.


  'Who were your last employers?' he wanted to know.


  'Her Majesty's Prison Commissioners,' was the cool reply.


  'In what capacity? I mean, have you a trade?'


  'I'm an unemployed burglar,' Cain said. He didn't care. He knew they'd have to give him something anyway. They couldn't afford to turn a burglar out into the cold, cold snow with nothing in his pocket. That would be encouraging crime, that would.


  The clerk was further discomfited, and of course annoyed. But Cain stared at him brazenly while he waited for a reply. Several men in the queue behind him must have heard the remark, but only one of them laughed. He turned to look. One man was gazing at him with contempt, and he was the only one who looked like a decent fellow. Three more were shabby layabouts whom Cain wouldn't have had at ten a penny. The one who had laughed—he was still grinning—was an ugly, thickset specimen with a round red face and beady brown eyes. Cain liked him least of all.


  He turned back to the window. The clerk had made out a pay slip. He pushed it forward and pointed to the cashier's window without speaking. He had had enough of Cain.


  Cain looked at the sum written on the slip. 'Pah!' he exclaimed as he turned away. The ugly man laughed again.


  At the cashier's window there was some delay. Cain had to wait, and the men who had been behind him in the queue were paid before him. As he walked out of the place he found Ugly waiting for him in the lobby.


  'They aren't open yet,' Ugly said, with a northern accent. 'But come on, I'll buy you a cupper tea an' a tram-stopper.'


  Cain looked him up and down. He was sarcastic. 'Do I have the pleasure of your acquaintance?'


  'Happen not. But unless you're naught but a big blabmouth I'd like to talk to you.'


  Cain was incredulous. Who did this little Lancashire hotpot think he was? He decided to give the man a chance to talk himself into a smack on the beak. 'Can you really afford it?' he asked loftily.


  'Do you allus act like it was half a dollar to talk to you?'


  'For a hobbledehoy like you it could cost more.'


  'That's a personal remark. Insultin', I call it. You might think that's clever, but I don't.'


  Cain grinned, and shrugged.


  'Happen you're not the man I thought you were,' Ugly said. 'I don't think you'll do for me.' He turned away.


  Cain did not like that. Now he was the one who was being turned down. He asked: 'What was it you wanted?'


  The man stopped. 'I wanted to talk, like I said. To find out if you're the right sort of feller. Well, I think I've fun' out.'


  'I doubt it. I'll come along and listen to you. I have a few minutes to spare.'


  Over a cup of tea and a ham sandwich Cain learned that the hotpot's name was Leo Husker. He looked at the hard eyes under the little beaky nose and decided that Husker was at least a man, and probably not a fool. And yet, in a way, he talked like a fool.


  'Is it right you're a burglar, or were it a bit o' cod?'


  'Hey, hey!' Cain reproved. 'You can't go around talking like that.'


  'Well, you did.'


  'I suppose I did. What do you want? To ghost my reminiscences?'


  'I don't know naught about ghosts, but I know how to use an oxygen cuttin' tool.'


  'Oh, you do? And do you go about telling everybody?'


  'No, I'm tellin' you.'


  Cain reflected that this geezer was dead serious. He looked around. They were at a table in a corner of the snack bar, and nobody could hear their talk.


  'Lots of blokes can use XXC.'


  'Is that what you call oxy-acetylene? Happen lots can use it, but I'm an expert, an' I know where to get the tackle. Besides, the police don't know me. No police, nowhere, know me. They wouldn't come lookin' for me after I done summat.'


  'You've got no form?'


  'Form?'


  'You have no police record?'


  'I did a bit of pinchin' when I were twelve. Probation, I got. That's been forgotten.'


  'You've nothing since?'


  'Nothin'.'


  Cain found that he was becoming really interested. 'H'm,' he said thoughtfully. 'The coppers won't have your dabs, then. Not that it matters. Everybody I work with has to wear glovesallthe time.'


  'You wear gloves when you're cuttin' steel, all right.'


  Cain had no practical experience of XXC, but he had heard talk. He had met men in prison who had done very well out of it. The equipment was cumbersome, but the actual business of opening a safe was both quick and quiet.


  'There's more to it than just burning a hole in a safe door,' he said.


  'Happen there is. That's why I'm talkin' to you.'


  'Well,' Cain admitted, 'I'm not really what you'd call a burglar. I organize jobs. A while back I had the tidiest little mob you ever saw, and we did some nice work. Quick grabs was more our line. Jewelry, furs, payrolls. Then one day I got picked up by two bogies who'd happened to see my clock in the picture book, and they run me in for something I never done. When I come out of the nick, where's my mob? Scattered to the four winds. Three of 'em is inside, for a long time. Without me to look after 'em, they soon got theirselves done. That's what I mean when I talk about my line. I'm sort of a team manager.'


  'But now you don't have a team.'


  'I can soon get a team. But the payroll snatch isn't what it was. They got armoured cars now. So I might consider tickling a peter or two.'


  'I was thinkin' of one big bank job, then divvy up an' fade away.'


  'Have you got the griff?'


  'Griff?'


  Really, this man was ignorant. Cain explained. 'Have you got the place in your notebook? Some particular bank you've got your gleamers on?'


  Husker shook his head. 'I were just thinkin' of banks in a general way.'


  'Banks are big jobs. You need to be a real expert. It isn't just a matter of opening a strongroom, though that's hard enough. They've got burglar alarms you've no means of finding, and they're silent. They just flash a light and ring a bell down the road. You walk through solenoid rays, too. You have a copper feeling your collar before you know what day it is. No, I'd have to be real team-handed before I tackled a bank. And I'd need a professor or two on the team.'


  Husker looked disappointed.


  'With a bank job you've got to case the tickle for weeks, and you're liable to get noticed and remembered,' Cain told him. 'Mostly it's a tunnelling job, and then you come up against a strongroom like Fort Knox, and the alarm is going before you can even touch it. Commercial premises are better than banks. Cosy little places with a thousand or two in the safe, and the safe not bang up-to-date, and no watchman. You pick 'em and you do 'em. With the XXC, how long would it take you to burn a hole in an ordinary sort of safe, like you might find in the Co-operative stores?'


  'Happen twenty minutes, happen less.'


  'Not bad at all. 'Course it's been done before many a time, and lots of fellows who've done it are now in durance vile, as they say. That's where I come in. I organize it so's we don't get caught. I keep the lads in hand, so's they don't go flashin' their money around, or telling it all to a judy. Some geezers are so silly you wouldn't believe. They come out, do a job and get some crinkle, pick up a fairy to bed down with and tell her all about it, they then find theirselves back in the same cell before they've took their number down.'


  'How do you go about your organizin'?'


  Cain raised a finger. 'Don't you worry your head about that. Leave it to me. The first thing is to get team-handed. I know some good boys. I've got one in mind already, one of the best picklocks in the business. Had you thought how we were going to getintothe place, to get at the safe?'


  Husker confessed that he had no constructive ideas about getting into a place.


  'And,' Cain pursued, 'had you thought how we were going to put in all that XXC stuff without being noticed? And how we were going to transport it? I can arrange all that.'


  'You think you're good. Happen you are.'


  'I'm so good the cops never got me right, except through some other fool acting the goat. That's another thing, you see, picking your men. You need good mates who can carry corn, though you don't always get 'em.'


  'You can trust me. I can carry corn.'


  'That's what they all say. We're only talking about this thing yet.'


  'Well,you'retalkin', I'll admit.'


  'I'm having to talk because you don't seem to know nothing. When I start working on it, that'll be different.Nobodywill talk. Nobody. Nothing is decided yet, but when I get going you'll know you're in a real mob.'


  Husker tried to look impressed.


  Cain went on: 'You're sure about your cutting equipment?'


  'I'm sure. I can get it easy and safe. But like you said, I'll need transport.'


  'Will you get it somewhere in London?'


  'No. Far from London.'


  'That'll be better, because London is where we'll start operating. Right. I'll give the matter some thought. We won't keep on meeting at the same place. See that pub across the road? I'll meet you there at twelve noon tomorrow.'


  'Twelve o'clock. Right.'


  'And in the meantime, you haven't seen me.'


  'I don't know you from Adam,' Husker said.


  'Fine,' Cain replied.


  They parted without a handshake.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Cain was late home for lunch that day, because he had been following Husker about London for three hours. During that time he perceived something which he had often been told—that London is the loneliest city in the world for a friendless stranger. Husker spoke to nobody except to order food or drink, and he was not spoken to. He was not seen to make a telephone call. He had a few glasses of beer, standing solitary at a bar. He had a meal at a cheap restaurant. He went into a news theatre. Cain followed him into the theatre, and saw that he sat apart, not close enough to make contact with anybody. After the news theatre, Cain left him.


  Huskerseemedall right. But it was only the beginning. Cain did talk a lot when his brain was seething with ideas. With regard to specific plans he was the most silent of men. And he was cautious in his choice of partners in crime. His next sentence, he knew, would be ten years P.D. He did not intend to serve any such sentence.


  3


  Cain saw Husker twice, and talked inconclusively, before he found Ned France. The encounter was in a Soho club, where Cain had gone in search of Bill Coggan, one of the best wheel men he knew.


  Cain said: 'Hello, Jimmy. I been looking for you.'


  France merely nodded, and held out his hand palm uppermost. Until he remembered, Cain looked at the hand in surprise, then he said: 'I haven't come to pay you back. Not yet.'


  'Oh. Well, I can't spare any more.'


  'Be nice, be nice. I came to talk business.'


  'You're goin' into business?' France clipped some of his words, but not in the way that Husker did. His speech was a drawl, Husker's was a burr. The accents of the two men were a world apart.


  'I hope so. And I'm thinking you might come in with me.'


  'Oh,' France said again. His face was expressionless.


  'You think I want you to put up some nicker. Well, I don't. I'll put up the cash, and for that I get an extra share of the take.'


  'How much money?'


  'Enough to set us up with the tackle, and a car.'


  'I thought you were hard up.'


  'I am,' Cain said. His hand moved, and a diamond-studded wrist watch lay in the palm of it. It was a beautiful watch.


  'Where did you get that?' France queried.


  'Did you ever meet my wife, Dorrie?'


  The other man's wary face relaxed a little. 'Yes, I've met her once or twice. With you.'


  'Once seen never forgotten, eh? I gave her this watch once, when I was in the money. I bought it straight, from a shop, and I got a receipt to prove it. It's a Jaeger Le Coultre and I can pledge it for as much as I need. As long as I don't sell it outright, it'll be all right. So, like I said, I get an extra share.'


  'An extra share of what?'


  'Some moderate tickles for what we can find in 'em. A thousand, two thousand. No real modern safes, no burglar alarms. I need somebody who can find the way in for us.'


  'You've got somebody who can do the peters?'


  'Yeh. That's arranged.'


  'What will he use?'


  'I'll tell you that when you're in.'


  'H'm. I'll have to think about it.'


  'Are you serious when you say that, or just putting me off?'


  'I'm serious. If I didn't fancy it I'd tell you so.'


  'In that case I'll tell you. It's XXC. That's why we won't be tackling any bank vaults.'


  'The equipment is clumsy.'


  'I know how we'll handle it. It's quick and it's quiet. It'll do for us.'


  'Cash only?'


  'We take cash only. We'll divvy up after every job.'


  'What shares, and who'll be sharin'?'


  'Thirty per cent for me, twenty for the peterman because he also provides the XXC, twenty for you, because you're an expert at getting in, fifteen for a driver because he'll have to be good, ten for the spare man and general mugabout, five per cent to share between Dorrie and her sister, to keep 'em happy. Those girls will be useful. They know their way around.'


  'The XXC man agrees to that?'


  'Yes. He needs us more than we need him.'


  'He's all right?'


  'I think so. He's an amateur with no form at all, but XXC was his trade. I been following him around for the last three days, and seen nothing wrong. He don't seem to know nobody. Tomorrow I'll take you to meet him, if you like.'


  'Everything else is arranged?'


  'No. I'm still wanting two men. But I've got a car laid on. It's a wrong 'un, but it's been nicely changed. The coppers'll need X-ray eyes to spot it. I'm going to modify it to carry our stuff.'


  'You seem to know what you're doing,' France admitted.


  'I do, boy, I do. If everybody does what I say, we'll do fine.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  The following day, after a meeting, Husker and France were invited to tea at Cain's snug abode in a street just off the Caledonian Road, and less than half a mile from Pentonville Prison. With regard to this Cain remarked in jest that he liked to be near to his work.


  The house was a surprise to the visitors. Humble in aspect from the outside, it seemed to have been furnished without regard to expense, no doubt at a time when Cain was in funds. Comfort and quality had been the watchword, possibly due to his wife's intuitive conviction that the furniture and fabrics would have to last a long, long time.


  'I could've had a place in Hampstead, or some other toffee-nosed district,' Cain remarked modestly. 'I preferred to stick around here. Low upkeep when you're in the nick, you know. No servant problem, either. Dorrie can keep this place clean with one hand tied behind her.'


  France grinned at the idea of Cain keeping servants, but Husker's shoe-button eyes were dulled in a way which showed that he was impressed, and even somewhat awed. But the little eyes gleamed when Dorrie appeared. This reaction was noted by the other two men. Husker was not quite the unfeeling clod he appeared to be. He was susceptible, and immediately so. In the hands of an attractive woman, would he be susceptible enough to become indiscreet? If that were so, he was not good enough for any mob in which Cain and France shared membership.


  Husker was introduced to Dorrie. They shook hands, and he seemed loth to let go. Cain and France exchanged glances. Cain murmured: 'We'll have to see.'


  'See what?' Husker pulled against Dorrie's magnetism, and turned to the others.


  'See if my wife remembers,' said Cain. He brought France forward. 'Dorrie. Know who this is?'


  'I do seem to remember the face,' Dorrie replied, looking at France with her head a little on one side. 'I'm afraid I don't remember the name.'


  France showed only a polite fraction of the pleasure he felt in looking at this woman. Doreen Cain was a medium-sized girl or woman who looked about twenty-six and was certainly not more than thirty. She had an excellent figure. Her hair was reddish brown and her complexion milky. Her big eyes were a deep tawny colour and her face was of a good shape with good features. That was all, except for an intangible something which might be called Appeal. Though she was as proper in her demeanour as any other housewife, and obviously not of a lustful nature, she radiated sex like a hot fire. In France's opinion—which he kept to himself—she was a woman and a half.


  Even this lout Husker had been instantly attracted. Probably it was wrong to measure Husker's susceptibility by the yardstick of Dorrie. That wasn't quite fair. It would be better to reserve judgment until it was seen how he behaved in the company of other women.


  'We have met a few times,' France told Dorrie. 'In the Blue Coat Boy it was.'


  'Oh yes, we did used to go there,' she admitted, and he was quite sure that she remembered both his face and his name. Well, no doubt she had her own reasons for denying this.


  Tea was made, and sandwiches and home-made pastries were put on the kitchen table. The men discussed their highly illegal plans. Dorrie listened with a sort of guarded attention, and spoke not at all. In the end she would know all about it without having made a single interpolation or suggestion. France wondered about her attitude. It seemed to him that she did not entirely approve: she seemed to be tolerant, and no more than that. However, those were only guesses. She might be as wholehearted in the pursuit of other people's money as Cain was, or as he, Ned France, was. Who was he to make surmises about her honesty? For there was one thing he was quite sure about. He was sure that she was as true as steel to her husband. He also had no doubt that Cain accepted her beauty and fidelity with the complacency of a man who has inherited a fortune. She was there, and he owned her.


  Another girl came into the kitchen, evidently from outdoors. France started to rise. He was the only person who did so. He sat down again.


  The girl was obviously Dorrie's sister, a few years younger and an inch or two taller. She had the same colouring as Dorrie, and she also was remarkably attractive, but with a difference. The difference was proclaimed by her expression—or lack of it—and her every movement: the way she closed the door, shrugged off her short suede coat, glanced at the visitors. Without the coat, in a sweater, the shapeliness of her figure was obvious. But France looked at the face, not the figure. He was not accustomed to having women know about his affairs, and he was not sure that he liked the idea of having this one know. What was the matter with her? he wondered. Was she just a dumb, sullen kid, or a bright one who was a very cool hand? Was all this a sort of shyness, or merely a lack of manners? Or was it sheer indifference, displayed with perfect self-possession?


  The girl hung the suede coat on a hook behind the kitchen door, and as she did so she very deftly extracted something from one of the pockets. As she moved to the fireplace it could be seen that she was holding a packet of cigarettes and a lighter in one hand.


  'This is Flo, Dorrie's kid sister,' Cain announced proudly. 'Flo, I want you to meet some friends of mine. This is Leo Husker. This is Ned France. Jimmy the Gent, you know. You've heard of him.'


  Flo's nod was barely perceptible. She lit a cigarette and stood with one hand on the fireplace, at ease with one foot crossed over the other, inhaling deeply as she stared out of the window at the backs of the houses opposite.


  'Flo's all right,' Cain said, apparently seeing nothing strange in the girl's demeanour. 'Best little hoister in the business, she is. But that's out from now on. She'll touch nothing while we're on this job.'


  'Well, thank goodness for that,' said Dorrie, calmly lifting her tea-cup. She too seemed to think that Flo's behaviour was normal. She said to the girl: 'There's tea in the pot when you want some.'


  Husker was looking at Flo with approval, but also with amusement. He could take her or leave her, it seemed. Perhaps he was not so susceptible to women after all, but only susceptible to Dorrie. Well, France reflected, that goes for me, too. For the time being he was willing to give Husker the benefit of the doubt.


  'Get yoursel' some tea an' come an' sit aside a'me,' Husker invited. 'I haven't talked to a nice lass for a long while.'


  Cain looked at him. 'You married, Leo?' he asked quite sharply.


  'Aye,' Husker admitted. 'Married, an' separated nearly a twelvemonth now.'


  'Do you pay?'


  'I did for a bit, then I hopped it.'


  'There'll be an order out against you. The bogies'll be looking for you.'


  'I expect so. They don't look so hard when it's only maintenance.'


  'Yes, but if you get picked up and shoved into the nick, the whole business'll come to a standstill. We can't have that. When you've got money in your pocket you'll have to send your wife some. After the first tickle, maybe. You'll have to write and tell her you've finally got a job and you'll be paying regular. Ask her to withdraw the warrant if there is one.'


  'He'd better make up his back pay, too,' France said. 'It's the only safe way.'


  'Nobody tells me what I do wi' me own money,' Husker retorted.


  'The beak will, when he gets hold of you.'


  'That'll do,' Cain interrupted, with one hand raised. 'It's early days to be falling out. Leo 'ull pay the arrears a bit at a time, so's there's no sign of flash money. He'll tell his wife he wants her to withdraw the warrant so as he doesn't lose his new job. She'll do it. She won't want to kill the goose.'


  'Fair enough,' Husker agreed. His little eyes settled a level glance on France, and the naked dislike showed. 'We'll have to decide who gives the orders around here. I'm not going to be kicked about like a cotton doffer just because I don't have a Eton accent.'


  'I'll give the orders,' Cain told him. Then, because he was afraid that Jimmy the Gent might decide there and then that he had had enough of this parrot-nosed bumpkin, he added hastily: 'But everybody has a voice, a-course. We aren't in the bloody army.'


  France shrugged, and looked at his watch. He had indeed made a decision. He was not going to back out of the deal, but even if he did have to work with Husker he saw no reason why he should sit and drink tea with him. 'I'm not married,' he said as he stood up. 'I've got a date.'


  'You're not going to do a job, are you?' Cain demanded. 'That's a rule we'd better make clear at the start. Nobody does any jobs on his own. We can't afford to have anybody taken down the road.'


  Surprisingly, Flo spoke: 'Don't go yet, mister.'


  And Dorrie said, with a small note of distress in her voice: 'Do stay and finish your tea. Please.'


  France resumed his seat, kept there by Dorrie. But Cain did not seem to have heard Dorrie's remark. He was frowning at her younger sister in a manner which suggested that he would not approve of her getting on intimate terms with a man like France.


  Flo returned his glance coolly, and blew smoke in his direction.


  4


  Archie Ransom's main garage was in Bermondsey. It was a shabby place, the meanest in a warren of mean buildings, but people who knew of all the purposes for which it was used regarded it as a gold mine. Also, it was said, only Archie knew how far back his premises went into that maze of small concerns. The interior boundary walls, of wood or brick, looked as if they had been there for a long time, but a few people knew that some of them were moveable. A man or a vehicle could disappear into Archie's, and come out into daylight from some other garage or workshop which Archie owned through a nominee.


  Stolen motor-cars went into Archie's. Passing through the place they suffered a change, being resprayed, changed in several subtle ways, and given a different but genuine log book, licence, and identification number. To pick up such a car Howard Cain went to Archie's with his newly enrolled driver. Bill Coggan. Cain himself was a good driver, but he did not have the natural aptitude of Coggan, nor did he have the same mechanical knowledge.


  At Archie's the big sliding door was open, for this was daytime, and a part of the premises where legitimate business was done. From the glassed-in cubby hole which was his office Archie saw them. He came to meet them.


  'About time,' he fumed. 'I want that thing out of my hands. It's taking up valuable space.'


  'Where is it?' Cain wanted to know.


  'I'll have it brought round,' was the reply. He turned his head. 'Bert! Give George a tinkle and tell him to bring round that Austin hundred and ten.'


  There was a vague vocal noise from the direction of the office. Archie seemed to understand it. He took out a cigarette and lit it, looking thoughtfully at Coggan as he did so.


  Coggan seemed to be uneasy. 'No hard feelings, Archie,' he said.


  Archie shook his head. In surprise, slightly alarmed, Cain asked: 'What's all this?'


  'We once had a difference of opinion,' Archie said. 'I told him to get me a certain model Humber Snipe. He pinched a top copper's car and reckoned he didn't know. A Scotland Yard man's mind you. By a thousand-to-one chance one of my night boys happened to know the car, 'cause he worked days at the garage the bogey used. We was able to dump it so as it looked as if it had been used by a joy rider.'


  'I shouldn't've done it,' Coggan said humbly. 'Not to you.'


  'You're dead right you shouldn't,' said Archie crisply. 'But you can forget it. You won't be doing it again.'


  Cain considered his new wheel man. One of Coggan's great advantages as a criminal was that he looked respectable. He always dressed quietly, in the best of taste. When he was driving a car, whether it was an Austin or a Rolls-Royce, he looked as if he owned it. And, like Ned France, he was what is known as 'well spoken'.


  'What on earth made you do a thing like that?' Cain asked.


  Coggan's thin, dark, intelligent face wore a rueful grin. 'It seemed like a good joke at the time,' he said.


  'Do you still play jokes like that?'


  'No. I've grown up since then.' There was a note of finality in Coggan's voice. He had apologized to Archie and explained to Cain, and that was enough. Cain understood. He made no further comment, but he reflected that Coggan had had a lot of nerve to play a prank like that on a resolute man like Archie.


  The car arrived. It was now a black car. Cain did not ask what colour it had been two days before. 'It looks all right,' he grunted.


  'In perfect condition,' Archie said. 'New engine and chassis numbers. Everything in order.'


  Cain walked round the car and opened the boot. 'Did you do that modification I wanted?'


  Archie joined him, and pointed to the back of the luggage compartment. 'That's the new plate,' he said. 'You can see the screws at the corners. Take that away, and take away the back of the back seat, and you've got an opening right through. What do you reckon you're going to carry, a coffin?'


  Cain lowered his voice. I've got connections at Smithfield,' he said. 'Meat for nothing, nearly. And I've got a butcher who'll buy it. With that hole right through, I can get a side of beef in there.'


  Archie nodded, making no further comment. Whether or not Cain was telling the truth, Cain would never, never mention Archie's name if he and his car were picked up by the police.


  Coggan got into the driver's seat and took the Austin on a short test run. Cain and Archie went into the office to settle the finances of the deal: £150 down, and £250 in a month's time. The car was a bargain. For Archie it was even a better bargain. He had paid £50 to the boy who stole it for him, and it had cost him less than £30 to disguise it. The registration book and licence which went with the new car had cost £20. It carried no insurance. Cain had to take his own risks in all matters pertaining to insurance.


  Coggan returned with the car and pronounced it roadworthy. He and Cain rode away to the lock-up garage which Cain had rented under a pseudonym from a stranger.


  



  * * * * *


  



  The following day Coggan drove Cain, France, and Husker to a small house in a crumbling terrace at Hammersmith, where they met a man called Sailor Jolly. Jolly was in his sixties; small, thickset, and humorous. Like Husker, he was a north countryman, and years in London, and in prison, had not changed his accent much.


  'I'll brew some tea,' he said, when his visitors were seated around the poor room which was his home. He moved towards a built-in cupboard in the corner.


  'Don't bother. Sailor. Just bring us the cups,' Cain said. He produced two flat half-bottles of whisky, one from each side pocket of his coat.


  


  An assortment of cups and glasses was put on the table with a jug of water. Whisky was poured. The five men uttered their various toasts, and drank.


  'Ah,' said Jolly with a satisfied sigh. That tastes good.'


  Cain nodded. 'Things quiet with you?' he probed.


  'Quiet enough,' was the candid admission. 'I can't afford spirits.'


  'We've come with a proposition.'


  It was Jolly's turn to nod. But he said: 'If it's gelignite, count me out. My last job wi' Clapper Coyle nearly blew us both to hell. He made a proper charley of it. We didn't get a damn thing. It fed me on gel.'


  'It's not gelignite. It's XXC.'


  'Oh.' Jolly raised his eyebrows. His glance settled on Husker, the only man who was a stranger to him. 'A bit old-fashioned, isn't it?'


  'We shall be going for old-fashioned safes. We're leaving the Bank of England alone this time.'


  Jolly was still looking at Husker. 'He your boy?' he asked.


  'He's the one. He can get the stuff, and he's done it for a living.'


  'What? Safe-cuttin'?'


  'No. Cutting steel.'


  'He's never opened a safe?'


  'No. At least he says not. He knows nothing about safes.'


  'Safemakers use resistant alloys these days.'


  Cain lost a little of his patience. 'Who's talking about these days? We're going to do safes he can cut.'


  'What do you want me for, then?'


  'I know a bit about a safe. Jimmy the Gent here knows a bit more. You know more than both of us.'


  'Ah,' said Jolly.


  'And there's another thing. Leo says if he comes up against a thickish plate of hard steel he may need a hole drilling before he can start his cut.'


  Jolly spoke to Husker for the first time. 'How big a hole?'


  'As narrow as you like, as long as it goes through the plate.'


  'That makes it easier,' Jolly admitted. 'Now give me the whole set-up.'


  Cain explained his plans for picking up a thousand or two here and there, instead of attempting one big robbery which would excite public interest. Jolly asked about the division of spoils. Cain told him.


  'Ten per cent for me?' Jolly remonstrated. 'An' everybody else gettin' fifteen an' twenty? No dice.'


  Cain had anticipated that difficulty. He had wrestled with it ever since he had realized that the fifth man would have to be an experienced peterman, and not just a helper or handyman. The way he saw it, Jolly would be there because Husker was an XXC operator only, and otherwise a novice. Therefore Husker ought to contribute towards the cost of hiring Jolly. The trouble, easily foreseen, would be to make Husker perceive the justice of this. To avoid such trouble, Cain had worked out his proposed new terms in fractions. The terms looked better that way. They looked so much better that he hoped to have no trouble at all.


  'I guessed you'd say that, Sailor,' he said. 'So I've worked out new shares. I'm putting up the money, and I take six twentieths. The Gent here is a founder member, and he's the best man we could have. He gets four twentieths. That's one twentieth more than you three, that is, Leo, Sailor, and Bill. You get three twentieths each. So that leaves only one twentieth for the girls.'


  There was silence as each man did an exercise in mental arithmetic. Watching their faces, Cain saw that three of them quickly perceived that the terms were unchanged, except that Jolly would receive five per cent more and Husker five per cent less. They became aware of this while Husker was still trying to decide precisely where the difference lay.


  'That's fair enough,' Coggan said. 'The Gent is worth a bob or two extra.'


  'I'll accept them terms,' Jolly agreed with a perfectly blank face.


  France did not speak. He merely nodded when Cain looked at him in inquiry.


  Husker had worked out the sum. 'You're givin' this feller one twentieth out o' my share,' he said indignantly.


  'Well,' said Cain, still seeking to confuse the issue, 'what's a twentieth of what you're going to make? Everybody is agreeable. We're all friends here, and we're not going to argue over trifles.'


  Husker nodded towards France. 'Why should he get more nor me?'


  'You'll see when we get cracking. He's the real expert here.'


  'I've got to get the XXC, an' do the cuttin'.'


  'And who's going to show you where to cut? He might be able to tell you, if Sailor and me can't. Suppose you come across a peter with four safety bars, or six? How will you be able to tell?'


  Husker was silent. His scowling gaze moved briefly to France, and away.


  France perceived the real cause of Husker's resentment. Husker hated the idea of a man he disliked being rated higher than himself. There was no way of turning the dislike into friendship, because it was a natural antipathy, heartily returned. But Husker's feeling that he had been treated unfairly was another matter. It could lead him to think that he would 'get his own back' some day. In the event of catastrophe, always possible, that attitude of mind could send France to a cell in Parkhurst or Wormwood Scrubs.


  'We'll have no bother,' he said. 'I'll take three twentieths like the others. The odd twentieth can go to the girls.'


  There was a stupefied silence. Cain was the first to recover. 'Well!' he exclaimed. 'I'll say that's damned decent of you, old man. It'll make the girls keener. They'll work better for us.'


  France did not reply. He was watching Husker, who still looked suspicious though his astonishment was passing. He saw Husker appraising his concession, looking for the trick. Eventually suspicion faded, too. 'That seems fair enough,' the man admitted reluctantly.


  'We don't want any bad blood in this mob,' France said. 'If there's anybody here who thinks he can't get on with me, let him say so now, and I'll stand down. You can soon get somebody else.'


  'Oh, I'm sure there's no hard feelings,' Cain protested. 'Is there, boys?'


  Coggan and Jolly concurred unreservedly. Husker hesitated as he sought in his mind for the right thing to say. He said at last: 'I've no hard feelin's for nobody if I'm treated fair.'


  'Good enough,' said Cain. 'Tomorrow Bill 'ull drive you north to get the XXC.'


  'I'll drive mesel',' Husker said. 'I'll go on my own.'


  Again there was a silence. 'Why on your own?' Cain asked softly.


  'For a while I had a one-man weldin' business not a thousan' mile from Granchester. My tale is I'm startin' up again, but I owe so much money to North Western Oxygen I can't get gas as a registered user. I have to get it on the crook, see? I know where I can get it.'


  'That's a good story,' said France, who thought that it was, and Husker looked almost grateful.


  'Right,' said Cain. 'That's settled. Tomorrow I'll set Flo on casing a nice little tickle I have in mind. Flo and Dorrie between 'em will find out when the money goes to the bank, and when it don't. Then the Gent can take a preliminary look at the place, and we'll be ready to go. Can you get a drill, Sailor?'


  'Got one,' Jolly said. 'Electric. And I've still got my catalogues. The coppers never found 'em.'


  'Catalogues?'


  'My safe catalogues. I've been collectin' 'em for thirty years.'


  'Well, that's fine,' Cain said. 'Now then, who wants another drink? Don't all speak at once.'


  5


  The new XXC mob's first break-in was an evening job, because the time of year was late September and it was quite dark by eight o'clock. Half past eight was the time chosen, because it was a quiet time for both cars and pedestrians. The 'tickle' was a fairly big Co-operative store in south-east London, which was closed at six o'clock every weekday, except for early closing day. There was no watchman. It was not a modern store, and Cain was of the opinion that it would not have a modern safe.


  Flo had ascertained that the manager and an assistant carried a heavy bag to a local bank every morning at eleven o'clock, and she had also noticed that when they emerged from the bank the bag seemed to be much lighter. So it was assumed that every night the best part of a day's takings were left in the store. Friday was the busiest shopping day. Friday evening was chosen for the robbery.


  The Co-op had a backyard with a high gate. The gate was in a quiet alley. Across the alley, the dark glimmering windows of a big warehouse looked down into the yard. The warehouse had a watchman, but occasionally this man deserted his post and went along to a nearby inn for a couple of hours. It was assumed that he would certainly go for a drink on Friday, the beginning of the weekend and one of the best nights of the week for tavern company.


  To make sure of this, Sailor Jolly was on the job as soon as it was dark. He saw the watchman leave the warehouse and go to the inn. He entered the inn and had a half-pint of mild ale, and saw the watchman settle down to a game of cribbage in the taproom, with a pint of beer at his elbow.


  Jolly was waiting, watching the Co-op, when his confederates arrived in the Austin car. He gave a prearranged signal, and then followed the car as Coggan drove it into the alley. Only France got out of the car. He was wearing rubber gloves and a suit with more pockets than a poacher's, and in the pockets he carried all the equipment he was likely to need for entry, search, or escape. The one other thing he needed tonight was in the car.


  Jolly arrived, and gave him a shoulder to the top of the gate. He climbed over and unbolted the gate. He and Jolly held it wide open while Coggan reversed the car in through the gateway, then they quietly bolted it.


  'The jack,' France said softly to Jolly.


  Cain and Husker were getting out of the car, Coggan remained in his seat. Jolly opened the boot and took out the jack without noise, because he knew exactly where it was.


  All the rear windows of the Co-op, upstairs and down, were barred, and the back door was so firmly secured that it would not move at all. France inspected one of the windows. He spread one of his hands to its widest span, measuring the distance between the bars. Cain moved to stand beside him.


  'Think you can do it?' he asked.


  'Sure,' was the quiet reply.


  Jolly arrived with the jack. Cain turned away to help Husker with his equipment. Coggan decided to get out of the car and help with this task, too. Husker had hoped to get propane instead of acetylene, but he had failed. In the modified boot of the car were a cylinder of oxygen and a shorter, broader cylinder of acetylene, together with the equipment which Husker would need.


  Jolly held the jack horizontally between two bars of the window. France fitted in the handle, and began to turn it. It was stiff work, but one of the bars was weaker than the other, and it began to bend. The jack was now firm between the bars, and Jolly did not need to hold it.


  'Here,' he said, as France strained. 'Let me do that. You don't know what we'll find inside. If your arms get tired you'll be all of a tremble.'


  That was quite true. A man could not sound a lock with unsteady hands. France relinquished the jack, and Jolly began to turn it with a will. The weaker bar bent until it touched another bar. It was held firm there, and the stronger bar began to bend. Eventually the two bars were far enough apart for a man or a cylinder of acetylene to slip through.


  Behind the bars, the window was immovable. Clearly it had not been opened for years, and could not be opened without making a lot of noise. France studied it. 'I don't like breakin' glass,' he muttered.


  Now the XXC equipment was all unloaded, Cain, Husker, and Jolly now watched France, while Coggan did look-out duty. Cain held a pencil torch while France produced a strong pocket knife and started to cut and prise away the putty around the lower of the two window panes. In a few minutes the pane was held in place only by the few small nails which had been under the putty. France put away his knife and brought out some small pliers. He extracted all the nails, so that there would be no chance of any member of the party tearing his clothes and leaving a clue for the police. He pocketed the pliers and got out his knife again, and used it to prise the pane of glass gently forward until it leaned against the window bars. Then he put away the knife. Not once did he put down a tool. After use, every tool was returned to his pocket before another one was brought out.


  Then began the delicate task of slanting and turning the sheet of glass until he held it nearly vertical, at right angles to the window frame. When this was done, he deftly and carefully slid it out between the bars.


  'Fine, fine,' breathed Cain.


  France carried the pane of glass to a corner of the yard, so that nobody would need to go near it. He leaned it against the wall and returned to the window. With his own torch in his hand he slipped through the opening, leading the way into the building and leaving Cain, Jolly, and Husker to follow with the equipment.


  The first obstacle he encountered was a locked inner door, between a stock-room and the main shop. He looked at the lock closely, and found that there was a key on the other side. His gloved fingers felt along the bottom of the door, and found that there was some space between the door and the floor. Turning from the door, he let the thin beam of his light travel low around the room. On a table by the wall there was a teapot and some crockery, and a sheet of brown paper had been spread in lieu of a tablecloth. France moved the crockery to a shelf, and took the paper and slid it under the door. Then he set to work on the lock with long, fine pliers. He moved the key until he was able to push it out, and it dropped on to the brown paper with a metallic thud. He drew the paper back to his own side of the door, and the key came with it.


  Burdened with equipment, the other three were now standing behind him. 'Don't any of you show a light,' he whispered as he unlocked the door. The sense of the warning became apparent as he gently pushed it open. The front, main part of the shop was bathed in light from the street. It shone on the polished counters, and on the orderly piles of canned foods on display. In the street a woman was passing, looking into the shop window as she walked along. The four men stood quite still.


  The woman moved out of sight. A man also passed, but he looked straight to his front. France stepped through the doorway and found that there were narrow stairs to the left. 'The manager's office must be up here.' he said, and led the way.


  On the square landing at the head of the stairs there were three doors, only one of which was locked. It was an ordinary latch lock. France shook the door gently, and found that there was room to work a piece of strong but pliant celluloid between door and jamb. This 'loid', which was his most useful housebreaking implement, France carried in his sock. When the loid was in place above the lock he brought it smartly down on the tongue of the lock, turning the door handle and pushing at the same time. The loid pressed back the tongue far enough for the door to be opened.


  France replaced the loid in his sock, and pushed open the door. He entered a small room which contained a desk, shelves of books and papers, a chest of drawers, three upright chairs and a big safe. Here too was light from the street shining through a window of moderate size. It was bright enough to show that the safe had a very old-fashioned look.


  'I could open that thing with a twirl,' France said with contempt.


  'I daresay you could,' said Cain, who had followed him into the room. 'We'll use the XXC. I want to see how Husker shapes on the job. Let's get this window blacked out for a start.'


  Folded and carried on his shoulder was the piece of heavy grey canvas which was to be used to cover the window. Before he unfolded the canvas he took a small paper bag from his pocket, and from the bag he shook out broad-headed carpet tacks into his palm. 'Six apiece,' he said, handing tacks to France.


  Each standing on a chair, the two men thumb-tacked the canvas to the wall nine inches above the window. It was big enough to extend eighteen inches on each side of the window and it hung a foot below. It made a perfect blackout curtain.


  While they were engaged in this task they could hear Husker and Jolly grunting and panting up the stairs with the oxygen cylinder. When Cain had stepped down and crossed the room to switch on the light, they entered with their burden. Jolly immediately put down the end he was carrying and collapsed on to a chair, but Husker lowered the cylinder carefully to the floor. He leaned gasping against the desk, eyeing the cylinder.


  'The acetylene's a lot heavier,' he said. 'Next time you'd better find a place wi' no stairs.'


  'Have a rest,' Cain advised. He and France, a stronger team, brought up the acetylene cylinder, and by that time the other two were sufficiently recovered to go and bring up the two suitcases which held the hose, regulators, blowpipes, mask, protective clothing, and the electric drill which Jolly had contributed.


  Jolly had noticed a power plug in the skirting board. 'It's a thirteen amp, like I've got on my drill,' he said. 'I might as well be boring a hole while he's getting his stuff ready.'


  'Just the job,' Cain assented. 'It might give us an idea what sort of steel we're up against.'


  So Jolly set to work without delay, while Husker made his own arrangements. He wanted the cylinders upright against the wall as far behind the safe as he could put them, so that no sparks could reach them. He had equipped himself well, but he had no stand for the oxygen cylinder. While the acetylene would stand on its own base, the oxygen had to be held upright by France.


  Husker fitted the regulators and hose, and with a key from his pocket he turned on the gas. The observant door-and-window man noticed that the oxygen showed a pressure of 1900 pounds to the square inch, while the acetylene showed a pressure of only 220 pounds. He was further surprised when Husker adjusted the gauge to discharge oxygen at 160 pounds, while the needle on the acetylene gauge showed only 7 pounds. He was to learn later that at certain temperatures oxygen had an affinity with iron and its compounds. The acetylene was only used to provide heat, while a thin dagger of pure, hot oxygen pierced the iron or steel. Nor did it melt the steel. It caused it to disintegrate, blowing it away in bright sparks which cooled to brittle flakes of grey rust.


  'I'm through,' Jolly announced. 'Right through.'


  Husker nodded. He was putting his arms into a leather garment which covered arms, chest, and shoulders. He tied on his leather apron and put on his mask, which was in fact a respirator. He pulled on strong leather gloves and picked up the blowpipe, which was actually an arrangement of three pipes ending in one nozzle which was a rosette of tiny apertures, with one central aperture for the oxygen.


  He went on one knee, not in front of the safe but in a position where he could work on it from the side. The blowpipe allowed for this, being turned at a right angle a few inches from the nozzle.


  He set an adjustment on the blowpipe, and raised it and held it behind his shoulder, to where France stood behind him, in such a manner that the nozzle was within reach of France but not pointing towards him. A muffled voice came from the respirator, and the other men understood. He removed one hand from the oxygen cylinder and brought out his lighter. He flicked it and held it forward and an eight-inch jet of flame shot from the blowpipe.


  Jolly pointed to the three-sixteenths-of-an-inch hole he had drilled, and from the hole he traced a downward arc on the safe door with the tip of his forefinger. 'That way you should cut the tumbler bars,' he said.


  Again Husker nodded, and Jolly stepped back. The jet of flame began to play on the safe door near the newly drilled hole. It spread as it hit the steel, burning away the paint. This treatment was continued for some time. Cain looked at Jolly in disgust. 'He'll never open the safe in a thousand years like this.'


  Jolly shrugged, and continued to watch the display of flame on steel. Cain moved nearer. 'You're not cutting it, man,' he protested. 'You're not getting anywhere.'


  Husker stopped work and lifted his respirator. 'Shurrup,' he snarled. 'An' stand back unless you want to be blinded.'


  Cain stepped back, and thereafter was silence as an area of the safe door grew hot enough to glow dully. As the glow became brighter, Husker's hand moved to a trigger on the blowpipe. He turned on the main stream of oxygen, and at once the flame changed its nature. Now it was less than three inches long, driven so hard that it looked like solid light. When Husker applied the tip of the flame to the safe door, big golden sparks exploded from the point of impact in a shower which made the watchers move back as far as they could go. They stood in fascination as the nozzle of the blowpipe moved with perfect steadiness, slowly but visibly, along the line which Jolly had indicated.


  With this safe it was a matter of minutes. Husker stood up and turned off the flow of gas from the cylinders. He pulled off his respirator and revealed a face beetroot red and streaming with sweat. 'Is that all right?' he asked.


  Cain was already at the door of the safe. 'It won't open,' he said thickly.


  'Just a minute,' Jolly told him.


  France was allowed to put down the oxygen cylinder. Both cylinders were laid side by side. While Husker watched, the other three tilted the safe, and moved it a little in that position. There was a tiny metallic 'plunk'. 'Try it now while we hold it like this,' Jolly said to France.


  France grasped the handle of the safe and pulled the door open.


  While Husker stripped off his leather armour, Cain transferred bundles of paper money from the top shelf of the safe to an ordinary brown-paper carrier bag held by Jolly. 'We'll only take about ten quids' worth of the silver,' he said, trying to appear businesslike in his exultation. 'You get noticed trying to pass a lot of silver.'


  They took away the oxygen cylinder, but nobody wanted to wrestle with the acetylene again. 'Leave it,' Husker said. 'I'll try an' get a couple of ten-pound bottles of propane for the next job.'


  Outside in the yard, Coggan reported that he had heard nothing and seen nobody. They loaded the car with their equipment, and opened the gate. 'I'll close it,' France said.


  'Leave the bloody gate,' Cain said, reckless with success.


  'No,' France replied firmly. 'It's better for this job to be found in the morning.'


  Cain sighed and got into the car. It moved out into the alley. France barred the gate and climbed over it. He pushed his way into the crowded rear seat of the car, and it shot away.


  The plunder amounted to nine hundred and thirty-five pounds. 'It'll have to do for a start,' Cain said as he shared it out. 'But we'll do better.'


  'We sure will,' Jolly concurred. 'We're in business, boy. We're in business.'
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  The XXC men were indeed in business. They grew bolder and more ingenious, but not less careful. They learned about safes. They struggled with safety bars, alloy steels, and laminated plates. They cut holes, and grubbed out insulation, and cut again. They opened safes from the front and they opened them from the back. They were invariably successful, because they took care not to attempt jobs which were too big for them. The custodians of bank vaults and strong-rooms were not their prey.


  But the experienced members of the mob—and that meant all of them except Husker—grew uneasy in their elation.


  'We done twenty peters,' Cain said quietly to France one day, 'and never a sign from down the road.'


  That was true, and ominously so. No member of the gang had been questioned, or had heard of questions being asked about him. But the police would be furiously active. Twenty safe jobs in a line, all done by the same crowd! The top coppers would be taking it out of the ordinary coppers, and the ordinary coppers would be just about ready to crucify somebody.


  'It makes you wonder if they know something,' Cain went on. 'They could be just waiting to get us right.'


  Nobody was more aware of that possibility than France, but he said: 'Well, we've been awfully careful, haven't we? And I do believe that goes for all of us. Nobody has stepped out of line.'


  They discussed the measures of safety and self-denial which they had taken to avoid notice. It was true that each man had his own strictly private way of hiding or investing his own share of the plunder, but it was also true that no man, or woman, had been guilty of overspending. The XXC mob was not showing any flash money. Furthermore, each man dressed as he had done before, and new clothes were forbidden. Even the women were only allowed to buy cheap things, and not many of those. The twin dangers of strong drink and bad women were under reasonable control; each was allowed occasionally and separately, but not frequently nor together. The male members of the mob did not go about together in their leisure time, or at least not often. And above all, they did not discuss any aspect of their activities with anybody outside the mob. They certainly had been careful.


  'And I've changed cars four times,' said Cain, somewhat reassured. Tomorrow Archie has another one for me. It costs a hundred nicker every time I swap, but it's worth it.'


  'Yes, we're doing everything we can,' France said. 'All the same, I've got a feeling. I think we ought to take a rest.'


  The year was at the spring. Cain was still a young man, and he had his fancies. 'I wouldn't mind leaving the girls at home and having a month on the French Riviera,' he said.


  'Staying at a first-class hotel would cost the earth.'


  'I can afford the earth for a few weeks, can't I?' Cain demanded.


  'Sure.' France looked at him. He was a typical Londoner, and typical of the district in which he had been reared. He was intelligent, and sometimes able to express himself in terms not used and barely understood by his neighbours. Nevertheless he was ineradicably Cockney.


  Well, there were plenty of quick-talking, wary Cockney business men who could afford to sojourn in ruinously expensive French hotels. And each one was as noticeable as a crow in a dovecote. Any little incident would be enough to make a hotel detective check on such a man. And if a detective checked on Cain?


  Howie Cain spending a hundred and fifty pounds a week in Cannes? And still living in the Caledonian Road when he was at home? 'Ho ho,' Scotland Yard would say. 'Ha ha. Let us see what we can do about Howie. Maybe this is the little bit of information we wanted.'


  'No,' said France. 'That's out, until we've finished the entire job and broken up. You might as well give a dinner for seventy at the Savoy. If you want a rest, take the girls to Margate and stay in a nice boarding house.'


  Cain grimaced. But he understood, and he made no further reference to the French Riviera. The XXC mob rested. Cain did not even look around for promising 'tickles'.


  France was the only member of the mob who ever looked atThe Times. During a week of idleness he had plenty of time to scan its columns. One day he arrived at Cain's house with a copy of the paper under his arm.


  Cain answered the knock on the door. 'Oh, it's you,' he said. 'Come on in.'


  'The girls out?' France inquired as he entered.


  'Yeh. Looking round the shops. Picking out what they'd buy if I'd let 'em.'


  'Then I'd better leave this with you.'


  Cain looked at the newspaper, opened and folded back at a page of small advertisements. One of these small items was ringed in pencil.


  Cain read it aloud. 'Baker,' he said. 'If Doreen and Florence Baker would write c/o Box T.219, they would hear something to their advantage.'


  'Flo's name is Baker,' France said. 'I wondered if this could possibly be addressed to the girls.'


  Cain was frowning. 'I wonder what the game is here. I thought I knew all the moves.'


  'It might not be a game.'


  'Don't give me that. Somebody's up to something. Though I can't think what it is.'


  'Will you let Dorrie answer?'


  'And walk right into trouble? I will not. And you can take that paper away when you go. I don't want it around here, marked off like that.'


  'Won't you mention this to the girls?'


  'No fear. Dorrie 'ud have fifteen fits, one after the other. What I'm going to do is forget this, and be extra careful. "Something to their advantage". Ha! I like that. It's some deep move.'


  So France went away, and Cain passed the word to Jolly, Husker, and Coggan to be extra careful, because there was something stirring: there was a new threat which had not yet shown itself clearly.


  Things remained quiet for a few more days, until France brought another copy ofThe Timesto Cain. Again he had ringed a small advertisement.


  He and Cain were alone when he produced the paper. Flo had gone to the pictures, Dorrie was in the kitchen. Cain read the item: 'Baker. If Doreen and Florence Baker would write Foster, Haythorn, Wentworth, and Haw, Solicitors, Alliance House, Brown Street, Granchester, or phone CEN 22412, they would hear something to their advantage.'


  'Now what?' he growled. 'What's the game now?'


  France shook his head. 'If that is a reputable firm of solicitors, it looks as if the girls have inherited something.'


  'I'm getting as jumpy as hell. Suspect my own mother, I would. I don't like it.'


  'A firm of solicitors wouldn't lend their name to a crook game, or a police dodge either. If there is such a firm, you have nothing to worry about. You can phone right through to this Granchester number without having to go through the exchange. You can get some idea of what it's about without revealing yourself.'


  Cain folded the paper once more, and slipped it into his pocket. He raised his head: 'Dorrie!'


  Dorrie came from the kitchen. When she saw France she quickly slipped off her apron, though it was pretty enough. She smiled. 'Hello. I didn't know you were here. I'll make a cup of tea.'


  'Oh, please don't bother,' France said. 'I'm sure you're busy.'


  Cain's voice ended these courtesies. 'Dorrie,' he said. 'Do you know anybody in Granchester?'


  Dorrie looked puzzled. 'No, I can't say as I do. Leo comes from up that way, don't he?'


  France interposed swiftly. 'Do you and Flo know anybody around Granchester? Any relation?'


  'Well, there was Aunt Doris, my dad's elder sister. I can hardly remember her. But I heard it said she'd gone living up that way. That was years and years since.'


  'Was she married?'


  'No, and she was pretty old even then. At least she seemed so to me. She was a cook. Went working up there, for a family.'


  'She's not likely to have left a fortune, then?'


  Dorrie laughed. 'I shouldn't think so. Not Aunt Doris.'


  'Were you named after her?'


  'I was in a way. Little Doris, like.'


  Cain was looking thoughtful. 'Some of these cooks do all right,' he said. 'Faithful retainers, and all that. Somebody might have left her a packet, and she might have kept it in the bank till she died.'


  Dorrie stared. 'What are you talking about? Has Aunt Doris died?'


  Cain showed her the advertisement. Her mouth opened in wonder. 'Ooh. I wonder if itcouldbe Aunt Doris. Fancy if she's remembered us all these years. I wonder what she's left us.'


  'If she didn't marry, would she have any other relations?' France asked.


  'None nearer than Flo and me, after Dad died.'


  'Well, if it's something good, I'm glad for you. I hope it's plenty.'


  'Thank you,' said Dorrie. And Cain said absently: 'Nice of you to say that, Ned.' He was frowning in thought. At last he said: 'It must be right. I can't see any catch in it. But we'll go canny on it. Don't say anything to Flo just yet, Ducks. Give me a bit of time to think about it.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  The result of Cain's meditations was a visit to a public telephone box, with Dorrie. They crowded into the box together, and Cain held a fragment of torn newspaper in one hand, and a handful of change in the other. It was not a modernized box, and the call to Granchester had to go through the exchange. It was put through by Dorrie, with Cain holding out the paper to show her the number she wanted, and then holding out an open hand for her to select coins to put in the box.


  A woman's voice answered from Granchester, giving the name of the firm of solicitors. Dorrie had been coached. She said: 'My name is Doreen Baker. Could I speak to a member of the firm?'


  'One moment, please.' There was a brief silence, and then a man came on the line. 'Hugh Wentworth speaking. What can I do for you?'


  'My name is Doreen Baker. I'm phoning from London about an advertisement inThe Times. Shall I read it to you?'


  'Do, please.' The voice at the other end had changed subtly. Like her husband, Dorrie spoke with the accent of her environment.


  She read out the advertisement. The voice of Wentworth said: 'Ah. Just hold the line, please.'


  Cain was listening, and this second delay deepened the lines of concentration on his forehead. He was still vaguely uneasy about this business. He glanced to left and right through the windows of the box, as if he feared that some enemy might be watching.


  A younger, lighter male voice came on the line. 'Miss Baker? Sorry about this delay. My name is Haw, and I'm dealing with the will of a Miss Doris Baker. Does that convey anything to you?'


  Dorrie told the story of Aunt Doris, mentioning also that she had a sister named Florence.


  Haw seemed to be delighted. 'It looks as if we're on the right track. What was your father's name?'


  'Harold. Harold Baker.'


  'That's it, that's it. Will you give me your address, and your sister's address?'


  For herself and Flo, Dorrie gave the address of a shop not far from Euston Station, which Cain had used as an accommodation address in the past.


  'Good. I have that, just in case. Now, when can you and your sister come to see me?'


  'Well,' Dorrie said. 'I'd like to know if it's going to be worth my while. Granchester's a long way, and it costs a lot on the train.'


  'Oh, it should certainly be worth a trip to Granchester. In your case especially, Miss Baker. It is Miss Baker, isn't it? You haven't married since your aunt last saw you?'


  Dorrie looked at Cain. He shook his head. She said into the phone: 'No, I'm not married. Neither is my sister.'


  'Well, there seems to be no doubt that you are the legatees. At any rate, I'll give you some idea of the estate. In cash there is a sum of six hundred and seventy pounds, to be equally divided, but a lot of that will be swallowed by legal expenses, I'm afraid. In property, for you, Doreen Baker, there is a house in Grange Gardens. It is quite a roomy house in good condition, though the district has gone down a bit, I'm afraid. It is fully furnished. Up to her death your aunt kept a boarding house, you see. It is quite untenanted now. All the lodgers and the two maids have left, of course. Your sister's property isn't quite so good. It is two adjoining terrace houses in Naylor Street, Churlham. That is what you might call a working-class suburb. Both houses are quite empty. For some time your aunt had been trying to sell them with vacant possession, but it was a rather hopeless job. The whole area is under a compulsory purchase order obtained by the city council, for road widening and development in the public interest. The houses could be let for a year or so, I daresay, but they couldn't be sold for a reasonable price. Now, Miss Baker, is all that understood?'


  'Yes, I think so, Mr. Haw. Thank you very much.'


  'Don't mention it. I'm glad you rang me. Now, when can you come and see me?'


  Dorrie hesitated. 'Can I ring you again and let you know?'


  'But of course. Please do that. And when you come, bring copies of your birth certificates and any other documents you may have. It will help to expedite the matter.'


  Dorrie agreed to do that, and apart from civilities that was the end of the talk. As he stepped out of the airless kiosk Cain took a deep breath. 'Phew!' he said. 'It's hot in those places.'


  He looked at his watch. 'We've got time for the odd drink. Come on.'


  Over gin-and-tonic in a quiet bar they discussed the legacy. 'The best thing to do,' Cain decided, 'is to tell that lawyer to sell everything and send us the cash. Flo won't get much, but she'll get the compulsory purchase money eventually.'


  'If I do that, he'll send a cheque to Doreen Baker,' Dorrie objected. 'Why on earth did you make me tell him I wasn't married?'


  Cain looked uncomfortable. 'I dunno. It seemed the safest thing to say.'


  'I am married, aren't I? You didn't work a swindle with some mate of yours made up like a parson?'


  'You're married, all right. If you don't believe me, go and look at the register at St. Hilda's. I guess you'll have to tell him you made a mistake, and show him your birth certificate and your marriage lines.'


  'He'll think it funny.'


  'It don't matter what he thinks. He'll have to hand over.'


  And as he visualized the handing over of a cheque by a man he had never seen, the great inspiration came to Cain. To him it seemed stupendous, unprecedented, and daring. He was an incorrigibly parochial Londoner, inclined to believe that ten miles north of Cockfosters the savage hill tribes still rolled down stones on hapless travellers. Never in his life had he thought of living elsewhere but London. Now, he thought of it, and the wonder of his own idea took his breath away.


  'You won't tell him you're married, Ducks. You'll take your birth certificate and your father's death certificate, and that old Bible with the names in it, and anything else you've got. You'll get the keys to that empty lodging house and you'll tell the lawyer you and Flo are going to run it. It'll be just the job. The boys can be the lodgers. We'll fade quietly out of London, one by one, and Scotland Yard 'ull think we've died. In Granchester the cops won't know where to start looking for us, 'cause we'll all be snug in our own little place.'


  He stopped, and looked at Dorrie as a farmer might look at the sunshine as it ripens his corn. 'You done it, dearie,' he said. 'You got us the nicest little set-up there ever was, all ready for us to step into.'


  'What about my own home?' Dorrie objected.


  'We'll shut it up, temporary. We'll come home to it in about three months, maybe.'


  Dorrie did not like the idea of leaving London. Her face showed it. 'What if Flo don't want to go to Granchester?' she queried.'Flo is going to Granchester, and so are you.' So it was settled. This was a matter of business, and the chairman of the firm had made his decision.
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  The first Granchester XXC job was found shortly after nine o'clock one Saturday morning in early April. Chief Inspector Martineau had just settled down in his own office to read of the previous night's reported crimes in A Division when the internal-line telephone rang. It was the Information Room calling.


  'At nine-o-five hours, sir,' the clerk said. 'A nine-nine-nine call from a John Hendry, partner in Hendry Brothers, the wholesale tobacconists in Tite Street. Somebody has been in during the night and opened the safe.'


  'How?'


  'Oxy-acetylene, he thinks, sir. An oxygen cylinder was left behind.'


  Martineau at once became oppressed by the knowledge of much trouble in the near future. That mob! They had been getting their oxygen from Granchester all the time. Which indicated that at least one member was a Granchester man. Some Granchester bird of prey had come home to roost, bringing a little flock of his own species with him. Hearing of this, somebody at Scotland Yard would be laughing. 'Now,' they would be saying. 'Now will they make some inquiries about those cylinders?'


  'Did they get away with much?' the chief inspector asked.


  'Two thousand three hundred, Hendry says.'


  Martineau nodded to himself. He said: 'All right. Attention by me.' Then he put down the telephone, rose, and reached for his hat.


  There was a police patrol car already standing in Tite Street when Martineau's car arrived at the Hendry place. The front door of the premises was closed but not locked. There was a sign which read 'Walk in', and Martineau did so, followed by Sergeant Devery and Detective Constable Cassidy. Inside, it became evident that other members of Hendry's staff had arrived. Two young men wearing light brown overall coats were standing behind a counter. They looked excited and expectant, and by no means downcast. Obviously it was none of their money which had been stolen.


  Martineau did not need to give his name and occupation. One of the men said: 'Mr. Hendry's upstairs, with two Z-car bobbies.'


  'Has the building been searched?' the policeman wanted to know.


  'Not as I know of. Not since I came in.'


  'Better stay down here till I call you, Cassidy.'


  Cassidy said: 'Yes, sir.' In this instance it seemed scarcely necessary for a man to stay on the ground floor, but routine was routine. There had been cases, many of them, where a belated thief had been found hiding on premises long after it appeared that he had gone.


  Martineau and Devery went upstairs.


  The upper portion of the premises had two rooms, a big one and a small one. The walls of the big room were lined with cartons of cigarettes, tobacco, and accessories of the trade. The smaller room was the office. The safe was in the office, and in the office also were two motor-patrol constables and a small, sharp-faced man of fifty or so. The three of them were looking at the safe and talking. Taken by surprise, the two policemen straightened themselves guiltily when they saw Martineau. It was not often that the head of the divisional C.I.D. was the first detective on the scene of a crime. Themselves the first officers to arrive, they had not actually done anything. They moved aside, in the hope that they would escape his notice entirely.


  But they did not. The first policeman on the scene of a crime may be an important witness.


  'What have you to tell me?' they were asked.


  'Er, nothing, sir,' one man replied. 'We've only just got here.'


  'You have no comment to make?'


  'No, sir.'


  'All right. One of you take the front door and the other take the back, until the place has been searched.'


  The men departed. Martineau turned to the sharp-faced man. 'Mr. Hendry?'


  The man nodded. 'That's me.'


  'It is routine to search the whole premises in a case like this, on the off-chance of finding something. Have you any objection?'


  Hendry's gaze shifted. He took a moment to think. 'No, of course not,' he said.


  Martineau noticed the hesitation, but did not comment on it. He told Devery to take Cassidy and search the place from basement to roof. Then he turned his attention to the safe. One glance confirmed his fears. This job looked like the work of the XXC mob which had recently been operating so successfully in London.


  In the first place, the selection of premises to be entered was typical: a firm too small to go to the expense of employing a watchman, but big enough to provide good pickings. The safe was right, too. It looked as if it had been a good safe, but a fairly old one. The cuts in the door—this one had taken five—looked like expert work. And an oxygen cylinder had been left behind.


  Martineau went to the window, which was curtainless, with frosted glass in the lower panes. He stood on a chair and looked closely at the wall above the window. There was the row of tiny holes which he had expected to find; nine inches above the window, and continuing a foot or so on either side. That was another mark of the XXC mob.


  Devery reappeared. He said: 'Excuse me,' and walked to a door in the corner of the office. He opened it to reveal a small washroom. 'I thought this would be it,' he said, and entered. Martineau followed, to find the sergeant standing at a small sash window which was nearly, but not quite, closed. He raised the window and looked out. Three feet below the window, a little to one side, was a flat-topped wall which protected the gable of a single-storey outhouse. On the window-sill were a few bright steel filings.


  As Martineau joined him, Devery pointed. 'Somebody gave him a hand up there,' he said. 'He walked along the gutter, got on to this wall, and came to the window.'


  Martineau looked at the filings, and at the window catch. It was of the screw type, its bolt less than a quarter of an inch thick. It had been sawn through, probably with a hacksaw blade.


  He took a cellophane evidence envelope from his pocket and gave it to Devery. 'See how many of the filings you can collect,' he said. 'They may come in handy when we lay hands on the man who used the hacksaw.'


  Devery took the envelope. 'Downstairs,' he said, 'the front door has a good mortise lock. The back door has a big old-fashioned lock, and bolts top and bottom. It's locked now, and the key is missing. There are traces of oil on the lock and the bolts, and the bolts are drawn back. According to the fellows downstairs, that door hasn't been opened for years. It was locked with the key in the lock, and both bolts on.'


  Martineau nodded. 'He got in here, went downstairs to the back door, and oiled the lock and the bolts because they were more or less rusted up. When his mates arrived with the XXC he'd have the door ready to open, and he'd be able to bolt it after they entered. When they cleared off, he wouldn't be able to bolt it, but he could lock it and throw the key away somewhere. It's typical of this mob. When they're inside a place they're locked in, and there's no sign that they are in. And when they leave, too, they generally leave it so that the man on the beat can't tell there's been a break-in.'


  He turned away then, and went back to Hendry, leaving Devery to the business of gathering pieces of steel which were smaller than grains of sand. When he was caught—ifhe was caught—the hacksaw man would have identical steel filings on his clothes and shoes.


  Martineau found Hendry opening a drawer with a key. The tobacconist quickly counted a number of blue paper money bags.


  'This is silver and copper, untouched,' he said. 'They've taken notes only from the safe. Fivers, ones, and ten bobs.'


  'How much did you say?'


  'Two thousand three hundred. Exactly.'


  'Whereabouts in the safe was it?'


  Hendry pulled the ruined steel door more widely open. 'There, on the top shelf,' he said. 'It was done up in bundles.'


  Martineau looked. The top shelf of the safe was empty, except for a thin bundle of cheques. Below the shelf was the usual collection of ledgers and account books.


  'You're insured for burglary, of course.'


  'Yes. I hope the assessors will believe me when I say how much there was.'


  'You should be able to give some proof of that by your books. All this was money brought in by your travellers and delivery men, wasn't it?'


  Again Hendry's glance shifted, again there was that brief hesitation. 'A lot of people call and pay their own bills in cash,' he said.


  'Still, it goes through the books, doesn't it?'


  'It will, when we get round to it. Friday's a busy day.'


  'Whether you've had time to enter it all up or not, you'll still have some sort of record to show the bills were paid. Or don't you bother with records?'


  'Well, I can always remember who has been in to pay bills and who hasn't. I can look up the books when it's quiet and enter it all up.'


  Martineau studied the man, reflecting that the business of trying to cheat the Commissioners of Inland Revenue was now a national pastime. Well, he was a policeman and not an income-tax investigator. He had enough to worry about. But he also had to try and find out if Hendry was involved in something more serious—from a police point of view—than an ordinary income-tax fiddle. There could be some matter here which had led the thieves to Hendry, which could also show the way back from Hendry to the thieves.


  He asked: 'You're quite sure there was that much money in the safe?'


  'Certainly I am. You can phone my brother from here. He's been poorly in bed for a week, but he'll tell you there should be more than two thousand in the safe.'


  'How does he know?'


  'He knows, all right.'


  'If he's ill in bed, he can only know what you tell him. You've been evasive about that money, haven't you? It wasn't all collected from retailers, was it? For some reason you were carrying a float, and a big one.'


  Hendry nodded disconsolately. 'I should have told you right away. I was holding fifteen hundred ready for a cash deal. It's a private matter I can't tell you about.'


  'You mean it isn't honest?'


  'It depends what you mean by "honest". I'm honest enough. I pay for what I get.'


  'You can pay for something and still break the law.'


  'You mean buying stolen cigarettes? No, it's nothing like that. Surely you've heard of cut-price trading.'


  'Who can sell at cut price to a wholesaler?'


  'Well, suppose a man has a lot of stock and not a lot of customers. He's in debt, going bust. If he can unload a lot of that stock on the quiet, cheap, he can have a bit of cash in his pocket when they bankrupt him.'


  'He sells stock he hasn't paid for, and then pays a shilling in the pound to his creditors?'


  'Well, something like that.'


  'You were getting ready to deal with a man of that sort?'


  Hendry hesitated. 'Look,' he said. 'I haven't broken the law, have I?'


  'No. And I'm not concerned with your business ethics. Who besides yourself and your brother knew about the fifteen hundred in the safe?'


  'Nobody. Not a soul.'


  'This man who was going to sell you the cigarettes, if it was cigarettes, did you tell him you had the money ready for him?'


  'No, I didn't.'


  'When was he going to deliver?'


  'No fixed time. When he could do it on the quiet.'


  'So he could have guessed you had the money here for him. He could have told some thief to come and get it.'


  Hendry looked glum. 'I don't think he'd do that.'


  'He sounds to me like a man who'd do anything.'


  'I don't think he knows any thieves.'


  'Well, I might find that out by asking him. What's his name?'


  'I can't tell you that.'


  'Why not? There's been no breach of the law, yet.'


  'No. I can't tell you.'


  'You expect me to help you, but you won't help me.'


  'You're not helping me, Mr. Martineau. You might find the burglars, but you won't get the money back.'


  'It has been known. They can't spend all that money in five minutes.'


  Hendry shook his head sadly. Martineau suppressed his own exasperation. 'May I use your phone?' he asked. 'I've got to set some men to work in here.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  Martineau worked hard on the Hendry job. He worked on Hendry. He worked on the tobacco trade generally, trying to pick up a rumour about a wholesaler who might be in difficulties. He worked on Detective Constable Hearn, and learned that the young man's inquiries about oxygen cylinders had led him nowhere.


  'Those cylinders have to come home to roost,' he told Hearn. 'You'll have to do better. I'm putting Ducklin to work with you.'


  After seeing Hearn he had a session with Mr. Barden of North Western Oxygen. Barden was obviously sincere in his willingness to help. 'I'm doing all I can,' he said. 'But there's nothing yet.'


  'I haven't got so damn much, either,' Martineau admitted. There had been no fingerprints, palmprints, footprints or any other prints. The only clue, useless until an arrest had been made, was the tiny fragments of steel which Deven had collected.


  Martineau's team was still being driven furiously when the second Granchester XXC robbery occurred. Like its predecessor, it was typical. The safe at a large suburban branch of the Granchester and District Co-operative Society had been rifled. The news of it made Martineau feel as near to despair as ever he had felt in a matter of this kind.


  'They're here, and we're in for a run of ten or a dozen jobs,' he said. 'It's going to play the devil with our crime average.'


  'We might stop 'em,' said Sergeant Devery, ever hopeful.


  'Pigs might fly. The Yard couldn't stop 'em. They're a smart crowd.'


  The words were spoken while Martineau waited for an order. The Co-op robbery had not been in his own division. It was not his responsibility, but it was the responsibility of his immediate boss, Chief Superintendent Clay. And when Clay was hard pressed, he was inclined to ignore divisional boundaries.


  It was so in this case. Clay sent for Martineau. 'You've heard about this new safe job?' he asked. 'It's a C Div job, but it looks like the work of that London mob. I've told C Div that I'm putting you in charge of all XXC jobs. So get going.'


  Martineau departed. He drove out to C Division, taking with him Devery, the only man available. All others were out on inquiries, some of them seeking out informers and trying to get a whisper about strangers who spoke with southern accents, about strangers with money to spend, about anything which might help. Others were checking hotels and boarding houses. The XXC mob had to live somewhere.


  At the Co-op, Martineau questioned the manager, while Devery made a preliminary search before he went looking for the place of entry.


  The safe was in the condition which Martineau had expected. An oxygen cylinder had been left behind. Also, the manager pointed to a tall, dark green steel filing cabinet which was standing, rather oddly placed, in a corner of the room. 'That doesn't belong here,' he said.


  Martineau strode to the cabinet. It had one tall door and one lock. Though he had ceased to hope to find useful fingerprints after these robberies, he pulled at the door with the nail of one finger in the keyhole. The door swung open. The interior of the cabinet was bare. Obviously the drawers had been removed to make room for an oxygen cylinder.


  'This could have been a daylight job,' he said. 'It was early closing for you yesterday?'


  'Yes. Twelve-thirty.'


  'Did you go to the bank in the morning?'


  'No. I don't go on early closing day.'


  *How much did they get?'


  'Eight hundred and thirty-three pounds in notes. As you can see, they left the silver behind.'


  'They haven't touched the silver?'


  'No, it's all there. I counted the bags without touching them.'


  Martineau nodded. 'They got this cylinder in by pretending to deliver the filing cabinet,' he said. He did not ask himself how the thieves could have carried in the heavier acetylene cylinder. He had been learning a little about oxygen cutting. He made a guess that the XXC mob had used propane instead of acetylene on this daylight robbery. A steel 'bottle' of propane could be carried inside a carton of moderate size.


  'Any idea how they got in?'


  'No, not really. The shop door has two locks, a latch and a mortise. When I came to open it this morning it was on the latch only. The mortise wasn't locked. I assumed I'd forgotten to lock it when I left yesterday. That is, until I came in here.'


  Devery returned. He said: 'There's a tiny window at the back. All the putty is on the ground. The glass is simply held in place by four carpet tacks.'


  'So now we've got the picture. It corresponds with others we've got. Their door-and-window man nearly always goes in ahead of the others. He's their pathfinder, and he's a good one. This time he took out that back window and climbed through, and one of his mates put the glass back and pushed the tacks in to hold it. He came through the shop and worked on the mortise lock from the inside. When he'd turned it, he gave the griff, and the others drove up as large as life with the filing cabinet and one or two cartons holding their stuff. When they'd done the job they left by the front door, and left it latched. The man on the beat would find the door secure. If he was doing his job he went round the back, but unless he was brighter than most, he wouldn't notice the putty on the ground. The window would look all right to him.'


  He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. 'That business of lifting the window clean out is typical,' he said. 'It's been done before by the same man. It's an M.O. that should lead us to somebody. If he has any form at all, some copper somewhere should know him.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  Later the same morning Martineau sat in conference with Clay, and for once it was Clay who did most of the listening.


  'I'm doing all I can,' the chief inspector said. 'Somebody might have noticed a car or a van outside the Co-op. Somebody might have actually seen the men. We're doing all the lodging houses, or as many as we can find. We're pushing the oxygen job. We've got the noses smelling around every likely looking stranger they see. All the routine is well covered.'


  'And that's all?'


  'No. I've asked Scotland Yard for a full copy of the file on every job they've done, and every inquiry made about them. As I see it, there are at least two tip-top men in that mob. One is the fellow who's master-minding it, the other is their door-and-window man. It's my opinion that those two are out-and-out professionals. There can't be more than two dozen men of their quality in the entire country. It's almost certain that they've got some form, but if they haven't, somebody will know them. Especially that door-opener. I think I can get on to him by studying the M.O. of every job that's been done. I think it could lead me to the head man, too. When I've listed the characteristics of every job I'm going to start going back through theGazetteand Police Reports, looking for 'em. If I can't put my finger on one or both of 'em, at least I'll get 'em on a short list.'


  'That could help, but paper work isn't your line. Put some men on it.'


  'I'm going to do this job myself, then I'll be satisfied. But I'm also going to put two men on it, in the hope they'll find something I've missed.'


  'And when you've got your short list?'


  'I'll put twenty faces and descriptions on a sheet, and have it plastered up in every police station for twenty miles around. Every C.I.D. office, every parade room, and every canteen and mess room, so that the men can stare at those faces while they're eating their dinners.'


  'Right,' Clay nodded his approval. 'We'll go further than that. If I can get the Chief to allow the expense, we'll make a little booklet with twenty pages, and every one of our own men will carry the book in his pocket at all times. This XXC mob aren't invisible men. We ought to spot one of 'em sooner or later.'


  'Also, I took two of our youngest C.I.D. men, Birkett and Rhodes, out of D Div. They've got new jobs for themselves, at North Western Oxygen, with your permission. Birkett will be a checker and Rhodes will be a driver. Nobody but the personnel manager and the Cylinder Investigation Officer will know they're policemen.'


  Again Clay nodded. 'Permission granted. Perhaps we should have done that a long time ago.'


  'Perhaps we should, but this shower hadn't descended on us then.'


  'That is so. Anything else?'


  'They seem to have a weakness for Co-operative stores. We could have special patrols on all the Co-ops, and we could have the bigger ones, the main branches, watched all the time when they're closed.'


  'We can do that if we borrow some men from Uniform and put them into civvies. I'll see to it.'


  'Thank you, sir.'


  'That's all we can do at the moment, then?'


  'Unless Sergeant Bird and his crew turn something up.'


  'You think there's some chance of that?'


  'No, sir,' Martineau said. 'Not with this mob.'


  8


  A bred-in-the-bone Londoner like her husband, Dorrie Cain did not readily take to life in Granchester. Neither did she like living in the house in Grange Gardens. But she had to admit that the house was comfortable enough, and that there might be worse cities.


  It soon became apparent to both husband and wife what Mr. Haw the lawyer had meant when he said that the district had 'gone down'. Their neighbours on both sides of the street were Jamaicans, Pakistanis, and Poles, a Pole being, in Granchester, any East European. These hard-working immigrants struggling to make a living in a strange country, holding lowly positions, lived perforce twenty or thirty in a seven-roomed house and did not bother to paint their doors and window frames. They would, later. This was made evident by the Poles, who had been there for a longer time than the others. They had house-buying associations of their own, and they were beginning to take pride in their property. Already the Jamaicans were getting the same idea, and no doubt the Pakistanis would follow suit.


  Cain was delighted with these people. They did not intrude. They had enough to do minding their own affairs without bothering about their neighbours. Being strangers themselves, they were not particularly interested in other strangers. And they were better behaved than the inhabitants of his own Caledonian Road. They were no trouble to the police.


  There was one smudge on this peaceful picture. Nightly uproars, fortunately at the other end of Grange Gardens, informed him that there was a troublesome element. He learned eventually that this was a clan of Irish gypsies, about forty of them, who were living in a dilapidated mansion. On arrival in England these people had ceased to be nomads. They had found a place to settle, and in spite of efforts to move them they meant to stay. The Welfare State was the Canaan they had been seeking for generations. Bless you, man, it was ideal for a person who did not want turkey for dinner every day. National Assistance, Unemployment pay, a nice weekly allowance for every child but the first, and a free doctor to bandage your head when somebody cracked it. All this, and no need for a man to put his hand to a shovel. And if a policeman lost his temper and broke you a few teeth, bedad the magistrates would punish him for it. And now it was legal to brew your own beer. O happy land. Let us sing a song of Erin, an isle we shall never see again.


  The gypsies worried Cain in one respect only. They needed a lot of police supervision. Not only were they hooligans, they were thieves. Police cars, with and without police markings, travelled along Grange Gardens more often than Cain liked.


  Two days after the break-in at Hendry Brothers a pleasant-faced young man called at 9 Grange Gardens, at eleven in the morning. Dorrie answered the door. The young man concealed his surprise. He was going from house to house in this street of un-English people because he had been told to, and he had not expected to meet anyone like Dorrie.


  'Good morning,' he said, touching his hat. 'I'm looking for lodgings. Do you have a vacant room?'


  She did not need time to think of the answer to that one. She smiled and shook her head, while she noted that the man had no luggage, and that he was big enough to be a policeman. She became almost certain that he was a policeman. She could not have explained how she came to make that guess: something about him, she would have said; his eyes, maybe, or the way he looked at you, or the way he stood there on the step.


  The man seemed to be disappointed. 'I do need to find a place around here,' he said. 'Are you likely to have a vacancy in the near future?'


  Again Dorrie shook her head, realizing that if she said the house was full the man might discard his pleasant mask and begin to ask about the occupants. 'We don't have lodgers,' she said. 'We shall be moving when we find another house. All these foreigners, you know.'


  'Quite.' The young man was satisfied. In any case, he could not ask any more questions without revealing his own pretence. He touched his hat again and left her. She closed the door and dropped the latch.


  Cain had been standing behind the door. 'Copper?' he asked tensely.


  'I think so. I'm almost sure so.'


  'You handled it just right, kid. I don't like coppers coming here, though. I'm going to watch that bird.'


  He went into the front room, which had been the lounge or sitting-room of Aunt Doris's boarding house, and peeped through the side of the curtains. He watched the man call at house after house until he could see no more of him. Half an hour later, staring thoughtfully out of the window, he saw him working his way back along the other side of the street. That satisfied him. 'You can forget it, Ducks,' he told his wife. 'He's on general inquiries re lodging houses. They're looking for us, and they won't find us.'


  He did indeed feel certain that his home-from-home would not be found. Now, with all his team in one house, he was better able to impose the necessary discipline. Granchester was a big city, but its inhabitants did not have the anonymity which Londoners regarded as normal. Some of them could be curious about strangers, and for that reason he did not allow his men to enter public houses at all. Only occasionally did he go into a bar himself, with Dorrie and Flo for cover. And on those outings they did not talk much, but listened a lot.


  The ban on drinking in public places really was an essential measure. No one knew better than Cain that his accomplices were not normal men. Generally speaking they recognized no restraint except those of superior force and immediate self-interest. It had taken a long lecture on self-interest to convince three out of the four that they would have to stay out of pubs altogether. To offset this, he offered compensations. When they were not working, or not about to work, they could drink as much as they liked at home. They could play cards or roll dice for limited stakes. If sober, they could go to a cinema or a show or a bingo session. For relief, they could go to Blackpool for short holidays, to get exercise and fresh air. When one of them wanted to go out at night and spend some time with a woman, permission was freely granted if he went alone, and sober. They were well fed by Dorrie, and waited on by Flo. They agreed that these conditions could be borne, for a period.


  'Never forget,' Cain told them more than once. 'The coppers are busting a gut trying to find us. If we play it this way, they never will.'


  Cain was interested in himself in the role of property owner. Posing as Flo's agent he went to the City Surveyor's office to see exactly what would happen to her two little houses in Naylor Street. He was shown a plan. The houses were some distance along a side street, but a wide, straight road to replace the old crooked one would run right over the ground where they stood. There was no hope for these two dwellings.


  Nevertheless, it occurred to him that the two houses could be furnished cheaply and let profitably for as long as they were allowed to stand. He already had the keys. He went and inspected the houses. Naylor Street was a double row of blackened brick boxes. Each house had four rooms, a single-storey out kitchen, and a tiny paved backyard. The front doors opened straight on to the street. There were no bathrooms.


  Cain at once gave up the idea of seeking tenants for such houses. Anybody who could afford to pay the rent he had in mind would want a better house and a better neighbourhood. He said as much to France that evening at supper.


  France said: 'I've been thinking about those houses, too. If I were you I'd go ahead and furnish. On the cheap, of course.'


  'Why in hell should I waste my time?'


  'You've got everything worked out very nicely for this place. But accidents can happen. Suppose, one day, we all had to get out of here in a hurry. Where would we go?'


  'You mean, get those houses ready for an emergency hideout? That's a smashing idea.' Cain stopped. He frowned. There's one snag. If the cops came here for us, and found us gone, they start finding out who owned the property. They'd get on the trail of Doreen Baker, and the lawyer would tell 'em Doreen's sister inherited those houses in Naylor Street, and they'd come nosing around.'


  'I'm not so sure. They might get Doreen's name, under Baker, but if that lawyer still regards the girls as clients of his, he won't say a word about Flo. And in any case it'll take them days to find the lawyer. We wouldn't be leaving anything here with his name on it, would we?'


  'No. You may be right. At least if we had to run to the other place we'd have a day or two to get organized and make our ways back to the Smoke. Yes, maybe I'll put a stick or two of furniture in one house, at any rate.'


  So Cain began to frequent the salerooms, picking up shoddy old furniture for little more than the cost of removing it. He was careful. He did not visit any saleroom more than once. He took the risk of being remembered, but he could not imagine any happening which would cause the police to make inquiries about the sort of stuff he was buying.


  One day he arrived, not at Naylor Street but at Grange Gardens, with a grandfather clock. He lifted it out of the car and carried it tenderly indoors, as if it were a priceless antique. He set it up in the hallway and stood back with an air of accomplishment.


  The household came to look at it. 'Ugh, I'm not having that thing stood there,' Dorrie said. 'The place is bad enough as it is. I'm not having a clock ding-donging every hour of the night.'


  'It looks like crap stuff to me,' Husker observed.


  'It's about as antique as my Aunt Minnie's fur tippet,' Coggan remarked.


  France made no comment. He opened the clock and looked inside.


  'Why,' Dorrie said. 'It's got no works!'


  'No,' her husband told her. 'It don't ding-dong and it don't tick-tock. But it'll brighten up the place a bit. I got it at firewood price.'


  'Just about what it's good for,' Flo said.


  'That's no way to talk about an antique clock case. Anyway, I've taken a fancy to it. It's going to stay on these premises a week or two.'


  'In the cellar?' France suggested.


  'Yes, I daresay the cellar would be best. Till we need it.'


  'What about the man who sold it?'


  'He wears those thick pebble glasses. When he gave me my change he held his money two inches from his nose.'


  Dorrie was somewhat mollified by hearing that the clock would be put in the cellar. But she said with a sigh: 'I won't be happy till I get back to my own home.'


  Cain gave her a hug. 'That won't be long, dearie,' he said. 'When we've done a few more jobs here we'll break up and go into retirement. Maybe if we make enough we'll retire altogether and buy a nice country pub.'


  She sniffed. He had sometimes mentioned retirement before, always when they had been doing well. And always he had kept on doing well until the game had ended in his forced retirement—to Pentonville or Dartmoor or some similar establishment.


  'You can snort,' he said. 'I'm not going to land up in the nick this time. I've got a good lot of boys and I've got 'em well in hand. And I'm taking every care. It could be wewillmake enough to retire altogether.'


  Dorrie had heard that one before, too. They had always been good lots of boys. 'Just you mind you don't pick up no more wallets,' she said, but when she said it she was out of his reach and on her way to the kitchen. It was the end of the talk. No other comment was made because Cain looked angry enough to hit somebody.


  In that household it was the two women, with their feminine ideas of the decent running of a house, who most frequently had cause for irritation. The man Husker never had a bath. He slept with his bedroom window closed, and in the mornings his room stank. Flo, the bedmaker, refused to make his bed and clean his room. That did not worry Husker. He was quite content to pig it in an unmade bed in a frowsty room. The room became a permanent offence to the women. Dorrie often made it known, to anybody who might be listening, that the very thought of that room gave her the horrors.


  Husker had the table manners of a starving dog. Jolly was better, but he had habits at table which Dorrie could not bear. 'He makes me cringe,' she declared. Jolly always mixed salt and pepper into a heap on the edge of his plate, then spread it over his food with his knife. He would eat his meat first, then mix all his vegetables thoroughly as if he were mixing a small quantity of cement, adding gravy at intervals to make the mess moist enough for his taste, but not too sloppy to stay on his knife when he ate it. 'I used to mix bully and biscuit with hot water like this, in the trenches,' he would remark. 'Man, it fills yer.'


  Cain ate as Dorrie had trained him. Coggan and France were inconspicuous eaters, with no noticeable bad manners. But only France ever had the grace to make a complimentary remark about the food, and this he did quietly, because the others might not understand.


  Dorrie was pleased by these little attentions. Flo was aware of that pleasure. In sympathy, or in mischief, or because she liked him, she often served France with the most of the best. Both Cain and Husker had jealous appetites and sharp eyes at table. And Cain was watchful apart from the matter of food. There was grumbling. France had to tell Flo that really he did not need so much to eat. Husker overheard the remark and sneered. He and France looked at each other with hostility bare in their eyes. Husker obviously thought that France was a lah-di-dah, which he was not. France made it clear that he thought of Husker as a graceless lout, which he was.


  No member of the group made amorous advances, not even in the form of joking remarks, to either Dorrie or Flo. Dorrie was regarded as a waste of time to a philanderer, and Flo was so narrowly watched by her brother-in-law that she also was considered inaccessible. It was assumed that Cain did not want the girl to become involved with a crook. No doubt he had better things in mind for her. The contradictory facts of this were not at first apparent. Cain's wife's sister was too good to associate with thieves, and yet Cain's wife had married one. On the other hand Cain's wife was a reluctant thief, while the girl Flo was a daring and expert shoplifter. She was forbidden to practise that craft in these days of affluence, but she was more effective and enthusiastic than her sister when called upon to reconnoitre with a view to robbery. She was more interested in the takings after a crime, and jubilant when she received her share.


  But action, and the division of spoils, seemed to be the only things which brought Flo to life. At other times she went through the day with a sort of breezy stolidity. Her work was not easy; cleaning the bedrooms, helping in the kitchen, serving at table, running errands. She made no complaints, except an occasional sardonic word about some extra duty. As a home help, she seemed too good to be true. It was hard for others to decide whether she was a born drudge or whether she was bored to insensibility by life at Grange Gardens, and waiting more or less patiently for a change.


  To Ned France she was an enigma: so attractive, and yet so seemingly passive. Once or twice he caught her watching him in narrow-eyed appraisal, much in the manner of a woman experienced in affairs. At other times she seemed to be younger than her age. But always she gave the impression of being able to look after herself. One day she entered the front room, which was the men's common room, after she had been out for some cigarettes for Cain. As she handed over the cigarettes he tried to catch her fingers, but she avoided his grip with casual adroitness. The observant France thought it was typical of her. She would be able to get out of difficult situations coolly and with apparent ease.


  France would have thought no more of the cigarette incident, but he saw the way Cain stared after Flo as she left the room. The unguarded glance told him much. But he did not attach too much importance to it. There were lots of men, good men some of them, who had a secret fancy for the wife's sister.


  But in the matter of discipline Cain showed that he had no favourites. The day after the cigarette incident Flo went out to look round the shops, and returned wearing a fur stole. In the kitchen Dorrie admired the fur, and Cain listened indulgently. The London embargo on new clothes was not applied in Granchester.


  'How much, dearie?' Dorrie asked.


  'Only twenty quid,' Flo replied airily.


  Dorrie's eyes narrowed. 'You told me yesterday—' she said, and stopped suddenly.


  Cain looked up, alert and suspicious. 'She told youwhatyesterday?' he demanded. 'Did she tell you she hadn't any cash in hand?'


  'I called at the bank this afternoon,' Flo said quickly.


  'Ah. What time?'


  'Just before three.'


  Cain rose. He reached, and took Flo's handbag from her. He opened it and emptied its contents on the kitchen table.


  'No pass book, no cheque book,' he said. 'Why don't you own up and tell me you hooked that fur?'


  'Well, nobody saw me. I just pulled the tag off and walked out wearing it.'


  Cain's hand came up, and he slapped the girl so hard across the mouth that she fell to the floor. She sat up, but did not rise to her feet. Her expression was unfathomable as she looked at Cain.


  'For the sake of a bit of bloody fur you might have ruined us all,' he thundered. 'How do you know you weren't followed out of the shop? How do you know some cute store detective didn't take your picture before he set somebody on to follow you? They have all sorts of moves these days. God dammit, we might have the coppers here any minute. Give me that fur.'


  He stooped and snatched the stole from Flo's shoulder. He turned to the big old kitchen stove, and opened the fire door. A low fire was burning. He stuffed the stole into the fire, and pushed it further in with the short rake which was kept beside the stove. He closed the fire door, and still holding the rake he turned to Flo.


  'You can get up,' he said, 'and show me everything in this house that's been hoisted in Granchester.'


  Flo did not get up. 'There is nothing else. I just fancied that fur, and nobody was looking.'


  'They don't leave twenty-quid furs just lying about. They don't handle 'em like cheap dresses. Would the saleswoman know you again?'


  'She never even saw me. There was a woman looking at stoles, and there were half a dozen on a table. I didn't linger. I just saw it and slipped it on, and worked the tag off as I walked away. I was out of the place long before they missed the fur.'


  'Which shop was it?'


  'Maxim's, the big store.'


  'Is that the truth, the fur is the only thing you've hoisted in this town?'


  'Yes.'


  Cain looked at his wife. 'Is that right?'


  'Yes, as far as I know,' Dorrie said.


  'What about you? Have you lifted anything?'


  Dorrie's chin came up. 'No, I haven't. And don't you strike my sister again.'


  'Strike her? If she touches anything else I'll skin her alive. Now, we're all going along to her bedroom and we're going to look at all her stuff, and she's going to tell you where she got it. I'm not having anybody in my family acting like a common thief.'
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  As the days grew longer Cain decided that there would be no more evening robberies. For the next few weeks, according to the suitability of the premises, work would be done after dark, or in the daytime on Sundays or in the afternoons of early closing days.


  With an early closing day job in mind, he spotted a big Co-operative store in Sedgeworth, a new town of council houses just inside the city boundary. It was a new store and it would probably have a new safe. He did not mind. His team had become very knowledgeable about safes. He sent Dorrie to take a preliminary look at the place. She caught a bus in the big bus station in Somerset Square, and alighted at the terminus in Sedgeworth's modern, planned, shopping square. Following her husband's precise directions, she found the Co-op only a little way from the square, which was actually a circle. Her time was right, a few minutes before 12.30 P.M. on Wednesday, early closing day. It was a fine warm day, almost, but not quite, sunny. A good day for work of this kind. Looking in shop windows, she drifted along towards the Co-op. Passing it, she saw that there was a serving staff of seven on view behind the counters, and nine customers in the shop. Before she was quite past another man appeared behind the counter. He was a brisk, wiry man who must have been close on sixty years old. He was not wearing a white overall. The manager, she decided. He was the man whose movements she had to watch today.


  She moved on a little way, still looking in shop windows. While seeming to be interested in goods on display, she was able to count the customers as they emerged from the Co-op. One more customer, a stout, panting woman, bustled into the shop just on closing time. Dorrie crossed the street, seeking a vantage point from which she could unobtrusively count the staff as they emerged. For this purpose she hoped to find a window which would act as a mirror. For her to stand staring at the Co-op was obvious behaviour outside her code of conduct for these occasions.


  Directly opposite the Co-op was a smart little women's gown shop with a deep glassed-in doorway. The doorway was arranged so that the shop had one fairly big window, and one window with much less display space behind it. The garments in the windows were few and select, and Dorrie forgot her mission for a moment while she looked at them with real interest. The back of the smaller window was mirror glass, no doubt put there so that prospective customers could see the rear aspects of the things on display.


  The mirror did not reflect the Co-op across the street, it showed the shops beyond the Co-op, and beyond the point where Dorrie had crossed the road. And looking in this mirror Dorrie made an unnerving discovery. A little way beyond the point where she had crossed, a tall blonde girl in her early twenties was standing in a doorway. And the girl's gaze appeared to be fixed on Dorrie's doorway.


  Dorrie moved further into the doorway. Now there were two oblique sheets of glass between herself and the girl, and she was further hidden by a tastefully attired waxen figure over whose slim shoulder she was looking. She could see the girl quite clearly.


  With Dorrie out of sight, the girl seemed to fall into an error common in those circumstances. She assumed that she was out of Dorrie's view. That was evident from the way she stared at the dress shop. She did not take her eyes from it for a moment.


  Dorrie was worried, but she was also angry with herself. 'You soppy twerp,' she told herself. 'Letting yourself get picked out by a kid as green as grass.'


  She assumed that the girl, obviously a policewoman, would expect her to stay where she was until she had watched all the staff emerge from the Co-op. 'Not on your life, zombie,' she breathed.


  She emerged from the doorway and strolled back to the square, where she could see a double-decked bus turning to make the journey back to Somerset Square. 'Buses every quarter of an hour, then,' she mentally noted for future reference. While she moved away from the Co-op and its staff, a glance behind her when she stopped at a shop window made it clear that she was not putting any distance between herself and the policewoman. That person had crossed the street and was following directly, but sauntering at Dorrie's pace and also showing an interest in the shops.


  The bus was now waiting at its starting point, and no doubt it would be moving in a minute or two. Dorrie did not hurry to get on board because she had not yet made up her mind what to do. Her eyes took in all the details of the scene. It was pleasant enough: the bright new circle of shops, the big round traffic island with blossom trees and flower beds and seats for old people, and two bright new red telephone boxes. The women shoppers and the clean, healthy children had shed their winter garments, and they added colour to the picture. Momentarily, Dorrie felt a twinge of envy for these women. They lived in their own homes, and they seemed to have no cares. At least they would have no cares of the sort which harassed the wife and accomplice of a thief.


  This, Dorrie decided, was no place to 'lose' the policewoman. The middle of the town would be better, in some big, busy store like Maxim's or Woolworth's. Then she remembered that it was early closing day, and she felt the first touch of real fear. A moment later she saw the taxi rank, with one cab on it. The sight cheered her. She quickened her pace, reached the taxi, and stepped into it.


  'Town,' she said to the driver. 'Somerset Square.'


  As the cab began to move she turned and looked out of the rear window. The tall girl was running. Even so, the cab was already drawing away from her. But she was near enough to read its number. Dorrie saw her stop and write it down, and then turn and dart off towards the traffic island, where the telephone boxes stood.


  It was easy to see what would happen. The girl would get in contact with the local police station, and the sergeant there would put out the word. The taxi would be picked up by a police car before it reached the city centre. The men in the police car would talk on the radio and lay on another copper car which wouldn't carry a 'Police' sign. The fellows in this plain car would hope to follow Dorrie to wherever she was going, wherever she was living.


  'Excuse me,' she said to the driver. 'Are any of the big stores open this afternoon?'


  The question was natural enough, from a woman who did not speak with a local accent. 'Grandage's is,' the man replied. 'It closes Saturday instead of Wednesday.'


  'That's an expensive shop, isn't it?'


  'They say so. My wife says so.'


  'Thank you,' said Dorrie. She was disappointed. Those classy stores were no good for shaking a tail. They were never crowded enough. What she wanted was a popular store crammed with women.


  A big hotel was not the answer to the problem, either. Hotels were all right for the dodging game if you knew your way around them. Dorrie did not know the Granchester hotels.


  She noticed that the taxi was retracing the route which she had come out to Sedgeworth on the bus. That bus! It would be coming along behind, along this same road. But a moment's thought made her see that the bus would be no good, either. The coppers would have it taped long before it reached the city. They would see the empty taxi and talk to the driver, and make the right guess.


  Dorrie felt cornered. If only she knew her way about this damned town!


  Well, she had an English tongue in her head. She could always ask.


  'I've changed my mind,' she said to the driver. 'I'll get off here. If the shops are going to be closed, I might as well call and see my sister-in-law.'


  'I'll take you there,' he said. 'What's the address?'


  'No, I'll get off here, please. I'm a bit early and I need a little walk.'


  When she paid her fare she gave the man a generous tip, so that his feelings about her would not be hostile. You never know, she thought, what he might say when the coppers talk to him. He might say I went this way when I went that way.


  As the cab turned to go back to Sedgeworth, Dorrie turned and walked along the first side street. She did not much care for walking, but now she was afraid that she was going to have to walk a long way. And before she had gone very far she knew that her ignorance of the locality was going to increase this distance. She had entered an estate of new houses. The side street ended, or rather divided, and became the circular road which served the estate. She turned back to the main road. The cab was out of sight. She walked briskly towards the city, hoping to find some way of getting off this dangerous road.


  In her mind's eye she saw what would happen as soon as the police found the taxi. They would question the driver. They would arrange for the bus to be picked up and followed into town, so that it could be watched at every stop in case the woman they wanted should alight before it reached the terminus. And they would put that blonde zombie into a car with two men, and it would race round this neighbourhood in search of little Dorrie Cain. When they found her they would tie a can to her tail. They had ways. They worked in relays, sometimes even walking ahead of the person they were after. They would let her think she had shaken them off, when actually they had her in sight all the time. They would follow her home.


  Or if she made it clear to them that she wasn't going to lead them home, they would stop her and ask questions, and take her to a police station for questioning. The zombie would say she had been loitering with intent, or acting in a suspicious manner. They would search her, to try and find something which would lead them to her associates. Well, she didn't have anything. Or did she? She began to wonder. Laundry marks, for instance. Was she wearing anything with a laundry mark? A London laundry mark would be enough for them, never mind a Granchester mark.


  She came to a crossroads. It was a crossing made by a long, straight avenue of new houses. Young trees grew along the kerbs. It had a pleasant air, but not for Dorrie. At this time, going on one o'clock when everybody was indoors for lunch, it was almost deserted. Still, she had to get off the main road. With only a hazy idea of the direction she ought to take, she turned left, hoping that Grange Gardens lay somewhere in that direction. She walked fast, looking back frequently, keeping close to the young trees in the hope that they might help to conceal her should that blonde policewoman's keen glance rake the long emptiness of the avenue.


  When she had hastened a breathtaking half mile she found that the avenue was not quite straight. There was a bend which would have been unnoticeable but for an important new view it gave. There in the distance, far away it seemed, a big lorry with a high load appeared and vanished, crossing her line of flight. As she drew nearer to that point she saw more traffic. There was a lot of it; cars, lorries, vans, buses. It was obviously another main road leading into the city. She hurried on, and when she reached it unhindered she thanked her lucky stars. At the corner she looked back for the last time. In the distance along the avenue a car had appeared. In her state of wrought-up trepidation she assumed that it was a police car, but she also realized that against a background of moving vehicles she could hardly be seen from so far away.


  She also realized that the car would be right there with her in less than a minute. She looked around, at the traffic, at the shops. There wasn't a taxi in sight, and the only bus she could see was too far away. All the shops were closed. This damned early closing day! But right there on the corner, just where she stood, there was a public house.


  The pub door was almost at her elbow. She took one final quick look around, to see if any wayfarer seemed to be interested in her, then she entered. Inside the doorway, in a tiny lobby, she had the choice of three rooms, each door having a pane of frosted glass bearing its designation. There was the Public Bar, the Saloon Bar, and the Ladies Only.


  Dorrie went into the Ladies Only, and when she saw that she would be its only occupant she closed the door very quietly. It was a tiny place, with one square table and upholstered seating for about five people around the walls. There was a window through which passing traffic could be seen, and opposite to the window was an open serving hatch with the bar beyond. Obviously the place had been designed so that one or two persons behind the bar could serve the Ladies Only, the Saloon Bar, and probably a little snug for Gents Only on the other side, while the Public Bar would be served by a waiter.


  There was nobody in sight beyond the serving hatch and no sound of movement. But voices could be heard. There were at least two quiet-spoken men and one incisive dogmatist. This one Dorrie could hear clearly. He was saying that 'they' couldn't see no further nor Surrey. She had listened to enough man-talk recently, and she knew that cricket was under discussion, and that this was advance criticism of the selectors of England's eleven against the West Indians. Well, she thought, if it kept them happy.


  The lower part of the window was semi-opaque, for privacy. By standing on the seat which was opposite the door and sharp left of the serving hatch Dorrie was as far from the window as the room would allow, and able to see both traffic and passers-by. Pressed back into the corner, she waited. The police car—she was sure it was a police car—was about due, and looking through the window at an angle she could see most of the crossing.


  To her dismay the car with its police sign slid into view at the kerb beside the inn. It stopped. She could see its occupants, two uniformed policemen in the front seats and the blonde policewoman leaning forward with her head between theirs. They were staring around, talking.


  Dorrie stayed where she was. She had been told often enough that the first principle of concealment was immobility, and the second to be of the colour of the background, and the third to be above normal eye level. So she was still, hardly breathing, knowing that a slight flicker of movement would attract the roving glance of the policeman nearest to her, the one beside the driver. She was glad that her neat suit was dark grey, and she was certainly above eye level, but she was terribly afraid that the man in the car would look up and see her white face.


  Presently the man did look at her window, but he gave no sign of having seen her. Apparently he had other measures in mind. He turned his head and said something to his companions, and started to get out of the car. Dorrie stepped down quickly, but carefully as if afraid that any noise she made would be heard by him. There was the sound of a car door closing, and then the soft thump of a rubber-heeled tread in the lobby. By that time Dorrie was under the table, making herself as small as possible on the side furthest from the door.


  She saw the door open. It opened wide, and she saw a shiny black boot and part of a blue trouser leg as the policeman leaned into the room to look right round the door. The door closed. Another door was opened and closed, and then there was the voice of the man with opinions. 'No,' he said definitely. 'There hasn't been a woman in here since we opened.'


  Again a door opened and closed, and the soft tread passed through the lobby. Dorrie did not move. The clear, carrying voice said thoughtfully: 'I wonder if there's anybody in the old women's department.' She moved then, like a flash, because she guessed that her feet would be seen from the hatch. By the time the man came and looked casually through the opening she was standing on the seat again, pressed back into the corner. He went away, and resumed his conversation with a remark about Yorkshire, and of that county's cricket he seemed to be a very reluctant admirer.


  As she turned after stepping up on to the seat for the second time, Dorrie had seen the police car moving away. She remained standing up there, and saw the car come back on the other side of the road. It stopped, and its driver waited until he could turn and go back along the avenue. When the car was out of sight, Dorrie waited for about a minute. Then she stepped down and let herself out of the room and out of the inn.


  From the inn doorway she looked around carefully. The traffic rolled by. In the distance there was a bus. She stepped out of the doorway and moved to the corner, to look carefully along the avenue. It was again deserted.


  She crossed the street and walked along to a bus stop. The bus arrived and its destination was 'City Centre'. She climbed to the upper deck, to be above eye level. Only three more passengers were up there. She sat down with a grateful sigh.


  The conductor came. She was waiting with her purse in her hand. 'How much to go right into town?' she asked.


  The conductor, a young man, said: 'Sevenpence to you, love,' and she realized that she was still a long way from Somerset Square. She paid for a ticket. When the young man had gone whistling down the stairs she lit a cigarette with fingers which trembled slightly. She needed that cigarette.


  Ten minutes later she saw a row of shops which seemed familiar to her, and then to her great relief the bus actually passed the end of Grange Gardens. She alighted at the next stop. Nobody else alighted. No car seemed to be following the bus. She walked back to Grange Gardens, and home.


  



  * * * * *


  



  At home, Coggan, Jolly, and Husker were watching a horse race on television. Cain and France were in the kitchen with Flo. The three of them listened intently to Dorrie's account of her adventure. 'You did right well,' Cain said when all had been told. He turned and grinned at France. 'I told you she was good. She earned her money today, all right. Saved us from walking into a trap. They must be watching all the Co-ops on early closing days.'


  'What aboutmewalking into a trap?' Dorrie flared. 'You don't care about me. I was in a state, I can tell you. And I had to walk miles.'


  'The exercise 'ud do you good,' said her husband kindly. 'You're a clever girl. Worth your weight in pound notes, you are.'


  'We'd better get out of this town,' Dorrie said.


  'And why, may I ask? The bogies still don't know a thing about us. All they've seen is a young woman who might have been acting suspicious. And you've got no form. You're not in the books and they've got no picture of you. Everything's fine. While they're watching Co-ops, we can go in for another sort of business. They can't watch every place there is in a town like this.'


  'I think we ought to go back to the Smoke,' said Dorrie stubbornly.


  Cain was soothing. 'All in good time, my dear, all in good time. The lights of London for me, too, when we're ready. Just a few more good jobs and then we can retire, maybe for good.'


  'I think we should go now,' Dorrie said.


  'There, there. There, there. You're all upset.'


  France said nothing. He looked at Dorrie and reflected that he also would like to leave Granchester. He didn't feel right there. Somehow, it had an alien atmosphere and this, together with his purpose in being there, led to recurring periods of vague uneasiness. But if he quietly packed his bags and left, he would also be leaving Dorrie, and he did not want to do that.


  Flo also was silent, leaning handsome and slimly statuesque with one elbow on the dresser. Her expression was at its most unfathomable as she drew at her cigarette and watched her sister's face. God only knew what was in her mind.
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  After Dorrie climbed into the taxicab at Sedgeworth, police action was on the lines she had predicted. The tall blonde, Policewoman Dale, noted the number of the cab and ran to the nearest telephone. She gave the cab's number to the sergeant at her local station, and followed it up with a description of Dorrie. 'I'm sure she was casing the Sedgeworth Co-op,' she concluded. 'I was lucky to spot her before she spotted me. She's real sharp.'


  'She sounds like one of them,' the sergeant said.


  'Yes. I wasn't sure of her at first. I was in doubt, wondering if I ought to turn her up. When she hopped into that taxi I wished I had.'


  'Stick around there,' came the order. 'I want to know where you are in case I have to send a car for you.'


  Then the sergeant made contact with the Information Room at Headquarters, and the story was relayed to all police cars moving about the city. The order was for the taxi to be observed, its position and direction to be reported, and for no further action than that to be taken without instructions. The sergeant's next move was to send two detective officers to guard the Sedgeworth Co-op, in case Dorrie had been nothing more than a decoy to draw police away from the place. After that, he phoned A Division C.I.D. and asked to speak to Chief Inspector Martineau.


  While he was waiting for Martineau to answer, his second telephone whirred. It was P.W. Dale again, in great excitement. 'The taxi just got back here,' she gabbled. 'That woman didn't ride more than half a mile. She got off in Sedgeworth Road near the Elwood estate. She could have caught the bus. It was ready to pull out when—'


  'Hold on just one moment,' said the sergeant sharply. Martineau had picked up his telephone.


  'What is it, Sergeant?' the chief inspector wanted to know.


  'Would you be kind enough to hold the line a second, sir? I'm just now getting some more information.'


  'Carry on. I'll wait.'


  'Right, proceed,' the sergeant said to the policewoman.


  'Well, I suppose that's all. She got out of the taxi, and there was a bus following, going to town. She might have thought it was a good idea to get on it.'


  'She might, or she might not. The bus would be the twelve-thirty or twelve-thirty-five from Sedgeworth, wouldn't it? Right, I'll attend to it. And I'll send a car to pick you up, and you can cruise around Elwood Avenue and the estate.'


  So the crew of a patrol car were directed to pick up P.W. Dale, and the story of the bus was given to Information Room. Then the sergeant spoke to Martineau again, with a clear conscience. He was a man who liked to be able to answer in the affirmative when senior officers asked him if he had done this and done that.


  Martineau listened to him in silence, reflecting that it was a pity the policewoman had allowed herself to be noticed by the suspected woman. He wrote down the woman's description, and said: 'The bus will be looked after, though I have an idea she'll be too clever to be on it. More likely she's on foot. I'll send a plain car out to join the hunt. It can take over from the other car and follow the woman if we're lucky enough for her to be spotted.'


  So the police did what they could, and it was not the fault of P.W. Dale's driver that he decided to turn right at Elwood Avenue instead of left. In that direction there had been a woman walking, and she might have been the suspect. When he did turn round and go the other way, he was too late.


  Martineau caused the Sedgeworth taxi driver to be interviewed again, and a more complete story was obtained. Having heard this, Martineau went and reported to the head of the C.I.D. 'The woman's actions certainly show deliberate evasion,' he concluded. 'Moreover, she seemed to be a stranger, with an accent of the London region. She didn't know which of the big stores stayed open on Wednesdays, and I should imagine every local woman knows that. She took a taxi when there was a bus waiting, but she wasn't in a normal sort of hurry because she later told the driver that she had time to spare. I think we can assume that she was casing the Co-op all right, and that she spotted the policewoman. So now the XXC mob knows we're watching the Co-ops. They might pack up and go somewhere else.'


  'And you wouldn't be sorry,' said Clay drily.


  'I rather think I would be. I'll chance having a few more jobs chalked up against us. I want to catch that shower, and I think I can do it.'


  'I wish you luck. What do you suggest we do about the Co-ops now?'


  'Well, we'll still have to watch the Co-ops, in case the boss mobster thinks we're going to withdraw our observers because he knows about them. I'd like to have a lot more men in plain clothes. If the mob does stay in this area, they'll probably turn to other types of premises. I'd like to have a lot of special patrols concentrated on the likeliest places.'


  Clay nodded. 'I'll see what I can do about it.'


  That was the end of the interview. Martineau returned to his own office, and found Detective Constable Robieson waiting for him. Robieson had been engaged on inquiries among the crews of the buses whose routes ran along one of the main roads which converged on the city centre alongside Sedgeworth Road, like adjacent spokes of a wheel.


  'I think I might have got a bit of something, sir,' he said. 'At about five minutes to one this afternoon a woman who answers the suspect's description boarded a bus in Derbyshire Road near the end of Elwood Avenue. She asked the conductor the fare to town, and she spoke with a South of England accent. She paid a sevenpenny fare, but she got off the bus at Arlington Street in Mossbank. The conductor remembers her quite well because she was so good looking. Just his type, he said she was.'


  'That could be something. She didn't know where she was when she got on the bus, but when it was passing through Mossbank shedidknow where she was, and she got off. She might be living in Mossbank, or she might have known her way from there to some other part of town, or it might have been just another move to cover her tracks. Continue your inquiries and see if you can find out if the woman got on another bus anywhere near Arlington Street.'


  When Robieson had gone, Martineau spoke on the internal line to the inspector in charge of women police. 'Have you had a report from your Policewoman Dale yet?'


  'Verbal,' the lady inspector replied. 'Just a phone call. Did she make a mess of it?'


  'No, I wouldn't say that. You couldn't say even now whether it would have been better for her to turn that woman up. I shall need her help again, I'm afraid.'


  'Doing what?'


  'There's information which suggests this woman might live somewhere not far away from Arlington Street in Mossbank. I'd like Dale to work a ten-six every day, and spend her time around there. She can work around the shops or sit in cafés watching the street just as she pleases. She'll watch the buses and the bus stops, of course, and I suggest she has another girl with her. One with a little more experience. What about it?'


  'Can do,' the inspector said. 'I'll arrange it.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  The XXC mob's next three robberies were achieved on a Sunday morning, a Sunday afternoon, and a Friday midnight. The premises chosen were a betting shop, a cotton merchant's warehouse, and a large working men's club. All of them were disappointing, yielding respectively £100, £80 and £60. After the raid on the club, there were complaints.


  'You're slipping, Howie,' Coggan said crisply.


  'It weren't worth stoppin' outer bed for,' Husker grumbled.


  Jolly said: 'Five of us could've made twice as much as that labouring down at the docks.'


  'All right, talk,' Cain retorted. 'Get it off your chests. Anybody thinks he can do better'n me, he can take over. I've had to vary the times and the places, haven't I? The coppers aren't just dogging out on Wednesday afternoons now. We've got 'em working round the clock. I got another job picked out. A plum, it is. It'll be another night job, then we switch back to Wednesday afternoon for another job. A job I've had in mind for some time. I got to think ahead, I have.'


  'What's the night job?' Jolly wanted to know.


  'Well, it isn't a Co-op. We're off Co-ops for a bit.' He went on to explain that the next 'tickle' was one of those wholesale emporiums which sell everything non-edible, from carpets and furniture to pots, pans, and underwear.


  'This is the way they work,' he explained. 'A woman who needs a bit of cash and a spare-time job, she writes to this place and she takes what they call a book. She sells on the shilling-a-week lark to friends and neighbours, cracking on everything is wholesale price. If a customer wants to buy something priced six pounds, she pays six bob a week for twenty weeks. If she's a regular customer she can get her article on the down payment, or at any time during the twenty weeks. The agents go to the warehouse or store, or whatever you'd call it, at least once a week to pay their dues. They don't all go on the same day, but every day there's plenty of 'em. What we've got to find out is whether there are any days when the manager don't send money to the bank, or any days when he goes early in the morning. After that, it should be a piece of cake. It's a very old-fashioned firm. Mind you, I don't know what the safe is like. I didn't ask. I don't mention safes to nobody.'


  'Where did you get all this gen?' Coggan queried.


  'Well, I got the first sniff of it listening to two women talking in a pub.'


  'I thought we weren't supposed to go in pubs,' Husker said.


  'You're not. But I've got to, sometimes. Somebody has got to go out and fish for tiddlers.'


  'Ha! Tiddlers is all you've been gettin' lately.'


  'Belt up! It was all very respectable. Me and Dorrie sitting like Joe Soap and his wife in one of the locals. Nobody even noticed us.'


  It was rare for France to support interjections which were irrelevant to the matter under discussion, but now he asked: 'Was this since Dorrie was spotted at Sedgeworth?'


  'Nah! It was a couple of days before. I tell you I've had this job in mind for a while. You know as well as I do Dorrie's been nowhere since that do, except to shop for the table. When there's any nosing round to do, Flo goes with me now. It's Flo who's been casing this wholesale place.'


  France nodded, satisfied. But Husker sneered: 'You an' your wife sittin' like Dick an' Liddy in a boozer, an' us stuck in this place suppin' bottled stuff. I've forgot what a decent pint tastes like.'


  Cain turned on him. 'If you can't do without draught beer you can resign, and us lot'll go back to London. I'm getting fed up of you. Moan, moan, moan. You're not indispensable, you know. There are plenty of ways of opening a peter besides XXC.'


  Husker was silent. Cain added for good measure: 'If you think I enjoy sitting in a crummy four-ale bar full of dustmen's wives, you're mistaken. I'm accustomed to the best, I am. And so is my wife. And if anybody says she isn't, we'll take it up here and now. And if anybody doesn't want me running this show, we'll take that up, too.'


  He looked around, and he was no longer Cain the diplomat, the patient smoother of troubles. This was the real Cain, ruthless and formidable. The reference to his wife had meant nothing. It had simply been an excuse to lead on to a real test of strength.


  There were no challengers. These men who all their lives had been in mutiny against authority now mutely accepted the continuance of Cain's.


  Only France showed the cool shadow of a smile. If Cain noticed it, he chose to think that it was a smile of approval. France was not a grumbler.


  'We'll have less of it,' Cain went on. 'I been too soft with you lot.'


  Nobody seemed to want to argue about that, so he continued: 'Flo is going to do a bit more scouting on this next job, and then the Gent here can go and have a look at it.'


  There was no comment. Cain said finally: 'That's it, then. We go on according to plan, with me in charge. Insole charge.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  Four days a week the cashier of Boulton's warehouse was escorted to the bank in the afternoon, just before the bank closed. The exceptional days were Tuesdays and Wednesdays. On Tuesdays he did not go to the bank at all, and on Wednesdays he went at twelve noon.


  'Tuesday night, then,' Cain decided. 'There'll be just one day's takings, but it's a big concern.'


  'Should be all right,' Jolly said. 'We've not done a Tuesday night job for a long while.'


  ' 'Course it'll be all right,' Cain answered with finality. Since the recent showdown his manner had remained authoritative. This harsher attitude seemed to be effective. His words were listened to. It could even be said that his associates respected him more.


  Half past nine at night was the time chosen for France to enter the warehouse, going ahead of the others as he nearly always did. By that time it was quite dark. Also, there would be fewer people about than there would be an hour earlier or an hour later. With fewer people about it would be easier to detect the lonely figure of a policeman, whether in uniform or plain clothes. The gang discounted the fact that it would also be easier for a policeman to become suspicious of a car full of men. They always felt safe in a car, with Coggan at the wheel.


  The night was fine, but windy. The noisy draught which blew about the city streets was accounted an advantage. On this occasion France took Jolly with him as assistant and lookout. The doorway in which he had to work was in a street which was busy in the daytime and quiet in the evening. Without a lookout, he could possibly be trapped in the doorway by a policeman walking quietly around his beat.


  The door he had selected was actually the door to the firm's offices. It was a handsome door, of thick, square glass panels set in hardwood, with one mortise lock. With Jolly standing beside him, peering along the street, he set to work with a key-shaped instrument which could be adjusted to the wards of the lock.


  It was an excellent lock, but of a type with which he was familiar. Nevertheless, it took him ten minutes to open the door. During that time a young man and a girl passed the doorway. When they passed Jolly was squeezed into the darkest corner and France with his back to the street was covering him. A person looking casually into the doorway could have mistaken them for a courting couple. As it happened, Jolly observed that neither the man nor the girl looked into the doorway.


  When the door was open Jolly took one last look along the street and then followed France inside. France closed the door gently. In the darkness he touched Jolly's arm, and a small steel wedge was slipped into his hand. He inserted the wedge between door and jamb and pressed it home with all his strength, making it more secure by hammering it with the heel of his gloved hand. When four wedges had been pressed into place he tried the door and found it immovable.


  'Right,' he breathed, and went to find the safe. Jolly remained to watch the door, from a distance and from behind a receptionist's desk. Ten minutes passed. Three people went by, and then he had the unnerving experience of seeing a policeman's light on the door. But the door remained firm, and the policeman went on his way. 'That's it,' he decided. 'The boys have spotted that bogey, and they're waitin' till he's been long gone.'


  Then he had another heart-jolting shock as he sensed movement close behind him. France had silently returned, to crouch beside him. 'Coo,' he protested in a whisper, 'you're up an' down like a ghost.'


  France ignored the protest. He said softly: 'I had to open two doors. The safe is in the office marked "Cashier". Go have a look at it.'


  Jolly departed, and France stayed to watch the door. Jolly came back, and said: 'Nice peter.' There was silence for a minute, and then a car stopped opposite the doorway. Two men alighted. Cain's tall, powerful figure was recognizable as he moved to the doorway and signalled. The other man was already opening the boot of the car.


  By the time France had removed the wedges from the door, Cain and Husker were in the doorway with the oxygen cylinder. They entered with it and put it down carefully. Then the four men, Cain, Husker, Jolly, and France, passed the steel bottle of propane and the rest of the equipment from hand to hand, from the car to the office door. Cain closed the boot and tapped on the window of the car. The car shot away.


  'Jolly knows the way,' France said to Cain as he closed the door. He began to put in the wedges. The other three busied themselves in carrying the equipment to the cashier's office.


  When the door was secure, France settled down behind the reception desk. Only the top of his head was visible to anyone who looked in from the street, and the outline of that was blurred by a telephone on the desk. While he waited, he felt the need for a cigarette. He did not even consider lighting one. As a criminal, France needed no discipline. When he was actually on a job, he never allowed himself the slightest relaxation.


  A few people passed the doorway. No policeman appeared. Half an hour later he heard his accomplices returning. They were burdened with equipment, but they had left the oxygen cylinder behind. They squatted in a line behind France, so that the desk was between them and the door.


  'You all right?' Cain wanted to know.


  'Sure. You?'


  'We managed. It was a tough 'un. Couldn't get going till Leo found just the right mixture to give it.'


  'How much?'


  'Oh, I should think nearly a two thou. A good 'un.'


  Thereafter was silence. In a few minutes Coggan arrived with the car. France removed the wedges from the door and the others bustled out with their burdens. Though they did not speak, they did not try to be silent. Jolly actually threw his drill into the boot of the car. France closed the office door gently. He did not seem to hurry, but he was the first man to get into the car. Cain was the last, after he had closed the boot. He also took time to look up and down the street, and saw only two people so far away that they were hardly discernible.


  'Home, James, and don't spare the horses,' he said as he closed the door of the car.


  The car moved rapidly away from the distant figures.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Less than fifteen minutes later the man on the beat came round again. He was a conscientious P.C. who was a little hurt because he had not been chosen for plainclothes duty. He tried the door of Boulton's offices, and found that it was not locked.


  He opened the door and examined the lock by flashlight. He could not see any marks. His light moved up and down the edge of the door, and the jamb. He saw the marks left on the hardwood by the wedges, but they were so faint that he attached no importance to them. Possibly that trait of attaching no importance to things was one of the reasons why he had not been selected for plainclothes duty.


  'Somebody must have been in, and left the door open,' he decided and he was not thinking of thieves.


  So he treated the unlocked door as an ordinary 'insecure'. He entered, and flashed his light around, and nothing seemed to be amiss. The door of the main office was open. It had a latch lock, and he did not notice that though the door was open, the tongue of the lock was protruding. On the other side of the main office there was an open door. It invited him, so he went that way. He stood in the doorway and flashed his light around, and saw the safe.


  A policeman on night duty gets used to shocks. They disturb him only momentarily. This P.C. did not panic when his nerves jumped, though he immediately realized that there might be four, five, or six desperate men in the building with him, hiding and watching him possibly. Hecouldhave walked in there before they had had the chance to get away. That oxygen cylinder was still there, wasn't it?


  His first idea was to return to the front door, not because he was afraid—being human, hewasafraid—but because it was open, and a way out for fugitives. His second idea, even more essential, was to call for assistance in some way. He had reached the receptionist's desk before he remembered something about it. There was a telephone on it. Standing with his back to the open outer door, facing the danger which might come from the darkness inside the building, he dialled a number which was as familiar to him as his own name.


  When he had made the call, he waited by the door. Behind him he could hear the sounds of the city, but inside Boulton's Warehouse there was utter silence. He began to realize that he was alone. The thieves had gone. Ah well, the bowler hat brigade would be here in a minute, asking sharp questions and ordering folk around. They'd find out as much as they'd found out on them other oxygen jobs, and that was damn all.


  

  


  * * * * *


  



  The following morning Mr. Barden of North Western Oxygen came into town to see Martineau. To reach the door of Martineau's small sanctum he had to walk through the main C.I.D. office. While doing so he paused and stooped to look at an oxygen cylinder which lay on the floor against the wall. He examined the cylinder near its base. His face was without expression, and he made no comment.


  He rose and saw Martineau waiting in his own doorway. The two men met, and shook hands. 'Well?' Martineau asked as he indicated that his visitor should go through the doorway.


  Before he answered, Barden waited until the door was closed. 'I think we're a bit nearer. Your man Birkett has been working very well with me. He's a good boy.'


  Martineau nodded. It was no news to him that his boys were good boys.


  Barden grinned. 'I'll give it you from the beginning, and then you'll see how clever we've been. We have a driver called Newby, Alec Newby. He's a smart lad; always clean, always on time. He comes to work in a nearly new Austin Healey, and I understand he's buying it on the never-never. The payments will be plenty, and he's not the sort to have money in the bank. He likes to run round the pubs with it, and I don't suppose he'll save a lot of money that way, either.'


  'You're making your point,' Martineau said drily.


  'Yes. I intend to. To continue. Newby comes from a poor family and he lives in a poor district, so it isn't likely he's being helped out by Mum and Dad. Well, I've had my eye on Newby for some time. Your man Rhodes is driving, and he can't do much, yet, except keep his eyes and ears open. But Birkett is checking. He's watching everybody, but I told him to pay special attention to Newby. He did, and eventually he saw the man slip something to a loader called Greaves. He says it was definitely surreptitious and a very slick move. He was lucky to spot it. Did Birkett report any of this to you?'


  'Yes. But go on, then I'll have the whole story.'


  'Well, Greaves doesn't always load Newby. Drivers don't have their own loaders: it's a case of first come, first served. But I suppose they can arrange it when they like. Newby can jockey for position, and Greaves can dawdle or make haste as the case may be, whenever it's the day for slipping him the odd cylinder. Anyway, we watched, and Greaves didn't load Newby for a week, so I thought something was about due.


  'I devised a little scheme. I made out I'd received a complaint that one of our drivers had tupped somebody's nice new Ford Zephyr and driven on without stopping. I'm the nearest thing to a bobby we've got on our staff, so it was natural for me to get such an inquiry. I called in a few of the drivers and chatted 'em up and looked at their journey books and so forth, and said no it can't be you but it was definitely one of our lorries.'


  'So that Newby wouldn't be suspicious when you chatted him?'


  'That's right. That was last Tuesday afternoon. Wednesday morning the drivers were all talking about this so-called bump with the Zephyr, wondering who'd let the side down, and of course Newby got wind of it. He wouldn't worry, because he hadn't tupped anybody. Well, that morning Greaves loaded Newby. I was watching from the other side of the yard, and I definitely saw Newby let another driver go ahead of him so as he could get Greaves. I made myself scarce then, and phoned the checker's desk. Birkett was ready. We both knew what to do.


  'Newby got loaded up, and as he drove out of the main gate there was I, on foot. I often take a walk right round the perimeter wall, to see if all is in order, so it was quite natural for me to be there. I stopped Newby, and said I'd like a word with him in my office. I wouldn't keep him more than a minute or two, I said. I told him his lorry would be quite safe outside the gate. The drive is firm's property. Nobody comes up there.


  'He was quite willing. He came with me and brought his journey book, and I wasted his time quite convincingly for about twenty minutes. That was the agreed time. While I was chatting him Birkett picked up the check duplicate and sneaked out of the side gate and round to Newby's lorry. He checked the load and found Greaves had loaded one oxygen cylinder and two bottles of propane which weren't accounted for. So that was it. He'd provided himself with a diamond glasscutter, and he made a tiny mark of his own on every one of the cylinders.'


  'And this cylinder we've got here?'


  'It bears the mark.'


  'That cylinder was left behind after the break-in at Boulton's Warehouse last night.'


  'I supposed there would be something of the sort when you asked me to come into town.'


  'Well, now we know the driver and no doubt there'll be a list of all his deliveries that day.'


  'Here,' said Barden. He took a folded paper from his pocket and put it on Martineau's desk.


  'But the actual place where the stolen gas was delivered might not be on this list?'


  'It might be, it might not be. The chances are that it is. It'll be a regular customer. A driver has got to know a person fairly well before he'll start flogging him cylinders.'


  'It's a pity we couldn't have followed Newby, then we'd have been sure.'


  'Impossible. You can't follow one of those fellows for a day without being spotted. I know. I've tried it.'


  'I expect you're right. We'll have to take a chance on this list. Then the next time Greaves loads Newby we'll have a scheme worked out whereby Newby can suddenly be called away, and a spare driver can take over his load. The spare man will be our man Rhodes, of course.'


  'Today is Wednesday,' Barden said calmly. 'Greaves loaded Newby this morning. And Newby has more or less the same delivery list as he had last Wednesday. There was nothing I could do about it. I couldn't work the same gag twice. And Birkett didn't have time to double-check the load.'


  Martineau frowned. 'So we're going to have another job. Come to think of it, we've been getting roughly one a week. Will Newby have the same delivery list next Wednesday?'


  'Yes.'


  'Right. We'll be ready for him. By the way, keep on pretending to follow up the inquiries about your bogus hit-and-run job. Ask anybody but Newby. We may be able to do something with that, when the time comes.'


  'I'll do that,' Barden said.


  There was a knock on the door, and Martineau called: 'Come in.' A tall young man in plain clothes appeared, carrying over his arm a sheaf of fairly large bills.


  'Ah, another lot of posters,' said Martineau. Then he said: 'Detective Officer Ainslie, Mr. Barden of North Western Oxygen. You may have to work with him some time, Ainslie.'


  'Yes, sir,' said Ainslie stolidly. He carefully lifted off the top poster and passed it to Martineau. The chief inspector spread it on the desk and looked at the twenty groups of photographs which were there, in five rows of four.


  'Excellent,' he said. 'Better than the others, I think. Now you know where I want them all to go?'


  'Yes, sir.' Ainslie nodded and departed.


  'Do you know any of these fellows?' Martineau asked.


  Barden looked. He looked carefully. 'No, never a one.'


  'Twenty of the cleverest rogues in England,' said Martineau. 'I'm putting this up on the wall. I'll be seeing these faces in my sleep. I'm absolutely certain one or more of these fellows are walking about Granchester right now.Somebodyshould spot one of 'em. You never know your luck. I might clear these XXC jobs before I'm due to retire on pension.'
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  Sable of Granchester was the city's best furniture shop. It was also the most expensive, quality at a high price being the watchword of the firm. Sable's did practically no hire-purchase business. Wealthy and important customers paid for their goods by cheque, after a dignified interval. Other customers—prosperous retailers and the like, who did cash trade in their own business—often paid in full, on the spot.


  Antiques were a valuable sideline to Sable's, and a part of their premises was set aside for this trade. People brought things there to be valued, and quite often sold them after valuation. For these purchases Sable's kept a large 'float' of ready money.


  As anyone knows, antiques are not sold in large consignments. They come in single units or pairs or small sets, from all kinds of sources. Because of this, no passer-by was surprised to see some men delivering a grandfather clock to Sable's antiques department on a Saturday afternoon. Sable's was one of those shops which was closed on Saturday afternoons, and though the firm employed a watchman he did not arrive for duty until six o'clock at night. But nobody thought it odd that the clock should be delivered when the shop was closed. As the policeman on the beat pointed out later, in answer to criticism, the afternoon of early closing day was the time when most of the furniture stores took delivery of new goods.


  When the watchman turned up for work, he found that the safe in the manager's office had been opened. There was an oxygen cylinder lying on the floor in the same room. When the police arrived they found that the premises had been entered through a small window at the back. There was no evidence to show that the front door of the antiques department had been opened to allow the passage of a grandfather clock. The door had two latch locks, two of those being considered safe from anything but a direct attack with a jemmy.


  'They could have got the cylinder in the back way by sliding it through the window,' Martineau commented. 'Or their door-and-window man could have come through to the front and opened that door with two latch locks. But this was the middle of Saturday afternoon, with people about everywhere. Back or front, how the devil did they manage to get that cylinder in without being noticed?'


  That question was not answered until the following Tuesday. In spite of intensive inquiries round about, nobody recalled the incident of the grandfather clock. The clock had been left standing in the antiques department, close to the wall near the foot of a wide flight of stairs. It was a place suitable for such an article, and its presence was accepted until Tuesday because the departmental manager had been taking a busman's holiday—Saturday afternoon, Sunday and Monday—nosing round after antiques in the less frequented parts of the Yorkshire dales.


  A customer happened to look at the clock, and he thought that it was not quite up to Sable standards. He opened it, and saw that there was neither clock nor pendulum inside. In some amusement he pointed this out to a passing assistant, a man who had worked for Sable's twenty years without promotion.


  The assistant also was amused, but secretly. To his experienced eye the clock was valueless as an antique, with or without works. Someone had blundered, and it was not he. He went to the antiques manager, his immediate senior, the man who sat in the place where he thought he ought to be sitting.


  'That grandfather clock at the bottom of the stairs,' he said. 'It has no works.'


  The manager was at his desk. He looked up sharply. 'What grandfather clock?' he demanded. 'As far as I know, we don't have a grandfather clock at the moment.' Then he attacked, instantly, being that sort of man. 'Didyoubuy it yesterday while I was up the dales?'


  'I did not,' said the assistant, affronted. 'I thoughtyoumust have bought it Saturday morning while I was seeing to the packing of those chairs for London. The only thing I ever bought in your absence was that refectory table, and it was the best bargain we've had in years.'


  'Oh, was it?' the manager retorted unpleasantly. 'All right, don't just stand there. Go and look after the shop. There might be a flock of customers in need of your valuable services.'


  The assistant departed in a huff. The manager consulted his books. He had no record of any tall case clock which had not been marked off as sold and delivered. He left his desk and went to look at the clock which had no works, and as soon as he saw it he realized that no Sable employee, sober and in his right senses, would consider displaying such inferior cabinet work for sale. He wondered if some members of some other department were having fun at his expense.


  Turning the matter over in his mind, he returned to his desk. Whatever happened, or whatever had happened, he could not see how he could be blamed, since the clock had not been in his department when he left on Saturday. But it was there now, and he was the manager. If there was going to be trouble, it would reflect on him. Who could have put the clock there? The only unauthorized people who had been in the shop were those men who—Ah! Everybody had been trying to guess how they got an oxygen cylinder into the place on Saturday afternoon. Ha ha! How simple! And how clever. And how clever of himself to realize why the clock was there. That ass Jenkins wouldn't have figured it out in a thousand years. No wonder he had never got on.


  The antiques manager sat down at his desk and shot his cuffs. He picked up the telephone and told the girl on the switchboard that he wished to speak to Mr. Sable in person. He took a deep breath. Mr. Sable in person. This was quite a moment.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Half an hour later Martineau was inspecting the grandfather clock. With him was Sergeant Bird, his photo-and-fingerprint specialist. Also present was Mr. Sable, while the antiques manager hovered respectfully.


  'Pictures first, before you dust it for prints,' Martineau said to Bird. 'I want lots of copies. We'll have pictures of it in all the papers. There's a chance that we might find the man who sold it to these crooks.'


  He turned to Mr. Sable. 'Thank you for letting me know so promptly,' he said. 'This could turn out to be the best lead we've had so far.'


  'Don't thank me, thank Mr. Lewis here,' Sable said. 'But for him, the thing might easily have been thrown out and broken up.' He smiled at the antiques manager, and that person actually blushed with pleasure.


  'Thank you, Mr. Lewis,' Martineau said, and then he went back to Headquarters. He had much to think about. If the clock had been acquired by one of the XXC mob some time ago complete with pendulum and works, it might not be easy to find the person who had sold it. But if the works had been missing when the thing changed hands, the vendor would be almost sure to remember. Would the crook realize that when he bought it? In any case, would he think that he was taking a risk? Probably not. He would assume that at the most the police would only get a vague description of him. They might make the vendor look at a lot of photographs but—assuming that he had a police record—he would not expect his own face to be picked out of thousands.


  But suppose the vendor was shown only one single sheet of photographs? If the crook's face was there, he would pick it out. That was a reasonable certainty. 'If this ingenious fellow is one of my top twenty, I've got him spotted,' the chief inspector decided.


  Twenty-four hours later his faith in his own methods was justified. Detective Constable Ducklin walked into the premises of a second-hand dealer called Haworth, and was met by a sturdy man whose serious brown eyes were enormous behind thick spectacles.


  'Police,' said Ducklin, and the man came close to him to look up at his face.


  Ducklin was amused, but he did not risk causing offence by showing it. 'Want to see my warrant card?' he asked.


  'No. I'll take your word for it.'


  'Have you read the paper this morning?'


  'No. I haven't had time yet.'


  'Have you sold any grandfather clocks lately?'


  'No. Not for ages. Years, I should think.'


  'You're sure?'


  'I'm sure.'


  'Ah.' Ducklin was turning away.


  Haworth said: 'I did have a clock case a month or two back. I got it in a job lot. A fellow bought it for firewood.'


  'Ah,' said Ducklin again, in a different tone. A photograph appeared in his hand. 'Was it anything like this?' He let the man peer as close as he liked.


  'That's it,' was the verdict. 'Or one just like it. I can tell by the carving round the face, and the style of that beading on the top. You see, I had it in here a week or two, wondering when I'd find time to break it up.'


  'Can you remember the man who bought it?'


  'Well, I don't know. I'd have to have a look at him before I could be sure. You see, I don't stand close to customers as a rule. They might not like it. But I did get a fairly good dekko at this chap out in the street, where the light's better. I helped him to put the clock case in his car.'


  'Did he talk like a local man?'


  'No. Like a Londoner. He was a smart-looking chap. That's why I noticed him.'


  Ducklin controlled his rising excitement. 'Just a minute,' he said. He thought that he just might be lucky enough to need a witness, and he went to the door of the shop and beckoned to Detective Constable Evans, who was sitting in a car at the kerb.


  When Evans arrived, Ducklin pulled Martineau's twenty-man poster from his pocket and unfolded it. 'Take a look at these fellows,' he said to the dealer. He spread the poster on a dusty table. 'Take your time. No hurry.'


  'I could see better at the door,' the man said as he stooped over the poster.


  Ducklin reflected that if ever Haworth was called upon to put the finger on anybody, the identification parade would have to be held out of doors in the police-station yard. He also thought of the quality of light in a courtroom. 'Try it here, first,' he said.


  Haworth was trying it. 'That looks like him,' he said, with one finger on the poster. 'Yes, that's him.'


  'You're sure?'


  Haworth was still peering. 'Yes, I'm sure,' he said.


  'Take this pencil and write your initials there, just beside his ear, then there's no doubt about which picture you mean.'


  With Ducklin's ball-point pen the dealer initialled the photograph. 'Now,' the detective said. 'Take it to the door, and if you find you've made a mistake, don't be afraid to say so.'


  At the door Haworth said: 'I haven't made a mistake. I'm absolutely certain.'


  Ducklin took the poster and folded it carefully, and pocketed it. 'Now,' he said. 'What about his car? What make was it?'


  'Eeh, I never noticed.'


  'Did you notice the number?'


  'No.'


  'Any part of the number?'


  'No.'


  'What colour was it?'


  'Black or dark blue. A dark colour.'


  'About how big?'


  'Medium size. Happen as big as a Ford Consul or a Vauxhall.'


  'Was anybody with him?'


  'No. He were on his own.'


  'Thank you, Mr. Haworth. You have been very helpful. You might be called upon to identify this man, when we lay hands on him.'


  'What's he done?'


  'He used your clock case to carry an oxygen cylinder into Sable's.'


  Haworth's mouth dropped open. 'Well, fancy that. A smart chap like him. I'd never a-thought he were a robber.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  In this manner Howard Cain was identified as a member, and possibly the leader, of the safe-breakers who had been such a nuisance to the police of London and Granchester. Moreover, there was some evidence to connect him with the Sable robbery. It was hardly enough evidence for a conviction but, when the time came, it would help.


  And when the man's full record was put before him Martineau saw a possible answer to a question which had been in his mind for some time. Previous to his bad luck with the wallet, Cain had been convicted with others for stealing cigarettes by the vanload. The gang had been sufficiently well organized to have receivers in several big towns, and though nothing had been divulged there was evidence to show that one of the receivers had had premises in Granchester. And the first target of Cain's XXC mob in the city had been the firm of Hendry Brothers, wholesale tobacconists. The coincidence was too strong to be ignored. Hendry Brothers had been carrying a large 'float' of cash, about which they had given a lame explanation. Cain had known or suspected that they would be carrying the cash. He had assumed that Hendry's would still be buying stolen goods from somebody.


  'It's amazing the way things come out,' Martineau reflected. 'The next time there are stolen cigarettes in town I'll know where to look for them.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  P.W. Dale dutifully kept the Arlington Street district under her keen young eye. With an older colleague she loitered near the bus stops, or sat in a café and watched the shoppers pass, or toured the streets in a car. Wales Road, the main thoroughfare of Mossbank, was invariably thronged with people and traffic for the most part of every working day. The days went by, and Policewoman Dale looked at so many faces that she was sometimes oppressed by a secret fear that she would fail to recognize her woman suspect when she saw her.


  But in the forenoon of the Friday of the week following the Sable break-in, she was walking with her team mate in the hazy sunshine of Wales Road when she was rewarded with a glimpse of Dorrie Cain entering a shop.


  'There she is!' she exclaimed. 'Just gone into that butcher's. I'm certain it's her.'


  It had been a long, long, monotonous patrol. Dale's companion, P.W. Seymour, was inclined to be excited too. She controlled herself. She was the senior, here to guide this youngster.


  'We'll wait here till she comes out, then I can get a look at her,' she said. 'I'll stand with my back to the shop, and you look over my shoulder. What's she wearing?'


  'A light fawn coat, and she has a red-and-white shopping basket. I'll tell you when she comes out.'


  So they stood as if in conversation, across the street from the butcher's shop, but not directly opposite. Seymour was several inches shorter than Dale, who had no difficulty in looking over her shoulder and could have looked over her head.


  Ever since the Sedgeworth incident, Dorrie had been very wary when she was out of doors. Now, waiting to be served by the butcher, she looked first at the passers-by and then changed the focus of her gaze to look across the road. As far as the traffic would allow she looked at everybody, and especially at men and women of an age to be in the police force. She saw Dale and Seymour. Her glance passed on, and then quickly returned to them. There was something wrong about them. She did not realize until later what made her look twice at them, but it was because they were the only two women in sight who were not holding some sort of shopping basket. If they were not shopping, Wales Road was not the right place for them. It was not a street where women strolled and gazed at the shops in longing.


  There was something suspiciously wrong about them, that was all Dorrie knew. She watched. She could see part of a face with two eyes which stared at the butcher's shop as if it were on fire. The owner of the face did not seem to be talking, and from the look of her she did not seem to be listening. She did not even look at the woman beside her.


  Presently this other woman moved slightly to put her weight on the other foot, and Dorrie saw the full face of the one who stared. She recognized P.W. Dale as instantly and surely as she herself had been recognized.


  Though she was pierced by fear, Dorrie remained cool. The guide to subsequent action, the first thing she had to decide, was whether or not that policewoman could see her. The walls of the shop were of shining white tiles, a revealing background. But the shop window was not high, and furthermore the butcher had put down the shade to keep the sun off the meat on display. The interior of the shop was shady really, and that girl across there was wrinkling her eyes in sunshine. Dorrie realized that in any case she would have to act on the assumption that she had been seen to enter the shop, but could not now be seen. She moved further back into the shop, on the pretence of looking at some platters of sausages on a side counter.


  She tried to remember all that she had intended to buy. It would have to be something like her usual week-end order, because she could not allow the butcher to think that she was in haste. When it was her turn to be served she stated her wants calmly, and she looked at several big joints of beef before she chose one. This delay was agony. She wanted to be out of there, and away. But apparently her face showed none of her feelings. The butcher was respectful. Hers was a large order; the big joint, five pounds of pork sausages, five pounds of best steak, some lamb cutlets.


  When she had paid for her meat, while she was waiting for her change, Dorrie looked round the shop, as if she had not looked round before. There was a door leading to the rear of the premises.


  With her change in her purse, and her purchases in her basket, she hesitated. She looked embarrassed because she was embarrassed. 'Excuse me,' she said. 'Do you mind if I go out by the back door? There's a woman out there I don't want to meet, and she saw me come in here. She'll keep me talking for hours, and I've no time to spare this morning.'


  The butcher was sympathetic. He also was occasionally bothered by women who wanted to talk when he was busy. He came round the counter smiling. 'This way,' he said, himself going towards the door at the rear.


  He let her out into a backyard, and she heard a bolt thud into place when he had closed the back door. This was the moment of danger. If that big blonde had been able to see her, she would now be haring round the end of this block of shops as fast as she could go, and her friend with her.


  She hurried along a back street, and round the end of the block which was furthest away from the policewomen. She wanted to be running, but she also wanted to know where those women were. At the end of the block, right on the corner, she stopped and put down her basket and pretended to adjust one of her stockings. This action enabled her to peep round the corner without seeming to be peeping. She could see the two women still standing there, two hundred yards away. A lorry passed carrying a high load of baled cotton pieces. It would cover her from the view of those women for some time. She moved into the throng of people and hurried away towards Grange Gardens. She did not have far to go.


  She arrived home breathless, giving way a little to hysteria now, but she had taken care to see that she was not followed. She burst into the house and demanded of Cain: 'Now will you go back to London? Two damned policewomen looking for me this time. Watching the shops in the main street.'


  Cain was startled. 'Here in Mossbank?'


  'Not a quarter of a mile from here. It was that blonde who spotted me before, with another one. They must know I live somewhere around here.'


  'You didn't do as good a job of shaking off that zombie as you thought. Are you sure you weren't followed home just now?'


  'Yes, I'm sure. I was in the butcher's and he let me out by the back door. They were watching the front.'


  'They saw you go in?'


  'They must have. That blonde article was staring at the butcher's window as if it was the only shop in the street.'


  Cain sat in thought, about women. They were funny creatures, he knew. Dorrie was homesick for London. She wanted to get back into her own home. Women could be very underhand when they wanted something badly. He had never known Dorrie be like that, but then he had never taken Dorrie out of her own home before, never taken her out of London. So, was the second zombie scare just a gag to frighten him out of Granchester?


  'You're sure you didn't dream it all?' he asked drily.


  She looked at him. 'I didn't dream it.'


  He nodded. She had him, anyway. He didn't dare take the risk of disbelieving her story. So, assuming that he believed her, what then? Now the policeknewthat she lived in Mossbank. They would really get busy. The place would be crawling with plainclotheswomen and plainclothesmen. They would be going from door to door again. Sooner or later some Pole or Jamaican would happen to mention the people at No. 11 Grange Gardens. The comings and goings of five men and two women would not have gone entirely unnoticed.


  Dorrie had put her basket down beside the kitchen door. Cain went and picked it up, and put it on the kitchen table. It was heavy. He opened one of the parcels. 'Is this all meat?' he asked.


  She nodded.


  'All from that shop where you were spotted?'


  Again she nodded.


  He frowned. All that meat! The police would know by now that Dorrie had bought enough to feed a platoon of guardsmen. That would make them doubly certain of her connection with a mob. They would swing into action at once. They would be moving into the district already.


  The thought of that was enough to upset any criminal with a normal instinct of self-preservation. All the same, Cain made up his mind that he was not going to be frightened away from Granchester. He would go when he was ready, and that was not yet. He was thankful now for France's suggestion that the house in Naylor Street would make an alternative base. Now, one of them was furnished after a fashion.


  'Go pack your bags,' he said to Dorrie. 'We're getting out of this dump right now.'


  'Back to London?' she asked.


  'I don't know. Not today, at any rate. Today we're moving to Naylor Street.'


  He went into the front room, where Jolly, Husker, Coggan, and Flo were rolling poker dice. Flo seemed to be winning. Her face was flushed and her eyes bright. She looked very pretty.


  'All right, pack it up,' he said, and at once the girl looked sullen. He moved part of the way round the table and stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders. 'Don't argue, kid,' he said. 'There's no time. Your sister's been spotted again. We'd better be out of here within the hour. Every man go pack his bags. Where's the Gent?'


  'Upstairs, I think,' Husker said.


  'Thank God for that. He could easy have been gone to the pictures. Our luck's holding.'


  Cain went and called France, and told him what had happened.


  'Yes, we'd better move right away,' France agreed. 'And I'm going to get a pillow case or something and do out my room, and everywhere else where I might have left my dabs.'


  'We'd all better do that,' Cain said. 'When all the cases have been packed I'll load 'em in the car and take 'em to Naylor Street. I'll take Dorrie, too. Everyone else will go on the bus, and no two together.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  Five minutes after Dorrie had departed by the butcher's back door, P.W. Seymour said for the third time: 'Don't stare so. Act natural and reckon to be talking. You can't miss seeing her when she comes out.'


  'I wish she'd come,' P.W. Dale replied.


  'So do I,' was the dry retort. 'I'm beginning to wonder if you dreamed it all.'


  'I tell you I saw her.'


  'Then we've played it wrong. One of us should have gone to the back of those shops. I think I'll go across and have a look. You stay here, and turn your back on her if she comes out.'


  Seymour crossed the street and entered the shop. There were no customers. She asked: 'Have you had a woman in here with a fawn coat and a red-and-white shopping basket?'


  The butcher came to a wrong conclusion about Seymour. 'Eeh, I couldn't say,' he replied. 'I never notice things like that.'


  Seymour showed her warrant card. 'Happen you did notice,' she said.


  The butcher's eyebrows rose. 'Is she a wrong 'un?'


  'She may be. Where is she?'


  'She said she wanted to dodge a woman who'd keep her talking. I let her out of the back door.'


  'How long ago?'


  'Five or six minutes.'


  'Is she a regular customer?'


  'She's been regular for the last month or two. Before that, I didn't know her at all.'


  Seymour sighed, and turned away. Then she checked. 'What did she buy?'


  The butcher told her, accurately.


  'Did she always buy her meat by the shipload?'


  'She always bought plenty,' the butcher answered. 'She always paid on the nail, an' all.'


  'She must have a big family,' Seymour said, and went to look at the back door. She left the shop then, and carried the bad news to Dale. 'We muffed it,' she said tersely.


  'What do we do? Ring it in?'


  'If we do, it won't do us any good, will it?'


  'No,' said Dale.


  Seymour looked at her, and decided that she could not trust her to be silent. Sooner or later she would blurt it out to somebody.


  Seymour said: 'Anyway, it goes to show that the woman does live around here. I suppose we ought to ring it in.'


  So they went to the nearest telephone.
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  The message from the two policewomen made Martineau quite certain now that the XXC mob were living in Mossbank, in the part around Grange Gardens and Arlington Street. He poured men into that area. And as soon as he could get away from Headquarters he went to see the inspector in charge of sub-divisional police station in Mossbank. He interviewed the man in the presence of the detective sergeant of the sub-division.


  'It might be a good idea if I knew everything that's been going on around here,' he said. 'I'll have a look at your call book for a start.'


  He looked at the call book, the occurrence book, and the complaint book. He examined charge sheets. Then he began to examine the station personnel, as the men were called in and presented to him.


  'Just think,' he began with each man. 'A young woman, a very bonny young woman by all accounts. She's living somewhere around here among all the foreigners. She has a grown up family of men who aren't all relations of hers.'


  After two hours of this he found a motor patrol officer called Hartley who thought so hard that he remembered something, a very bonny young woman.


  'Number nine or number eleven Grange Gardens,' he said. 'When I was going from house to house in plain clothes I met such a woman. English, southern accent but not awfully high class. She said she didn't take lodgers.'


  'Grange Gardens,' said Martineau. 'They're not little houses, are they? Four or five bedrooms, I should think.'


  Hartley's mate spoke up. 'At odd times when I've been going on there to check on the O'Smiths, I've seen a few different blokes going in and out of number eleven. I'd just started to wonder if somebody was running a brothel.'


  Martineau never neglected detail. 'Who are the O'Smiths?' he demanded.


  'The Irish gypsies in Grange Gardens, sir. The name is Smith, but everybody calls them O'Smith. They're, er, troublesome sir.'


  'I see. We can forget about the O'Smiths, then. But it looks as if number eleven might be worth considering. Thank you, men. You might have been very helpful.'


  When the men had gone, Martineau discussed possible action with Harvey, the local inspector. He had no evidence to justify the use of a warrant to enter and search No. 11 Grange Gardens. He could only make use of a subterfuge.


  'We'll stake the place out for a start, back and front,' he said. 'Have you any ideas about how we could get in?'


  'Dress somebody up as an electricity man, come to read the meter?'


  'Last resort. They'd be as suspicious as hell. I'll tell you what. For a start we'll team up one of our youngsters with a P. W. of suitable age and appearance. They'll carry suitcases, and they'll call there looking for lodgings. They'll see who comes to the door. We'll have Policewoman Dale along the street in a car. She might be able to do an identification for us. If that doesn't work, we'll have to think of something else.'


  That procedure was adopted. When the house in Grange Gardens had been under observations for an hour, word came back to Martineau that there had been no face seen at any window, and indeed there had been no movement at all. By that time the young couple were ready with their suitcases, and P.W. Dale was ready to move up in a car.


  Suitcase in hand, the young man rang the doorbell. He waited. He rang again. He knocked. He tried the door. It was locked. He rang again, and waited. Then he said something to his companion, and they moved to the house next door. There, they spoke to a coloured woman. From his observation point, also inside a car, Martineau could see that the woman told them something definite. She seemed to answer a number of questions, without reluctance. Eventually, smiling, they left her, and she also was smiling as she closed her door.


  Martineau started his car and drove along the street. He stopped as he drew alongside the couple. 'Come on, get in,' he said. 'You needn't tell me. They've skipped, haven't they?'


  'I'm afraid so, sir,' the man answered. 'One man and one of the women went off with a car load of luggage. The others must have gone on foot. They weren't seen to go.'


  'Mmmm. How many women in the house?'


  'Two women, the neighbour thinks. And at least four men, maybe five. All white people.'


  'Could she tell you anything about the car?'


  'Only that it was dark blue, moderate size.'


  'I see. Wait here. I'll go and have a word with her.'


  Martineau walked back to No. 9 Grange Gardens, and pressed the bell button. He heard no bell, so he knocked. The coloured woman came to the door again. He introduced himself, but as pleasantly as he could. The woman's ready smile answered his. She was not afraid of policemen.


  'I understand that the people next door have packed up and gone,' he said.


  'Yaissah.' He had heard the accent before. He thought it was the strangest English ever spoken. Her smile widened as she added: 'Mebbe rent man come.'


  'Maybe,' he agreed. 'Would you know any of them if you saw them again?'


  'Mebbe.'


  He took his poster from his pocket and unfolded it. 'Do you recognize any of these men?'


  It was then that the woman realized that she might be getting involved in something important. Her face clouded.


  'You have nothing to be afraid of,' she was told. 'You won't be called as a witness, and these people will never come back here.'


  Reassured, she studied the twenty photographs. Deliberately, but without hesitation, she put a brown forefinger on one of them.


  Martineau nodded, and with his pencil he marked the picture of Howard Cain. 'Any more?'


  She nodded, and touched another picture. There was no name beneath it, but Martineau knew the name. Edward James France, alias Jimmy the Gent. He marked the picture. 'That's the one? Any more?'


  She shook her head. He asked further questions, and obtained descriptions of Doreen, Flo, Coggan, Husker, and Jolly, reflecting as he did so that he had been fortunate in meeting a woman in this street who had at least noticed her neighbours. He walked away then, not dissatisfied and not elated by the inquiry. It had been a half-success. The birds had flown, frightened away by an accurate premonition that the police were closing in on them. They would now be on the London road, heading back towards familiar haunts. He would not see them again until he went to interview them in some London police station.


  But the efforts of the Granchester City Police had not been entirely without results. 'At least two of them in my twenty selections,' he mused. 'Not so bad.'


  When he reached Headquarters he caused a message to be sent to Scotland Yard, to the effect that Edward James France, alias Jimmy the Gent, was now believed to be associated with Howard Cain in the oxy-acetylene safe-cutting crimes. The message also contained the information that the whole gang was believed to have left Granchester in a hurry. The responsible officer at the Yard would draw his own conclusions from that.


  Martineau did not regard the exodus as the end of the case for himself, though it did seem that he would be able to relax somewhat, and turn to other affairs. There was still work to be done in the matter of the oxygen cylinders. He was hopeful of clearing that up before Scotland Yard cleared the entire case with the lead he had given.


  There was, too, the inquiry concerning the house in Grange Gardens: who owned it, who was the agent, if any; how had it come to be occupied by the XXC mob.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Cain's party inspected the arrangements at Naylor Street without enthusiasm. Unlike Mossbank, Churlham was not a district which had seen better days. It had been a poor sort of place from the start, and time had not improved it. From the outside the two humble little houses looked habitable, because they had been well maintained by Aunt Doris Baker in her lifetime. But interior decorations had been the responsibility of the tenants, and apparently there had not been a house-proud person in either dwelling. Patterned paper still adhered to the walls, but it was so soiled and faded in every room that it was nothing more than a vaguely lined nightmare in all shades of drab, grey, brown, and dirty pink. The grimy wooden floors were without carpets, and the scanty furniture was of the sort which could be picked up in salerooms for next to nothing.


  Each house had two living-rooms and two bedrooms, and a single-storey kitchen built alongside a narrow backyard. Fuel was kept in a shed in the backyard, and the toilet was an outdoor affair built on to the end of the kitchen. Neither house had a bathroom, and all ablutions would have to be managed in the kitchen. There was one advantage in the matter of security. Both backyard gates were nearly six feet high, of solid woodwork in good condition. In each house the view from the window of the back room downstairs was of the fuel shed and the gate. The kitchen window permitted a view of the fuel shed only. The back window upstairs showed a vista of untidily fenced hen pens and allotments, with a railway embankment on the left and the backs of main road buildings on the right. The two front windows stared across the street at similar windows in similar dwellings. Front doors opened directly on to the street.


  Cain had arranged for Coggan, France, Husker, and Jolly to sleep at No. 20 and eat at No. 22. Because of this, the only furnishings at 20 were four beds and a shaving mirror in the kitchen. There were bitter complaints. The men would have to live out of their suitcases, which would have to lie on the bedroom floor. There would be no hot water for shaving. There was not an electric light bulb in the house.


  'It's worse nor a concentration camp,' Husker grumbled.


  'It were better nor this in the trenches,' Jolly declared.


  Cain was not conciliatory. 'I'll get you lights,' he said. 'You'll all sleep in the back, two up and two down. I want nobody at all in the front. You'll come and go by the back door.'


  'I can't live like this,' said Coggan, with something like despair in his voice.


  'Nor I, for more than a day or two,' France said.


  'Itisonly for a day or two,' Cain said. 'We'll just do one more job, and we'll make it a good 'un. We'd be barmy if we didn't. The coppers here are thinking we've cleared out. They'll be back to normal, taking it easy. We'll just do this one job and then we'll scarper.'


  'We don't need to do another job,' France objected.


  'Maybe we don't, but we're going to,' Cain retorted, and there was no further argument.


  Conditions were a little better at No. 22 where Cain, Dorrie, and Flo were to live. There was furniture of a sort, and some kitchen equipment. But the opposition was more serious.


  'I'm not staying here,' Dorrie said.


  'What a dump,' said Flo, with a curling lip.


  'It's only for a day or two. A week at the most,' said Cain.


  'Look at that filthy old gas stove!'


  'Seen the tin bath, Dorrie? It must've come out of a museum.'


  'How do you expect me to cook for seven people on this?'


  'Look,' said Cain firmly. 'We've got to camp out here for a bit. You'll be back in the Smoke soon enough. The coppers think we're there already, that's why we're safe here. There's only you been spotted, if you're telling the truth.'


  'Of course I'm telling the truth!'


  'Then you'll stay indoors. Flo can do the shopping.'


  'Then you can look out for some rough meat. She doesn't know a sirloin from a hambone.'


  'Well, we won't be needing any more meat for a bit.'


  'I'm not staying here!'


  'All right, go. And see what happens. They're on the lookout for you. They'll have you spotted before you can buy your railway ticket.'


  Dorrie was silent.


  Cain went on: 'Leave it a few days, and they'll stop looking for you around here. You'll be all right then.'


  Dorrie picked up one of her two cases and went to look at the bedrooms. Her sister was left alone with Cain. She looked at him.


  'Suppose she'd gone?' she asked softly. 'I couldn't have stayed here with you.'


  Cain had been listening to the click of Dorrie's heels on bare boards. He turned his head and looked sharply at Flo. He also spoke softly. 'Why not, kid? Why not?'


  'Well, you might . . .'


  'I might be tempted, and that's a fact.'


  'Would you hit me, if I—wouldn't?'


  Cain's eyes widened. His long, slow intake of breath was utterance enough. He reached and caught the girl with one hand. He swung her towards him, and the hand and arm went round her, crushing her roughly to him. With head back, looking at him, she laughed softly. His free hand moved, seeking her thigh. She relaxed, then flung away from him. She picked up one of her cases, and with a final laughing glance behind her, she went to join her sister.


  



  * * * * *


  



  In spite of his stated opinion that he and his associates were still safe in Granchester, Cain was a little uneasy with regard to one thing. Following his assumption that the concentration of police inquiries in Mossbank would lead to the discovery that a number of English people had departed hurriedly from a house in Grange Gardens, he guessed that everybody in the street would then be questioned. The police would ask about cars. The current vehicle, a two-year-old Rover, had waited in front of No. 11 Grange Gardens often enough. Somebody—some kid maybe—might have taken enough notice of it to come up with a dangerously accurate description. Cain looked doubtfully at the car.


  It was just the car, he told himself. Everything else was all right. The police would also seek the owner of the house, and whether they came across the name of Doris or Doreen Baker, they would gain nothing. They probably wouldn't attach any importance to the name of the lawyer who had handled the last transfer of the property, but if they did, how would they set about finding him? It would simply be a case of going to every solicitor in town and asking, and that would be a long, long job. And if they found him it was unlikely that he would tell them about Florence Baker and the houses in Naylor Street, because Florence Baker was, in a manner of speaking, a client of his.


  But this car was different. It would have to be changed. And that meant a trip to London.


  It was on Sunday morning that Cain made the decision to go to London, and after some thought he announced it when the Sunday midday dinner was being served.


  'I had a bit of bad luck yesterday afternoon,' he lied in an unworried voice. 'I overran a red light by about half a yard. The bogey there didn't report me, but he wanted to see my licence and insurance. I said I'd left 'em in my other suit, so he gave me one of those little chits to produce 'em within five days or else.'


  'I suppose you gave him your proper name,' said Coggan with a grin.


  'Oh sure. William Brown, of Ashton-under-Lyne, but not a native. Good old Bill Brown.'


  'After five days they'll contact Ashton-under-Lyne,' said France. 'Then they'll start looking for the car.'


  'Correct. I'll have to take it to the Smoke and flog it. I can get another off Archie.'


  'London?' came Dorrie's suddenly animated voice from the kitchen. 'I'll go with you.'


  'Me too,' said Flo as she served roast beef. 'Try and stop me!'


  Cain considered the matter. 'All right,' he said. 'We'll set off as soon as we're ready. A day or two in London won't hurt. Will you boys be able to manage your meals?'


  'Easy,' said Husker with unusual generosity. 'I can live on fish an' chips for a couple of days. It's a long while since I had fish an' chips.'


  The others nodded. Cain said: 'You'll behave, mind you. Don't do nothing silly. It's not much longer, you know.'


  'I need to go to London, too,' France said. 'Could I ride down with you?'


  Everyone looked at him. Cain said: 'What's on your mind? You wanting to slip away?'


  'Not yet,' was the easy reply. 'If I don't go with you, I'll have to go on the train. I've accumulated too much cash here. It wants puttin' away. Don't worry. I'll be back before you are.'


  Cain thought for a moment. It became obvious to him, and to everyone present, that if France wanted to desert he would do so when he pleased, without subterfuge.


  So, after the meal, France set out with Cain and his womenfolk on the two-hundred-mile drive to London. Cain insisted that Dorrie should take a back seat, and sit well down in the corner until the car was out of Granchester. Flo wanted a front seat, and France agreed that she should sit with Cain while he sat with Dorrie. While Cain waited at some traffic lights in the city, he put the car into neutral gear and rested a heavy hand on Flo's thigh. She did not try to remove the hand.


  In the back seat, France kept his hands to himself. But, after Granchester was left behind and Dorrie was at ease, the warmth of her presence filled him with peace, and her simple friendliness was a benison.
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  In London, France asked to be put down in the Edgware Road not far from Marble Arch. After that Cain dropped the two girls in Coventry Street, with instructions to have a meal somewhere and meet him in an hour and a half at a certain public house in Charing Cross Road. Then he drove eastward and across the river to Bermondsey, to Archie Ransom's place. Though it was Sunday evening, somebody would be there. Always there was somebody at Archie's.


  He left the car some distance from the place, and he approached with care, because one never knew when the police might decide to do something about Archie. He looked at his watch. It was eight o'clock in the evening of a day which had been heavily overcast, and now it was almost dark. All seemed to be well: no loiterers, no lurking figures in the shadows. The big main door of Archie's front place was closed, but there was a small door which was not locked. Cain opened it, and slipped into a dark interior. About him was the smell of cars, and the dimly seen shapes of them. He walked among them, towards the faint light in Archie's office. As he drew near he saw that the door was open, but there was no sound of talk or movement. Indeed the whole place was silent. If he had not known that men might be working somewhere, away back behind soundproofed walls, the possibility would never have occurred to him. He coughed to give warning of his approach.


  Standing in the doorway of the shabby little office—Archie could disguise affluence as cleverly as he could disguise cars—he looked down at a sturdy frog-like man sitting knees-apart feet-together on a stool at a table, dealing out four hands of five cards in a game of Nap with himself. The man's prominent eyes moved to look at the visitor, but his quick, grubby hands did not pause in the dealing.


  'Hello, Bert,' Cain said.


  ' 'Lo, Howie.'


  'Where's Archie?'


  'Not here.'


  'I can see that. You don't seem awful busy.'


  'No, I'm not busy.' Bert turned over the twenty cards to see what hands he had dealt. 'Look at that,' he said. 'King and four spades in one hand. Ace, queen, rag in another. It just shows you can never be certain.'


  'Isn't anybody working?' Cain persisted.


  'You don't see anybody, do you? Only right stuff gets done here.'


  'Since when?'


  'You'll have to ask Archie.'


  'I'll have to find him first, won't I?'


  'You know the Flying Horse along the road?'


  ' 'Course I do.'


  'Ah, you would,' said Bert. He had picked up the cards and shuffled them. Now he began to deal again. The audience was ended.


  'So long, Bert,' said Cain, as he turned away.


  'So long, Howie,' the man replied. Then his hands ceased to move. He sat still, listening, and heard the well-known thud of the outer door as it was closed. Putting down the cards he turned to the desk which was in reach behind him. He picked up the telephone and dialled, and spoke to Archie and told him that Howie Cain had dropped in, and had gone to the Flying Horse. That was his purpose in being there, to tell Archie who dropped in.


  Archie was not in any of the public rooms at the Flying Horse, so Cain ordered a drink at the bar, and waited. After a fashion, he and Archie had been friends for years. In due time, Archie would arrive.


  Five minutes later, the landlord of the place came and spoke to Cain. 'Are you waiting for someone?' he asked.


  'Yes.'


  'Is your name Howie?'


  'Yes.'


  'Telephone,' the man said, with a movement of his head towards the instrument on the end of the bar.


  It was Archie. 'Come down here to the Roebuck,' he said. 'Use the back door. There's a little snug behind the bar.'


  Wondering a little, Cain went to the Roebuck. He knew that Archie was a careful man, but all this business of dodging from pub to pub seemed to be rather unnecessary. Of course, there was always the possibility that he was being extra careful because one of his boys had run into trouble.


  Archie was alone in the snug at the Roebuck, sitting facing the window. Cain sat down beside him. 'How's things with you?' he asked.


  'Fine,' said Archie, watching the window. It was curtainless, but it had frosted glass up to a height of six feet or so.


  'What's all this runaround?' Cain wanted to know.


  Still staring at the window, the other man said: 'Hush.' Then a hand could be seen through the clear part of the window. It waved twice, giving the 'all clear' signal.


  Archie relaxed, and turned to look at Cain. He raised the glass of whisky he was holding, and sipped. Cain looked at the whisky.


  'No,' said Archie. 'You don't need one. You weren't tailed here, and nobody but a friend of mine saw you come in. You'll go out the same way. There's no need for anybody in this place to see you at all.'


  'Hey, what is all this?'


  'What have you been doing, Howie?'


  'Resting. In the country. Why?'


  'This last day or two the C.I.D. boys have been asking about you. Quiet, like. Just a word or two, tactful like an elephant. But they're askingeverywhere. They really want to know if you're in town.'


  Cain was appalled, but he grinned hardily. 'They got nothing on me,' he said. 'I dare walk into Scotland Yard this minute, only it's a bit out of my way.'


  'What have you been doing, Howie?'


  'Now then, Archie. You know I don't go in for publicity.'


  'Somebody does, the way the bogey men want you.'


  'I tell you I'm clear. I must be clear. Very likely they want to talk to me about some job I never did, just to make sure it wasn't me.'


  'You're a customer of mine. You've got one of my cars now. If you're picked up with it they'll be putting the infrared on the engine number.'


  'That's what I'm here for, to get rid of it.'


  'What for?'


  'Common caution. You know I change cars every so often as a matter of principle.'


  'When you're doing jobs with 'em, you do. And you've had the same modification on every one. What was that for?'


  'Private business.'


  'If the coppers got you and the car together, and saw the modification, would they know what your private business was?'


  Cain hesitated for half a second, which was half a second too long. 'They wouldn't know in a month of Sundays,' he said. 'But anyway, you can take it in and find me another one.'


  'I wouldn't touch it with a long cue. Do you know where there's a good gravel pit?'


  'No.'


  'Well, I do. And I have a boy who knows it, too. It's a nice deep old pit with forty foot of water in it. That's where your car can go. It'll cost you fifty nicker.'


  'For a little dumping job like that?'


  'Reliable men cost money. You want to be safe, don't you? This boy will brush away tyre tracks and everything.'


  'I pay fifty quid just to destroy a perfectly good car? It don't make sense. Couldn't you just take it and break it up for spares?'


  'No. Not this one. I want to be safe, and I've got a feeling about you, Howie. You been on some big job, or a lot of little larks which have made the bobbies wild. You do this thing my way, or you don't get another car.'


  'I can get a good second-hand car anywhere.'


  'That's right. And I know a man who's going to sell you one. A right car, bought proper. It'll be yours, legally.'


  'What will you get out of it?'



  'A small commission, and an easy conscience. I'm not trying to do you down, Howie. I'm just playing it the safe way for both of us.'


  'Oh, all right. When do I take delivery?'


  'In the morning. The man will meet you right here in this snug at opening time. Bring seven with you. That'll be O.K.'


  'Seven hundred? What sort of a car is it?'


  'The one I have in mind is a six-cylinder Wolseley, in lovely condition. You'll like it.'


  'It looks as if I'll have to believe you about that.'


  'It looks as if you will,' Archie replied. 'What number have you got on your Rover, and where is it?'


  Cain told him. Then he sighed as he took the car's keys from his pocket and put them on the table.


  



  * * * * *


  



  As Cain travelled by bus and Underground to his rendezvous with Dorrie and Flo, he pondered the bad news which Archie had given him. It seemed to be a fantastic development. He could not believe that Scotland Yard men were seeking him by name in connection with the crimes which he had planned and committed, so he concluded that he had become a suspect, merely on the grounds of possibility, for some crime of which he was guiltless. They just wanted to talk to him, to 'turn him up'. Unfortunately the business of turning up would include questions which he did not wish to answer. And if he refused to give a reasonable account of where he had been and what he had been doing he could find himself in all kinds of trouble. Some bright copper might even get a sudden vision of the truth, and set about the business of tying him up with the XXC jobs.


  So the thing to do here, he decided, was to avoid his own home and haunts in London, and return to anonymity in Granchester as soon as possible. In this respect he had a gnawing fear that Dorrie and Flo might have hurried through their meal and then gone to the Caledonian Road house to air the beds or something. If the police were watching the house—well, they might already be tailing the girls. In London, off duty as it were, they would be unsuspicious, and easy to follow.


  Even if all was well, Dorrie would be a problem. The police seeking Howie Cain? She would assume that all was over, and that the cops knew everything. She would think the only way out was to beat it to New Zealand or some place, or go and get buried in the country. She didn't understand that a stranger in the country was like a hoarding advertising free beer, noticed by everyone.


  He carefully cased the public house in Charing Cross Road before he approached it. He could see no person who aroused his suspicions. From the tiny lobby of the place, he looked through a glass-paned inner door and saw Dorrie and Flo. There were only seven more people in that bar, and none of them could have been a police officer. He entered.


  'You've been a long time,' Dorrie complained, with a glance at the jewelled watch which had long since been redeemed from pawn. 'It'll be midnight before we can get the beds aired.'


  So they had not been to Caledonian Road. That was good news. Cain played for time by purchasing for himself a wedge of pork pie, a turkey sandwich, and a pint of ale.


  'You girls have a good meal?' he asked, with a mouthful of pie.


  'Not so bad,' Dorrie said. 'Will we go when you've had that?'


  'Why bother, just for one night? Sunday night, we can get in anywhere. We'll find a nice little hotel.'


  'Did we come all this way just to stay one night? I thought we were going to do some shopping.'


  'We must do some shopping,' Flo followed up. 'I haven't a thing to wear.'


  Cain pretended to give the matter some thought. He said at last: 'I've got to go back tomorrow. Tell you what, you two stay on in the hotel, and come back on the train on Tuesday.'


  'Why can't we stay at home?' Dorrie queried.


  ' 'Cause I don't think it's wise to go home just now.'


  Dorrie looked sick. 'Oh no!' she said, not loudly but with feeling. 'Now I can't go to my own home. The only place I want to be.'


  'It's only for a little while. The bogies want to talk to me about a post-office job I didn't do. Eventually they'll find I had nothing to do with it, and then we'll be able to go home. Till the barrage is lifted, we'll be safer in Granchester.'


  'What post-office job?'


  'Somebody did one in Clapham a fortnight ago. You know very well that couldn't have been me, but the coppers don't. They want to see me, but I don't want to see them. I shall get the word when they don't want me any more, and then we can go home.'


  'Who's going to tell you when it's blown over?'


  'A friend. The same one who just gave me the griff.'


  'Archie?'


  'Shush. I didn't say Archie. You know he don't like his name to be mentioned. By the way, I got myself a right car this time, bought legal. So's everything'll be on the square when we go back home. Careful, that's me.'


  'Like—' Dorrie began. She had been going to say: 'Like when you picked up that wallet.' But it was no use making matters worse. Perhaps Howie's suggestions were good ones. He was very clever, she knew.


  'All right,' she assented. 'You'd better get yourself another drink before they close. Then we'll go and see if we can find a place to sleep.'
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  Cain's hope that the Granchester police would not seek a solicitor in the matter of No. 11 Grange Gardens had been well founded. Their line of inquiry took a direction which he had not foreseen. They simply went in search of a previous tenant.


  Martineau's first action was to consult the city Burgess Roll. It had not been brought up to date for that year, and it gave the tenant's name as Doris Baker. The Post Office Street Directory gave him the same information. Detective officers became busy in Grange Gardens, learning what they could about Doris Baker.


  A few of the residents had known her by sight, and some knew also that she had taken in lodgers. But nobody remembered having seen her recently, and it eventually became apparent that nobody had seen her for more than a year. The police were already beginning to think that she might have died when one officer interviewed a Lithuanian woman who remembered hearing, some eighteen months before, that an old lady had died in that part of Grange Gardens where number eleven stood.


  'So she died,' Martineau said. He consulted the Registrar of Births, Marriages and Deaths, and received confirmation of this, together with the date of death.


  'So who got the property?' he asked, and added: 'There might be a will at Somerset House.'


  The Metropolitan Police were consulted, and a C.I.D. man went to Somerset House in the Strand and read the will of Doris Baker of Granchester. The information he supplied to Martineau was that the property known as No. 11 Grange Gardens, and all its contents, had been left to a Doreen Baker, and the adjacent properties Nos. 20 and 22 Naylor Street had been left to a Florence Baker. The will was twenty years old, but had only recently been executed.


  Twenty-four hours after the receipt of this information came a report from Scotland Yard. Officers asking questions about Howard Cain in the Caledonian Road area had learned that his household there consisted of a good-looking woman who was thought to be his wife, and another woman, also good looking, who was thought to be her younger sister. It was believed that the sister's name was Flo.


  Coming from London, where people sometimes do not even speak to neighbours whom they have known by sight for years, the last item of news was regarded as a piece of pure luck. Martineau started another inquiry by the Metro, to ascertain if and when Howard Cain had married a Doreen Baker, but in his own mind he was certain. 'That mob might be bedded down in Naylor Street at this very moment,' he said. 'What a lovely set-up. A house in this town all ready for them to run to, when they thought London was getting a bit too warm, and another pair as a second string in case they had to make a quick move.'


  So, within twenty-four hours of the exodus from Grange Gardens, the police were aware of a link between that place and Naylor Street. And one day after that, while Howie Cain was deciding that he ought to change his car, they became morally certain that his wife's name had been Doreen Baker and that his sister-in-law's name was Florence Baker.


  'Ifthey're at Naylor Street,' Martineau surmised, 'they'll be there for a few days at least. Sunday's a bad day for casing a place. Not enough people about. We'll leave it until tomorrow.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  Ned France had given up his room in London when he moved to Granchester. In the following weeks and months he returned several times, but not to the old place. On the Sunday in April when he returned with Cain and his women he went and booked a room at a quiet hotel in Sussex Gardens.


  After leaving the hotel he caught a bus in the Edgware Road. He alighted on Regent Street, and then he strolled around looking at car showrooms. His general uneasiness about affairs in Granchester had recently come to include a dislike of the city's railway stations and bus termini. He wanted a car of his own, and he had no intention of buying it from a man like Archie Ransom. After moving from showroom to showroom for an hour he had a meal and a drink, and went home to bed.


  On Monday morning he went to one of his three safe-deposit boxes and put in fifteen hundred pounds. This sum raised his hidden assets to nearly eleven thousand pounds. When he left the bank he still had eight hundred pounds in fivers in his pockets, and this was enough to buy a small car and still have some ready cash for emergencies.


  There was nothing showy about the car he chose. It was an olive-green Morris 1000 in excellent mechanical condition, and he surmised that it would get him along at eighty miles an hour when he needed to hurry. He drove the car to Granchester at a moderate pace, making himself familiar with it, and only giving it full throttle once or twice to see what it would do.


  In Granchester, not far from Naylor Street, he stopped at a new filling station for petrol. A man who looked like the proprietor stood near while the tank was filled by a youth. France asked this man about garages to let.


  The man considered him, and the car. 'You might as well be asking for the moon,' he said. 'I have a bit of ground at the back. You can leave it there for thirty bob a week till you find a garage.'


  France did not want to seem to be too easy in matters of money. 'Thirty bob for a bit of spare ground?' he queried.


  'All right then. A quid a week, payable in advance.'


  France agreed to this. He paid one pound and left the car behind the filling station. He walked to Naylor Street, feeling safer now that he had transport. He had no intention of telling anybody that he had bought the car. Everybody at 22 Naylor Street would assume that he had returned from London by rail. They all knew that he had been to London for financial reasons. Each one had his own way of safeguarding his money. No one confided his method to another.


  



  * * * * *


  



  On Monday morning Chief Inspector Martineau went to look at Naylor Street. He knew the district well, having served around there as a young constable, and he knew before he went that the street would not give anything like enough cover for close observation. He merely hoped that his men would be able to watch front doors and back doors from a distance, and report movements.


  From Churlham Road he looked at Naylor Street and saw that the even numbers were on the right-hand side. By standing at the corner on the left-hand side he was able to count doors and pick out 20 and 22. He turned his back on Naylor Street and looked at the shops on the other side of Churlham Road. He saw that old Otto Neubaur was still in business as a pork butcher at the shop on the corner. Otto had always lived in the flat above the shop, and the curtains were still there. Well, it was a bit much to ask a man to let policemen sit in his front room and spy on the neighbours.


  Next to Otto's place was a small Co-operative grocery of the old-fashioned sort, and there were no curtains in the upper windows. Well, a Co-op manager would have no objection to the police using a storeroom as an observation post. The Co-ops had suffered enough from the XXC mob in all conscience.


  Martineau crossed the road and stood beneath the Co-op upstairs windows which was nearest the corner. It was no use. 20 and 22 Naylor Street could not be seen from there. In Churlham Road itself Otto's was the only possible lookout post. Martineau shrugged. A man could only try. He entered the pork butcher's shop.


  Otto was serving a woman customer, and he did not look up when the detective's tall, wide frame filled his doorway. From the doorway it could be seen that he was not so spry nowadays: he moved heavily, attending to the woman's wants without much interest. The only things foreign about Otto were his name and his ancestry. He had been born in England, and he had always lived above the shop, which had been kept by his father before him.


  The woman paid her dues, and Otto threw the money carelessly into a counter drawer. Evidently his ideas of modernity had never risen as high as a cash till, and there was not a bacon-cutting machine in sight. As the woman departed, he rested his knuckles on the counter and looked at Martineau without recognition.


  'Are the sausages here as good as they used to be?' the policeman asked.


  This challenge made Otto throw back his head and raise his eyebrows. 'Harry, lad!' he exclaimed, putting out his hand and smiling broadly. 'In the flesh and as cheeky as ever. I thought you'd forgot all your old friends.'


  'Nothing of the kind, and I'm here to prove it. It's just that I'm an awfully busy fellow.'


  'Ah, I know,' said Otto, shrewd now but no less friendly. 'I'll bet you want something. That's why you're here. You want some real special sausages for a party? Some of those little 'uns I make to order?'


  Martineau sighed. 'I wish it was as simple as that. I need to have a policeman watching Naylor Street, and this window of yours upstairs is the only one which will do. I know it's a lot to ask, but. . .'


  'Is it important?' Otto wanted to know.


  'Just about as important as it could be, for me.'


  'I wouldn't like to get an old customer into trouble. Who're you watching?'


  'Nobody you know. These people haven't been in Churlham a week yet, and they'll soon be leaving. They're a real gang of thieves.'


  'You can have the back-door key. I'll lock the door into the shop so as some hungry bobby doesn't get tempted to have a fry-up with my sausages.'


  This prompt surrender surprised Martineau. 'Will it be all right with Mrs. Neubaur?' he asked anxiously.


  'It'll be all right because she won't know. You're out of date, my boy. I've got a nice new house at Highbourne. A garden. Never had a garden in my life.'


  'You can't run the shop from there. What do you do? Go week-ends?'


  'I come and go every day. I'm retiring; selling the business. The flat goes with it, so it's empty for the time being.'


  'The curtains kidded me.'


  'The wife left 'em up because she didn't like to see the windows looking so bare after all these years. Sentiment, you know.'


  'Yes. Well, that's fine. I promise you my men will be very quiet.' Martineau was inwardly jubilant. A stroke of luck like this was the finest possible augury. Through the back door of the premises he and his helpers could come and go at will. He could have a little command post, fully equipped.


  With Otto's back-door key in his pocket he continued his search for observation points. Now he needed places of concealment from which the back doors of 20 and 22 Naylor Street could be watched. There would be no problem during the hours of darkness. Looking across the allotments he could see at least five ramshackle erections which were a combination of greenhouse and garden shed. At night the back doors could be watched from one of those.


  But in the daytime? Martineau's gaze moved on, and stopped at the railway embankment. There, perched on its own little ledge on the slope beside the line, was a deserted-looking brick hut, with a broken window overlooking the allotments. He decided to ask permission to use the hut, though its occupant would need binoculars.


  Back at Headquarters, he telephoned British Railways, and after speaking to a number of responsible officials he received a promise of the key to the brick hut, which was not in use. Then he went to report to Chief Superintendent Clay.


  Clay listened until Martineau had no more to tell, then he remarked: 'We've identified four of them: Cain, France, and two women, though as yet we have no pictures of the women. We're going to keep observations on them, if they're at Naylor Street. There are other men in the gang, and they'll be seen. At a pinch, we'll be quite within our rights in raiding one of those houses as a suspected brothel, when we've found which one they're using.'


  Martineau had already thought of that, but he did not say so. He said: 'In my opinion that is an action which should not be taken until we're sure we're going to find enough evidence to nail them on at least one XXC job. We have a certain amount of evidence against Cain, and no direct evidence against the others. We want to nail all of them, don't we?'


  'I suppose we do. But the brothel thing is an idea, for an emergency.'


  'I agree, sir. And we might have to use it. But if they are at Naylor Street it almost certainly means that they are going to do at least one more XXC job before they leave us. Well, we're all set at North Western Oxygen, and we're ready at Churlham. When they make a move, we'll know.'


  'Yes, but we still can't cover every vulnerable place in town.'


  'For one or two nights only, I think we can nearly do that, with every man on the force except the sick, lame, and lazy.'


  'There'll be no lazy ones,' said Clay grimly. He pondered. The deployment of men was his speciality.


  'North Western and Naylor Street are your responsibility,' he said at last. 'You can leave the rest to me.'


  'What do you propose, sir?'


  'Well, I'll have to see the Chief first, and then get organized. I expect to get the word from you when the XXC mob has got itself some more oxygen. If you fall down on that. . . . Well, as I was saying, all leave will be cancelled and every man will be on duty from eight o'clock at night whether he's been Early Turn or any other turn that day. The men who are on Early Turn the day after will be allowed to go home at midnight, but nobody else. I won't have 'em roaming the streets, either. There'll be the normal beat men out, and all other men standing by in plain clothes, at different police stations. Some of them will be organized in squads, each squad under a sergeant, with transport. Every other man will know exactly where he has to go when the word comes from you that the mob is moving. Local inspectors will have to arrange that, knowing their own districts. You see, I'm anticipating that we won't be able to tail these people, because they'll be too much on thequi vive. But if your men at Naylor Street can give us some idea of the sort of vehicle they're using, we may be able to plot their course and get an idea of their target area, in advance.'


  Martineau grinned ruefully. 'It all depends on me.'


  'For a hundred per cent foolproof job it does, if there is such a thing in police work. But with all those men in hand we still might nail 'em, even if you slip up somewhere.'


  'I'll try not to,' was the promise, and that was the end of the conference. Martineau returned to his own office, feeling like a man who has put more money than he can afford on a horse which he strongly fancies. He thought he was going to win, but the possibility that he might lose was ruining his appetite.
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  Driving north on Monday afternoon, Cain worried about the problem of legal ownership of a car. It was an unusual position for a man like himself, and one which could be dangerous at the present time. In the negotiations for the transfer of ownership he had been compelled to show his driver's licence, and his real name and his London address had been copied from it. The car was now traceable by Road Fund licence and chassis, engine, and gear box numbers, no matter what number plates it carried. If a policeman stopped him for some small offence, he could show his licence like an honest man. Such a step might be fatal. If the London police were looking for Howie Cain, policemen elsewhere might be looking for him.



  On the other hand, if stopped by a policeman, he could fail to show either licence or insurance certificate, exactly as he had described in the imaginary incident which had served as an excuse for getting rid of the Rover. That procedure would give him a few days' grace, and then the police would start looking for the car. The car had cost him seven hundred pounds. It was too much money to lose in a gravel pit. Thinking of that, Cain drove carefully, at a legal speed.


  Still bearing in mind that the car was licensed in his name, he reflected that it would be foolhardy to allow its use for the movement of oxygen cylinders, or as transport in an XXC job. He decided to find a place to leave it, and then keep quiet about it. Since he was not going to mention it to the members of his team, it would not be much use to him in Granchester.


  'I needn't have bought the thing,' he mused. 'Still, it'll be there when I want it.'


  Arriving in Granchester, he cruised around Churlham looking for a place to leave the car. He drove along a street which ran between the rear of a factory and an accretion of tradesmen's yards and workshops. The time was now after five o'clock, but there was a plasterer's yard with the gate still standing wide open. He stopped the car and went to look into the yard. Its wall was six feet high at least. It was littered with chimney-pots, stacked tiles, heaps of sand and other materials of the property repairer. But there was ample space to leave a car beside the front wall, where it would not normally be seen by people passing along the street.



  At the back of the yard there were low sheds and a brick-built office. An elderly man came out of the office and turned his back on Cain while he locked the door. Cain waited until he arrived at the gate, then spoke to him and told him of his need, a reasonably safe place to leave his car until he could rent or buy a garage. He pointed to the vacant space and offered ten shillings a week to leave his car and have a key to the yard gate.


  The man considered Cain with apparently guileless eyes, and his answer was such a clear reflection of his thoughts that the mobsman smiled openly.


  'Aye,' he said. 'You can have key to t'yard. There's naught worth stealin' neither here nor in th' office.'


  He went back to the office for the spare key of the gate, and received two weeks' advance rent for it, and he did not even ask the name of his new tenant. Cain drove the Wolseley into the yard and left it there. He parted with the man outside the gate, going off in the direction opposite to his, to avoid conversation which might lead to questions.


  At 22 Naylor Street he found his accomplices waiting. True to his word, France had arrived home before Cain. He immediately asked: 'Where are the girls?'


  'Staying over till tomorrow,' was the nonchalant reply. 'They're shopping. They'll come back on the train.'


  The others were watching him, not liking any unexpected change of routine. It was clear to him that all of them were on edge. Getting near time to wrap up, he decided. After the next job. Just one more job to catch the coppers napping.


  'Did you get a good car?' Coggan asked.


  'I didn't get a car. Archie has got the wind up about something or other. He's not doing any wrong cars just now. And he insisted on me getting rid of the Rover, for my own sake and his. He wanted to sell me a car legal. What good is that to us? We couldn't use it.'


  'What do we do, then?'


  'We'll have to hire something for the oxygen pick-up. For the job itself we'll have to borrow a car which won't be missed for an hour or two. We can do that all right. We've never used a proper stolen car before. The coppers won't be expecting anything of the sort.'


  There was a long silence as the men considered this. At last Coggan said: 'I guess that'll be all right. I'll find a vehicle somewhere, though I might need the Gent to pick a lock.'


  'Can do,' Ned France said.


  'If I have to steal the car, I want an extra five per cent, danger money,' Coggan went on.


  Cain nodded. He had expected that, and he had also realized that Coggan's extra percentage would have to come out of his share.


  There was a discussion about the next robbery, which everyone clearly understood would be the last one in Granchester. Studying Cain, Ned France wondered why the man was so insistent about this final crime. There was danger, he felt sure. He did not suspect that the police were seeking Cain as a known person, but he knew intuitively that there was something wrong. Why, he asked himself, did Cain persist in this way? Was it because he knew the situation was getting dangerous, and he was enjoying the danger? Was it pride making him determined to do another job even though the police were getting near to him? Was it a sort of variation of the death wish? Or was it simply greed, and nothing more than that?


  With the foreboding of danger upon him, France again asked himself why he did not walk out of the house, get into his car, and fade into the distance. He knew the answer. He would have to stay in Granchester as long as Dorrie stayed. Away from the place, he would worry too much about what was happening to her. He grinned ruefully when he thought of that. In the past, he had had his women. Nice women, some of them. And here he was, hopelessly enamoured of a woman who hardly knew he was alive.


  'What areyoulooking at?' Cain demanded.


  France shook his head, and returned his attention to the conference. But again he found himself studying Cain. Since his trip to London, the man was somehow different. Unguarded words and expressions showed a change of outlook.


  He was describing the nature of the next place to be entered. It was the warehouse of a wholesale provision merchant, and it had been thoroughly reconnoitred by Flo. The man who was thought to be the owner was in the habit of going to the bank at eleven o'clock in the morning, in a Securicor van with a driver and a guard. So it was assumed that the best part of a day's takings were left on the premises every night.


  'And that'll be plenty,' Cain said. 'It's a real busy place, with about a dozen lorries and delivery vans. Lots of cash trade. It'll be a right bonny tickle.'


  'How do we get the stuff inside?' France wanted to know.


  'We just carry it in, at the right moment. We do it between half nine and ten at night, when it's got proper dark.'


  'No camouflage at all?'


  Cain looked hard at France. 'What's the matter with you? You aren't with us.'


  'I could ask what's the matter with you. Did something happen in London?'


  'Only what I've told you.'


  'Have you left the girls in London on purpose, so that you can cut and run at a minute's notice?'


  'No! The girls'll be back tomorrow like I said. And anyway what are you bothering about the girls for? If you have any fancies about Flo you can forget 'em. She's not for the likes of you.'


  The others were grinning. France did not reply. But he made up his mind. If the girls did not arrive tomorrow, he would leave the day after.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Dorrie and Flo arrived in Granchester soon after five o'clock on Tuesday afternoon. At the station they took a taxi to Churlham, but alighted some distance away from Naylor Street. Loaded with the spoils of their day's shopping in London, they walked the remainder of the way. Flo grumbled about this, and Dorrie looked at her thoughtfully before she answered that it would have been unwise to take the cab right to the door of No 22. She was accustomed to Flo's occasional sarcasm, but this sort of grumbling was unusual. Well, she thought, Flo had a right to grumble, returning from London to another spell of drudgery and boredom in miserable surroundings. It was enough to get anybody down. Thank goodness it wouldn't be going on much longer.


  At No. 22 the warmth of Cain's welcome was a sign of his relief. He embraced both girls, then he turned to his partners in crime. 'Now then,' he crowed. 'Didn't I tell you they'd be back? True as steel, these lassies.'


  Dorrie went to the cupboard which served as a larder, and found that there was very little food in the house. 'There's nothing for supper,' she said to her sister. 'You'll have to go to the shops.'


  'Oh no!' Flo cried with anguish in her voice. 'My feet are killing me.'


  Dorrie was tired, too. But she did not ask any of the men to go out with a shopping list. With the exception of France perhaps, any of them would regard the request as an insult to his manhood.


  'Very well,' she said. 'I'll go myself.'


  Ever thoughtful for Dorrie, France perceived the weariness in her voice. It might be dangerous for her to go out. Lacking her usual alertness, she might be spotted and followed.


  'Somebody ought to go with her and help carry the shopping,' he said to the company at large.


  'All right, you go,' Husker said, grinning with pleasure in the quickness of his retort.


  France looked at Cain. Cain nodded. 'Why not?' he said. 'It was your idea.'


  France shrugged, and left the house with Dorrie. Flo went upstairs saying that she was going to rest her feet. Coggan turned on his newly acquired transistor radio, to get the afternoon's racing results. He was the mob's bookmaker, standing any bet they cared to make with him. Husker and Jolly listened with him to find out if their bets had been successful.


  Flo did not return. When Cain saw that the others were listening intently to the sports news which preceded the racing results, he left the room and quietly climbed the stairs.


  'It was nice of you to come with me,' Dorrie said to France as they walked along Naylor Street.


  'A pleasure, I assure you,' France replied, wondering if she would realize that he meant what he said. She had never given him any clue as to whether or not she was aware of his feeling for her. Women could be uncannily perceptive in matters of that kind, he knew. But on the other hand, she was accustomed to admiration. To her, he might just be another man who would have liked to make love to her.


  It was Dorrie's first shopping expedition in Churlham. When they reached the main road she stopped, looking around wondering which way to go. From the window above Otto Neubaur's pork shop Policewoman Dale and Detective Constable Murray looked down at her, and at the man beside her. They had witnessed her arrival with Flo. P.W. Dale was certain that she was the Sedgeworth Co-op suspect. And, looking at Martineau's sheet of twenty pictures. Detective Constable Murray was equally certain that her escort was none other than Ned France alias Jimmy the Gent.


  'We'll try that pork butcher first,' Dorrie said, and they crossed the road.


  When they headed straight for the police observation post P.W. Dale uttered a little cry of dismay. But Murray said: 'Don't worry. If they knew we were here they'd go the other way.'


  In the shop below, Dorrie bought some rashers of ham. Old Otto was impassive as he served her. He had seen the couple emerge from Naylor Street. They were strangers. He wondered if they were the people Martineau was watching. If that were so, he thought, it was a great pity. They were as nice looking a young couple as you would see on a day's coach tour.


  From the pork shop they walked along the same side of the street, and the police observers were unable to see them. But at the next crossroads Dorrie said: 'There's a Maypole shop.' The crossing was controlled by traffic lights for both pedestrians and traffic. She was about to step off the kerb at the wrong time, but France gently detained her by catching her arm just above the elbow. Involuntarily, it seemed, she pressed the arm to her side, squeezing his fingers. He felt the warmth of her. The little gesture thrilled him. To him it seemed like a caress. After that, there was a comfortable silence between them as they went from shop to shop. It marked a new relationship. It was tacitly understood that they were special friends. France did not make the mistake of assuming that Dorrie was about to be unfaithful to her husband. She was still out of his reach, but he was happy to have her friendship.


  Dorrie's shopping basket became heavy, and France wanted to take it from her. 'No,' she said. 'I couldn't let you carry a basket of groceries. Besides, I'm used to it.'


  As they walked back to Naylor Street, Dorrie asked: 'How did you get into the tea-leaf game? You seem to have been better brought up, like.'


  'Don't be kidded, Dorrie,' he said. 'I'm no Eton an' Oxford product. I went to an ordinary grammar school, and did reasonably well in examinations. After school I took a short-service commission in the R.A.F., and that's where I got the blah-blah. After the air force I had a bit of bad luck. That's not an excuse: there's no excuse for being a thief. Anyway, I got the sack from an insurance job, and I had a chip on my shoulder. There was a sittin' duck in the boarding house where I lived. The used-car trade was flourishin' then, and he was up to his neck in it, dealin' in cash and cheatin' the inland revenue. I was a softy then: I only took part of his money. As far as I know, he never reported it to the police.'


  'And that was the start?'


  'Yes. I found I had an aptitude for gettin' in and out of places. I thought it was a lot better than havin' some old geezer orderin' me about for a few pounds a week.'


  'Will you ever give it up?'


  'Yes. Sometime soon. I've got a stake now. I can get into some sort of business and be my own boss.'


  'I wish Howie would give it up,' Dorrie said.


  France was quite sure that Howie never would, but he did not say so. They walked on in silence.
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  On Wednesday morning Martineau was on duty early, and long before eight o'clock he was in touch with Mr. Barden in his office at North Western Oxygen.


  'We're all ready here,' Barden said. 'I'd like your Traffic sergeant to be here before eight-thirty.'


  'He'll be there,' said Martineau, and that was all that needed to be said. All the rest was prearranged, and it was intended to be a prime example of police deception.


  Soon after eight o'clock the North Western drivers began to take on their day's loads. Barden watched from his office window, and very soon it became obvious to him that driver Alec Newby was manoeuvring so that he would be certain to be loaded by the suspect Greaves. The loading began, and in a few minutes the police officer Birkett, acting as checker, walked to the toilet at the end of the loading platform. This was the signal to Barden that Newhy's load was complete.


  The security man said 'This is it,' to the waiting police sergeant, then left his office and ran down the stairs. He hurried across the yard, and was just in time to intercept Newby as he was driving towards the gate.


  'Pull over there,' he commanded, pointing. 'The police want to see you.'


  Newby coloured. 'They want to see me? What for?'


  'They're still on about that hit-and-run with the Ford Zephyr. The sergeant says there's a witness who took the number of the lorry, and it was this one. He wants a statement from you.'


  'This is daft,' said Newby in disgust. 'I proved to you I was nowhere near the place.'


  'All right. Now you're going to get the chance of proving it to the sergeant, and he's going to ask a lot of questions.'



  Newby moved his lorry to the place indicated, and climbed out of the cab. Barden beckoned the yard foreman, who was conveniently at hand because he also had had instructions.


  The police want to see this man,' Barden told the foreman. 'It looks as if they'll detain him for some time.'


  The foreman frowned. 'What the blazes do they always want to come after my drivers in working time for?' he demanded.


  Barden shrugged. 'You know what they are.'


  'Aye, a damn nuisance,' the foreman snapped. He turned to Newby. 'Give me your sheet. I'll put you on spare today, and send another driver out with your truck.'


  Newby was annoyed. 'The police can't keep me more nor a minute or two,' he protested. 'I just wasn't anywhere near that accident.'


  'Hah!' Barden scoffed. 'You don't seem to know the police. This chap has all his stuff spread out on my desk. He's set for a couple of hours at least.'


  That seemed to settle the matter. 'You'll go on spare today,' the foreman repeated. 'This load has got to go out.'


  So Newby went with Barden to his office. The sergeant was waiting, with a carefully drawn plan and meticulously made-up statements and reports about the imaginary accident. He did not obviously waste time, but nevertheless he wasted Newby's for an hour and a half, and sent him away still doubtful whether or not the irritating misunderstanding had been cleared up. It was, the sergeant said, Newby's word against the word of the witness who had taken the lorry's number, and he was gracious enough to admit that the witness might have been mistaken.


  Meanwhile the police officer Rhodes, posing as a spare driver, had taken Newby's journey sheet and lorry. At the first opportunity he stopped and checked the load, and found that there was one oxygen cylinder and two bottles of propane not accounted for on the sheet. He went on his way, delivering and collecting cylinders, and finding that people wanted exactly what they had ordered, and nothing more.


  He went through the day without noticing any suspicious behaviour, and he began to fear that the extra cylinder had been intended to go to some person whose name was not on the list. But his last place of call was at Pickover and Son, a small one-man-one-boy motor repair shop in a yard in Shirwell, one of the older suburbs.


  A ferret-faced little man came scowling to meet him, rubbing his filthy hands on his filthy blue overalls.


  'Where's Alec?' this person demanded.


  'Alec? D'you mean Newby? Police wanted to talk to him, and I had to take his truck.'


  'Police?'


  'Yes. Something about hittin' a Zephyr and not stoppin'. Police've been messin' our lads about for a fortnight with it. It looks as if Newby is the favourite for it.'


  'Oh, that.' The man's face cleared. Evidently Newby had mentioned the matter to him. 'Alec said he had naught to do with it.'


  Rhodes shrugged, apparently totally unconcerned about Newby's affairs. He looked at his way sheet. 'Two oxygen, one acetylene,' he said, and then he frowned. 'I must have missed a call,' he said. He began to study the sheet.


  'You got more'n you should have?' Pickover asked casually.


  'Aye. It's funny. I'm sure I didn't miss any of this lot. The loader must've made a mistake.'


  The little man was studying Rhodes carefully. 'What you got over?' he asked.


  'One oxygen, two propane,' said Rhodes, realizing that Pickover was feeling his way towards a deal. If he was prepared to take a risk with a stranger, it looked as if he had to have the oxygen and propane.


  'I know a lad who could use that little lot. He has no regular supply. He sometimes brings his jobs here to do 'em hisself.'


  'Oh, who is he?'


  'Brown, they call him. He's over in Sawford. He owes money to North Western, an' they've stopped his tap. So you wouldn't have to book 'em.'


  Rhodes looked stern. 'If I let these go without bookin' 'em, I'd be taking a big risk.'


  'What risk? There's just me an' you, an' a tenner in your pocket.'


  'He'll give a tenner for three bottles of gas?'


  'Hell, no. He'll return the empties through me, sometime, happen. I'll collect the deposit on 'em, an' pay him out. They don't check the numbers on empties. They can't, when it's months after.'


  'Soyou'llshow a profit an' all?'


  'Well, naturally. I don't work for naught.'


  Rhodes looked around cautiously. 'I'll take that tenner,' he said.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Thus, by another slight infringement of police ethics, the XXC mob's oxygen middleman was discovered, and discovered without alarming any of the participants in the traffic. Newby was waiting for Rhodes when he arrived back at the depot, and Greaves was hovering near.


  'All right, kid?' Newby asked. 'You found 'em all?'


  'No trouble at all, thanks.'


  'None over, or aught like that?'


  'No. Should there a-been?'


  'No, 'course not. A man new on a route sometimes misses a call, that's all.'


  Rhodes attempted an expression of smug, secret triumph, and succeeded very well. 'I don't miss nothin',' he said.


  Newby left him, and was later joined by Greaves. 'That bastard's got our money,' Newby said.


  



  * * * * *


  



  In its enclosed yard the workshop of Pickover and Son was not an ideal place for police observations, but Martineau obtained permission to put a man in the tower of a big dye works several streets away. Using field glasses, he was able to watch the workshop from a distance of three hundred yards. It was assumed that the XXC mob would collect their cylinder during the hours of daylight, because the workshop was closed promptly at half past five every afternoon, but Martineau had watchers nearby during the hours of darkness, and those men had instructions to be suspicious of any vehicle which entered the yard.


  From the tower, Pickover was seen to return to the workshop at seven fifteen on Thursday evening. Half an hour later, as the light was beginning to fade, a plain blue van was seen to enter the yard. One leaf of Pickover's large double door was thrown back, and the van backed up to the opening. Two men emerged from the van and entered the workshop. The observer could not see what the men put into the van, but it seemed to be something heavy. The van went away, and then Pickover locked up his premises and did likewise.


  The observer's field-radio message about the van was relayed to a waiting C.I.D. car. The car picked up the trail of the van, and its driver succeeded in getting the van's number, then in the sparse early evening traffic the police driver had to drop back for fear of arousing suspicion. He dropped so far back that he lost the van after some traffic lights.


  It was nearly dark when the observers in Otto Neubaur's upper room saw the van turn out of Churlham Road into Naylor Street. It drove to the end of the block and round to the back. It was an awkward hour for the police, not yet dark enough for the night watchers to be in position on the allotment, but too dark for the observer on the railway embankment to see clearly. But this observer was moderately certain that the van had stopped down there somewhere near the backs of 20 and 22, and that something heavy had been carried into one of the houses.


  Then the van was driven away and it was not seen again until it had been traced by its number. It was found undamaged, with its radiator still warm, in the works garage of a garment manufacturer. It had been wiped clean of fingerprints. Nobody assumed that the manufacturer had willingly lent the van. Slight scratches on the lock showed that the garage had been skilfully burgled, and the van taken and replaced before it could be missed. Subsequent examination of the van's mileage book showed that it had been driven some six miles since its driver had finished for the day.


  The action of returning the van to its garage made Martineau feel sure that the XXC mob did not intend further illegal entries on Thursday night. He did not alert the entire Granchester police force, but saved his man power and simply took the precaution of having the garment manufacturer's garage watched. And, of course, 20 and 22 Naylor Street.


  'Tomorrow,' he said to Sergeant Devery. 'Friday night is the night, I feel sure.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  A full council of war at 22 Naylor Street on Friday morning revealed a somewhat better morale among Cain's men. It was the last job, and so far everything had been accomplished without a hitch. Cain's elation was guarded, because he did not want anybody to be getting careless, but it was also obvious and infectious. And even France became sure that all would be well. Tomorrow there would be the final division of spoils, and the mob would break up, and the bobbies on their beats would be left chewing their chinstraps.


  Coggan thought it would be a good idea to borrow the blue van which had been used to transport the oxygen. Cain gave the matter some thought. 'A different van would be safer,' he objected. 'If the driver looks at the mileage, he'll know it's been used.'


  'He'll think it was one of the garage hands, taking his bird out for a drink.'


  France settled the matter. 'I left some marks on the lock,' he said. 'We'd better try some other place.'


  'Well, you find it,' Coggan retorted.


  'No, that's your job,' Cain said.


  Coggan gave in. 'I did spot another likely one,' he admitted. 'But I'll need the Gent again.'


  France nodded. 'I'll be available.'


  The wholesale provision merchants chosen as the night's target were called Haddon and Walker. 'We'll get plenty there,' Cain once more predicted. 'They do a big business. Nearly all the little retailers pay their bills in scratch, and the drivers and travellers come in loaded with it. The Gent has had a look at the place, and he thinks he can get in all right. He's going on ahead, after the place is closed. When he gets back, we'll decide what time we're going in. That's all, boys. I want everybody here by eight o'clock certain. Till then, your time's your own.'


  'I think I'll go to the pictures this afternoon,' Husker said.


  After asking what film Husker intended to see, Jolly decided to go with him. Coggan proclaimed his intention of going to watch a professional snooker match at the County Sporting Club.


  France did not state what he would do. After lunch, when the others had gone out, he was still in the house. He heard a discussion between Cain and Dorrie about shopping.


  'We should have enough,' she said, 'if we're all going away from here tomorrow.'


  'There's nothing been decided about that, yet,' her husband replied. 'The heat might be on, for all we know. We might have to lie low for a day or two. Better get something in, while you have the chance.'


  'All right. You coming with me, Flo?'


  'Coo, I've only just finished the washing up. I've never been off my feet since eleven o'clock.'


  'Maybe the Gent'll go with you,' Cain suggested. France looked up from the paper-backed book he was reading. 'Sure, I don't mind,' he said. 'A breath of air won't hurt.'


  It was a fine afternoon. Dorrie and France were duly observed by Policewoman Dale and Detective Constable Ducklin as they walked along Naylor Street towards Churlham Road. 'Here they come,' Dale commented. 'The same couple I saw shopping before. That's Edward James France, alias Jimmy the Gent.'


  Ducklin was interested. It was his first sight of France. 'The door-and-window man,' he said. 'You've got to hand it to Martineau. He picked out two of that mob in his top twenty. It was good forecasting.'


  'I wonder if she's Cain's wife, or the sister.'


  'The sister, I should think. My word, she's a good-looking lass.'


  Dale sniffed. 'Do you really think so?'


  Ducklin grinned covertly. Dale in plain clothes was a smart girl, but nobody would look twice at her when that crooks' moll was in sight.


  Down in the street, Dorrie was considering what she would buy. 'I'd better not get any fish,' she said. 'We may have to leave it behind. What do you think?'


  'I was goin' to suggest some more of that fellow's ham,' France replied. 'But just look at the shop.'


  The street was thronged with women doing their week-end shopping. Otto Neubaur's shop was packed to the door.


  'I'm not waiting in that crowd,' Dorrie said. 'Let's go up this way.'


  'Sure. Let's go further afield. I'm enjoying the walk.'


  She smiled, sensing his pleasure in her company. She liked him more when she was alone with him, and she felt rather guilty about it. To her it seemed to be a sort of unfaithfulness, having so much liking for a man who was not her husband.


  France was content, but he was also watchful. Dorrie became aware of this. She reflected that it would be a shame if they were picked up by the police when the gang's affairs were about to be wound up. She found a shop where she could buy a whole fillet of excellent beefsteak.


  'That'll do, with what we've got,' she said. 'Let's get back.'


  On the way back he asked: 'Where will you go when we split up? Back to the Smoke?'


  She hesitated. Though she liked France, she owed all her loyalty to Cain. He had not told his accomplices that the London police were seeking him. Yesterday and the day before, their morale had been low enough without that.


  'I don't know,' she said. 'It depends on Howie.'


  He noticed the hesitation. He sensed that her answer had been an evasion.


  'Look,' he said. 'Whatever happens, I'm on your side.'


  There was gratitude in her smile. He was so obviously sincere.


  When they entered No. 22 the place seemed to be deserted. Dorrie went and looked in the kitchen. She looked at France, opened her mouth to ask a question, then closed it again with a certain decisiveness. Her face was pale. France said nothing, though he was noticing everything.


  Dorrie left her basket in the kitchen and went up the uncarpeted stairs. Listening, France heard the click of her heels on the boards of the landing. She tried a door, rattled it. Apparently it was locked. There was the click of her heels again as she went to look in the other bedroom. Flo's room, that would be, he guessed.


  She came downstairs, white faced and breathing hard. She and France stared at each other.


  'I'll run away with you if you want me,' she said. 'I won't stay in this house another night.'


  France did not answer immediately. He seemed to be considering her, looking at her as if he would read her mind. While they stood in silence, there was noise upstairs: the sound of a key turned hurriedly, then the soft thud of shoeless feet as Flo ran to her own room. A door closed.


  Then came Cain's voice, high with agitation. 'Dorrie! Come up here, will you?'


  Dorrie ignored the request. She looked at France, waiting for his reply.


  'All right,' he said. 'I do want you.'


  'Dorrie!' Cain bawled. 'There's nothing wrong! Come up here and let me talk to you!'


  France could imagine the man hurriedly dressing himself. Dorrie said: 'I'm going this minute. What shall I do?'


  'How much money have you?'


  'Nearly thirty pounds in my purse.'


  'Good. Empty that stuff out and take your shoppin' basket. I'll say you've gone for some more bread, or something. Buy yourself a week-end case and some night things, and go to one of those little hotels near the North Central Station. Register as—as Mrs. Battle. Can you remember that?'


  'Mrs. Battle,' Dorrie repeated.


  'Stay in your room, or at any rate in the hotel. I'll find you there tomorrow. Right?'


  She nodded her head submissively. He was her man now.


  'I'll come for you,' he said. 'Nothing will stop me.'


  He picked up the shopping basket and emptied its contents on to the kitchen table. He gave it to Dorrie, who took it in her left hand. She turned away. There were leisurely footsteps on the stairs, and she paused at the foot. Flo came down slowly. When she came into his view, France could see that her hair was not quite right and that her cheeks were redder than usual. But she had dabbed powder on her face, and she was fully dressed in a black sweater and slacks. She showed no embarrassment but seemed to have an air of restrained excitement, or triumph perhaps.


  The sisters met at the foot of the stairs. Dorrie took a long look at Flo. The glance which met hers was insolent, or derisive. She said: 'You always did want what was mine. Well, you can have it.' Then her right hand came up with a slap which sent the other girl reeling. She did not follow up the blow, but turned away and walked to the front door, and out of the house. She closed the door with a force which made the windows rattle.


  Cain came running down the stairs. His hair was awry, his face mottled, his forehead wrinkled with intense concern. He looked at Flo, standing with a hand to her cheek, and at France, who was calmly unwrapping the fillet of steak.


  'Where's she gone?' he demanded.


  'She went out again with her shoppin' basket,' France said without looking at him. 'Bread was mentioned.'


  At first Cain was relieved. He had been given time, time to make up a tale, time for Dorrie to cool down. Everything might yet be all right.


  But Flo's look was not reassuring, and he did not like France's air of studied indifference. 'What else did she say?' he asked.


  'She smacked my face,' Flo said.


  'Oh, oh,' Cain said. The utterance was almost a groan. 'But didn't she sayanything?'


  'She said I'd always wanted what she had, and I could have it.'


  Cain winced. He stood in thought. Then he said: 'I'll talk to her when she comes back.'


  France nodded as if he thought that was a good idea. He went and sat down with his paper-backed book, and tried to read. Time went by. Dorrie did not return, though he had a nagging fear that she might change her mind and do so.


  When Husker and Jolly came in, Cain was gloomily helping Flo to produce steak and chips. Bill Coggan came in, looked in the kitchen and said: 'Ah, prairie horse and French fried. Yum! Where's Dorrie?'


  Cain did not look at him. 'We had a bit of a tiff,' he said. 'She went out in a huff, to do some more shopping. She isn't back yet.'


  Coggan's glance moved shrewdly from Cain to Flo, and back again. 'She been gone long?' he asked.


  Cain knew that France would be listening. 'Since three o'clock,' he admitted. 'She might have gone home to London. She has a temper, you know.'


  There was silence while the three newcomers considered the tidings. Cain said: 'It doesn't matter. I shall be going home myself tomorrow. We'll all be going off somewhere.'


  'Do we still do the job tonight?'


  'You bet we do,' Cain said firmly. 'I'll show 'em. They won't stop me. And I don't let no woman interfere with my plans, neither.'
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  When the meal was eaten France looked at his watch and realized that the firm of Haddon and Walker would soon be closing for the day. 'I'd better go and take a look at the tickle, to be sure we can get in,' he said.



  'Want any help?' Cain asked.


  France detected the suspicion which the other man was trying hard to conceal. Despite his brave words, Cain was deeply disturbed by Dorrie's flight. Leaders know that desertion is infectious among followers. One act of desertion can cause distrust of those who remain.


  'Anybody can come if he wants,' France said carelessly. 'Just to dog out for me.'


  Nobody volunteered. Cain said: 'You go, Sailor.'


  Jolly made a face. He had eaten well, and he was of an age when a man needs a rest after a meal. 'Is it really necessary?' he asked France.


  'Not really,' was the reply. 'Let your tea settle, I'll be all right.'


  It was obvious then that nobody else would go with France, and Cain did not even think of going himself. He asked: 'When will you be back?'


  'In time to go with Bill to get the van. That all right?'


  Cain nodded. France went and changed into his 'hunting suit', which was an ordinary suit with numerous special pockets for the variety of articles which he always took with him when he went to work. He left the house and caught a bus in Churlham Road. This action was noted by the police, and reported to Headquarters. Nobody got excited about it. Just one man going out. For an hour's relaxation, perhaps. Or gone to pick up a vehicle. He would be back.


  He reached the vicinity of Haddon and Walker's by half past six. It was a fine evening, with long, strong shadows. The dusty sunlight suited his mood. Tomorrow he would be away, with Dorrie. It was a development for which he had not even dared to hope. He would have stolen her from Cain without a qualm, but he had not been obliged to do that. Dorrie would have left Cain anyway, he was sure of that. He had fortunately been at hand to assist her in the leaving.


  He was not at all nervous, but he walked all round the area at a distance of some two hundred yards from his target. It was a rather shabby warehouse district, with fine new buildings here and there for contrast. Haddon and Walker's was at the end of a block occupied by three separate firms, and the block was in a street which ran behind a busier street which could not quite be called a main road. There was no handy enclosed yard. The front door, which was also the office door, was on a corner. The front wall of the building was broken by three great steel-shuttered doors, and he assumed that apart from the office on the corner, the whole of the front was devoted to the serving of three loading bays.


  Standing in sunlight, he noticed that there was a street lamp on the corner not more than three yards from the front door. That was unfortunate. Of course it could always be turned off, but the police were wary of that dodge, and an officer familiar with the district would notice the absence of the light even from a distance. Moreover, that office door had a modern mortise lock and a latch lock, and the door fitted so well that there was no room for France to insert his 'loid' and push back the latch. To open it he would have to prise it with a jemmy, leaving marks which would be obvious to any person who passed.


  Each of the steel shutters of the loading bays was an XXC job in its own right. France found them immovable, and gave them no further consideration. He looked at his watch. He had taken ten minutes examining four doors, because there were still a few people about, and he had had to choose his moments.


  He walked round the back of the place. The street there was narrower, and it was deserted. The ground-floor windows were of semi-opaque glass, and they had strong wire grilles. If no other way of entry were found, one of the grilles could be cut away at the corners and then clipped into place after a pane of glass had been removed. France had neither clips nor heavy wire cutters with him, so he went to look at the back door.


  It was just a door, of normal size, and it looked as if it had not been opened in years. Obviously the people who worked at Haddon and Walker's had no use for it, since all goods would enter and leave by the loading bays, and all visitors by the front door. The size of the keyhole indicated a lock of formidable dimensions, and it might be rusty. And no doubt the door would be bolted as well. France shook his head as he looked at it.


  He looked around. Still there was nobody in sight. He tried the door, and found that it was firm. He put his shoulder to it, and it yielded a little at the top. In the middle, by the lock, it was immovable. The bottom of the door was immovable too. 'The lock itself, and a bolt at the bottom,' he decided. He stooped to the keyhole, and saw that there was no key in the lock.


  From one of his pockets he produced a gadget of his own invention. It consisted of two lengths of strong, flexible copper wire attached to a thin steel ring three-quarters of an inch in diameter. In effect, it was ten feet of wire with a ring in the middle of it.


  He put the ring at the foot of the door and measured the length of wire needed to go up to the keyhole, and from the keyhole to the door handle. The wire which remained he wound tightly round the door handle. Then he took the other end of the wire and began to pay it through the keyhole. The steel ring went through easily, assisted by a pencil. When the ring was through, he brought out a piece of stronger wire which was actually one of his picklocks, and bent it into a wide, crude hook. Now, some of the copper wire was touching the floor on the other wide of the door, and he fished under the door for it with his hook. Eventually he caught it, and pulled it out. He pulled it until it was taut, and then he knew that the steel ring was at the bottom of the door on the other side, just below the bolt.


  He looked around. Still there was nobody in sight. He set to work. Now, it was work which required the adroitness which comes from practice. He had had the practice, and he had the adroitness. The wire under the bottom of the door he placed below the spot where he estimated that the angled end of the bolt would be. He held it in his left hand, and with his right he held the wire which ran from the door handle to the keyhole. He pulled gently but firmly on this, keeping the whole thing taut, seeking to catch the handle of the bolt. While he did this, working by touch only and staring blankly along the street, a man trudged past the end of the block and did not even glance in his direction.


  At last he felt the resistance which told him that the ring had engaged the bolt. He pulled carefully and felt the bolt turn until it was in a position to be withdrawn. Carefully he let the taut wire slip across the palm of his left hand as he moved it to the hinged side of the door, so that he could pull almost horizontally at the bolt. He pulled, without effect. The bar was rusted into place.


  He wiped sweat from his face with the sleeve of his coat, and looked around again. He was still unobserved. He abandoned his hold of the wire beside the keyhole, and used both hands at the bottom of the door, being at one side of the door now and using all his weight. The bolt shot back suddenly, as if it had jumped or broken some slight obstruction. He felt it and heard it.


  He stood up and wiped his face with his handkerchief. A woman appeared, walking past the end of the block where the man had walked before. He knew that presently she would look along the street, so he also began to walk. A car passed also. The woman looked at him, and looked away. He walked to the corner, and saw her still moving away. He went back to the door.


  It was a minute's work to unwrap the wire and disengage the ring, and pull the whole thing under the door. Then he gave his attention to the lock. He probed it with the instrument which he called his 'twirl', but could not move any part of it. He produced a tiny oilcan in a little home-made envelope of duster cloth, and dosed the lock liberally with the lubricant which engineers call 'penetrating oil', taking care not to spill oil on the outside of the keyhole.


  When that was done he went away, to give the oil time to do its work. He lit a cigarette thankfully, and wondered if he would be able to find a place of non-alcoholic refreshment. Thinking of that, he realized that he was not a great distance away from the North Central Station. 'I'll get a cup of coffee in the buffet,' he decided.


  Near the station he passed a small hotel. Almost without volition he entered. He said to the girl at the reception desk: 'A friend of mine is stayin' at one of the hotels around here, and I've forgotten which one. Her name is Battle. Mrs. Battle.'


  The girl did not need to look at the register. She smiled and said: 'I'm sorry. There's no Mrs. Battle here.'


  After that, the need for a cup of coffee was forgotten. France made the same inquiry at another hotel, and then at a third he found Dorrie. He did not need to ask for her. He saw her sitting in the farthest corner of the tiny lounge, idly turning the pages of a periodical. There was no one else in the room.


  She brightened perceptibly when she saw him but, he reflected ruefully, that might only have been the reaction of any bored person on the arrival of company. He could hardly expect her to be in love with him so soon, though he hoped that propinquity and his own conscious efforts would eventually win her completely.


  He sat down beside her. 'You all right?' he asked.


  'Yes. My room is comfortable enough, and there's quite a nice little dining-room. I'm going to have a meal quite soon, and then I'll go to bed.'


  He nodded. 'That's the idea. I shall come for you tomorrow morning at ten, in a car. Be ready, somewhere near the door.'


  'I'll be ready,' she said. 'What did Howie say?'


  He told her. 'I believe he thinks you've gone to London,' he concluded. Then he asked: 'Any regrets?'


  'Lots of regrets.'


  'You want to go back to him?'


  'No. Never. Never.'


  'Dorrie, I want to get one thing clear. I don't want you to be comin' to me just to spite Howie. I know you must be hatin' him just now.'


  'You're wrong about that. I don't hate him. I'm just sick and tired of his whole carry-on. I knew he'd try it on with Flo one day. I could sort of sense it. And I knew that would be the finish for me. I never want to see him again, and I'm not sorry about it.'


  'Why the regrets, then?'


  'Wasted years. Years living on promises. I married Howie when I was eighteen. Now I'm nearly twenty-nine.'


  'You're just a child, with a lifetime to live. I'm thirty-five.'


  'I've done a good trade, then,' she said with a smile. 'Howie is thirty-eight.'


  Then she saw the marks on his hands where wire had cut into them. 'Oh dear,' she said. 'You're on with the job already?'


  'I've just been having a look at it.'


  'I wish you weren't going to do it. I wish you'd finished now.'


  'I'd like to. But if I break away now, Howie might guess I've gone with you. I don't want him to know that.'


  Still she tried to dissuade him. She told him that the London police were seeking Cain. He listened doubtfully, wondering if this could be a typical feminine wile, intended for his own good. But when she told him Cain's story of being suspected of a post-office robbery he believed her. Cain's tale was plausible, and he was inclined to believe that too. After all, to make a suspect of a man with a record like Cain's the police only needed a witness to describe a person who was somewhat like him.


  'I'll go through with it, for the last time,' he said. He was confident that he would escape, even if something went wrong. 'Then,' he added, 'we'll be together. And free as the birds.'


  Her smile was nervous. 'I wonder how it'll be. You and me.'


  'It'll be all right,' he reassured her. 'I won't rush you. I'll give you time to get used to us being together. I don't even know yet if you'll want me as—as a man.'


  'Ah, but I do. Or at least I will, when the time comes. I've thought about it.' She coloured a little. 'For a while I've thought about it, before I said I'd leave Howie. I'm a bad woman.'


  He laughed at that, and she asked: 'Where will we go?'


  'Where do you want to go?'


  'Anywhere, but not London. Not so long ago the only thing I wanted was to get back to my own house. Now, I don't want to see it again, ever.'


  'From here we'll go to the seaside for a few days, and then we'll decide where we're going to settle.'


  'Will we be on the crook?'


  He shook his head. 'I've got some capital, something I never had before. We'll try it straight. Does that suit you?'


  She breathed her relief. 'It's what I've always wanted.'


  He looked upward through a window, at the sky. 'I'll have to go now,' he said. 'Be ready at ten in the morning. In the meantime, don't forget what I said about going out, even if you get bored to tears.'


  'I'll be good,' she said. 'I'll have my meal now, and then go upstairs.'


  He left her then, and returned to Haddon and Walker's. His reconnaissance was as thorough as it had been at the first approach. The district was quieter, and he saw no policemen. He set to work on the back-door lock. It still seemed to be immovable, but he persisted, probing gently and adjusting his 'twirl' again and again. He felt the wards of the lock move slightly, and knew then that he would be successful. He made another adjustment, and the lock clicked over. He opened the door, closed it again and locked it.


  He returned to Churlham. Sitting in the bus he speculated on what he would do to make an honest living.


  As he walked from the bus to 22 Naylor Street he was seen by the police officers in Otto Neubaur's place. 'Jimmy the Gent,' said one detective to another. 'He'll be twirling a lock when he drops dead. He's one of those.'
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  There was no doubt that Cain had been worried by France's long absence. 'Where the hell have you been?' he demanded. 'I thought you'd run into trouble.'


  'I did,' said France. He showed his marked hands, and told the story of the obstinate lock and bolt.


  'And you actually opened the door and locked it again? We can go straight in, then?'


  'More or less.'


  'Fine,' said Cain. 'We'll make a packet.' He looked at Flo. 'We'll go to the south of France after this.'


  France assumed that he would console himself with his wife's sister as long as the attraction lasted. The fool. Anybody who had Dorrie was a fool to lose her, in his opinion.


  Coggan said: 'We'd better go and get our transport,' and France replied: 'I'll have a cup of tea first.'


  On her best behaviour, trying to show that Dorrie's absence was not important, Flo went into the kitchen and made tea. Through the window the beginning of night showed in the sky as he smoked and sipped his tea, and listened to talk of Cain and the others. They were all in good spirits, each one anticipating a holiday.


  Then France and Coggan went out. They returned in darkness, in a smart little van bearing on its body the inscription: 'Williams the Florist'. They left it outside the back gate, and Cain went to look at it. The body was light yellow, and the lettering was red. He returned to the house grumbling about it. 'It's too conspicuous,' he said.


  'What of it?' Coggan answered brusquely. 'We've never used a van on a job before, and the coppers won't be looking for one.'


  'I suppose we'll have to use it, anyhow,' Cain growled. 'All right, let's get busy.'


  Coggan went out and manoeuvred the van until its double-leaf rear door faced the back gate of No. 20, where the oxygen cylinder and the other equipment had been kept. The whole gang went into No. 20, and Cain unbarred the back gate. Coggan opened the van door, and its leaves served as screens so that no observer could see what was being put in the van. Nevertheless, two plainclothesmen watching from a distance of thirty yards were able to make an accurate guess about the whole operation. They were lying flat on the ground behind a ramshackle fence made from the wood of old orange boxes. They had exceeded instructions by moving so near, but this temerity was already showing a profit; they had been able to make out part of the inscription on the side of the van.


  'I'm thankful I won't have to handle any more of these for a while,' Husker growled, as he helped to carry the oxygen cylinder. 'I'll be living the life of Riley.'


  'Belt up!' Jolly snarled. 'Don't you know better nor that? Once the job has started you don't start crowin' afore the egg's been laid. You'll bring bad luck on all of us.'


  Husker was shocked. Being ignorant, he was superstitious. 'I didn't know,' he said humbly. 'Nobody has said aught before.'


  The oxygen, the propane, the piping and blowpipe, the protective clothing and mask, the blackout curtain and Jolly's drill were put on the floor of the van. France and Cain crowded into the front seat beside Coggan, and the other two squatted among the equipment in the back. The van moved, taking the first opening into Naylor Street and thence to Churlham Road. Flo closed and barred the back gate and returned to No. 22 where she locked herself in. For the first time in her life she was alone in a house at night, and she did not like it very much. Though she was naturally incapable of regretting any act which had given her satisfaction, she wished Dorrie had not gone away. She missed Dorrie.


  Because it was coming from Naylor Street, and for no other reason, the van was noticed by the observers in Otto Neubaur's place. As it turned to enter Churlham Road one detective said to the other: 'Williams the Florist. Can you spot the number?'


  The two men behind the fence remained still for a minute or two after the van had gone, because they were afraid that somebody might be watching from a dark back bedroom. When they had stared long enough and detected no movement and no white blur of a face, they withdrew carefully to a place where they could use their field radio. So it was that the van had travelled a good mile on its way before the officers waiting at Police Headquarters were informed that thieves were using it. The description was: 'A pale yellow van, about thirty hundredweight, make not known, number not known. On the side of the van is "Somebody the Florist". The name could not be deciphered without going too near.'


  On receiving this information Martineau got in touch with the men at Neubaur's, asking about the van. He was told that the inscription on the van was 'Williams the Florist' in red lettering, and that its direction had been along Churlham Road towards the city centre.


  He called back the Information Room, and said: 'You got that? Williams the Florist. Put out the word.'


  At once, at strategic points throughout the city, red lights began to flash on and off, calling the policemen on the streets to the police telephones. They were given the news. Then, standing in doorways and shadowed places, they watched for the van. Also, the prowling patrol cars were informed by radio. They switched off their 'Police' signs and withdrew from the main roads, to watch from side streets. The van was to be allowed to go on its way without interference.


  Martineau went along to the Information Room, and there he was joined by Clay. Clay said: 'This is it. If we haven't collared the lot of 'em within the hour, we never will.'


  Three minutes later there was news about the van. It had been seen in Bishopsgate at 9.5 P.M., going in the direction of the North Central Station. There had been three men in the front seat. Two minutes later there was another message. The van had been seen in Crossway Street, passing the cathedral.


  Behind the cathedral there was a big industrial area. 'Not far to go now,' Martineau said.


  Clay shook his head. 'We don't know yet. They might be cruising round a bit, to make sure nobody is on their tail. I'm not making a move till I know something definite.'


  Martineau did not argue, but he held to his own opinion. He had concluded that the break, when it came, would be in A Division, which was his own. He issued an order for the available men of his own squad to be ready in the police-station yard, sitting in two cars, waiting for the word to go.


  Then came the news that 'Williams the Florist' had been seen to turn off and go along Archer Street, an important business artery which carried heavy traffic in the daytime. Behind Archer Street, on both sides, the warehouses and factories loomed. Martineau sighed with a touch of exasperation as he thought about them: the Aladdin's caves of modern times, storehouses of riches which could be opened by the easy sesame of one Jimmy the Gent.


  'Somewhere around there, then?' he queried, but Clay was silent.


  The news came that the van had turned off Archer Street into Aire Street, and had disappeared along there, probably by turning another corner.


  Martineau saw Aire Street in his mind's eye. In the past he had worked the beat around there, and he had known every building, every backyard, every door and vulnerable window. He had seldom been far away from it since then, and he could remember most of it.


  'What have we there?' he wondered aloud. 'There's College Street. College Street? Maxim's warehouse, but they've got watchmen, I believe. Then there's Holroyd's furniture place. Oh, and there's Haddon and Walker's.' He looked at Clay. 'Haddon and Walker's,' he repeated.


  Clay nodded. 'A good spot for cash,' he said, but he made no move.


  Martineau took a deep breath, and was silent thereafter. The next period of waiting was comparatively long, more than five minutes, and then there was news which was more definite. The van was in Archer Street again, having emerged from Rutland Street. It was retracing its route now, and there appeared to be no one in it but the driver.


  'They're in, somewhere,' Martineau said. 'Somewhere around College Street.'


  Again Clay nodded. 'Their wheel man will come back for them at a set time. And when he comes, he'll be very much on the alert. I can't cordon the area so long as he's cruising around, so we'll move the boys and girls in for a start.'


  He gave an order, and very soon four plain cars packed with young policemen and policewomen in plain clothes left the police-station yard and headed for the Archer Road area. They separated, and their passengers alighted in pairs at points around the area. The instructions to these pairs were that they should pretend to be courting couples, but not pretend with too much realism. They crossed the area in all directions, strolling like lovers. It was presumed that, if necessary, they could stand together in dark corners without attracting suspicious notice. Each couple knew where the cars were waiting, so that they could relay a radio message within minutes if the need arose.


  After that there was fifteen minutes of suspense, until the news came that the florist's van was parked in a passage beside the Marquis of Granby Inn, in Granby Street.


  'He's having a drink to pass the time,' Martineau said. 'His next journey will be back to College Street.'


  'It will, if they aren't using two vehicles,' Clay agreed. 'Anyway, we'll set the job going.'


  'The job' was a tight cordon around the area. It was pear-shaped to take in the Marquis of Granby. In addition to the cordon, squads of plainclothesmen standing by at stations throughout the city were sent to strengthen the cordon, and, when ordered, to converge on some point inside it. Also, the A Division men who had been previously selected to patrol tiny sections of the Archer Street area were called from standby duty and sent into the area.


  It looked as if nothing could go wrong. Martineau joined his own men in the yard, and took them to that part of the cordon which was nearest to College Street, where Haddon and Walker's stood.
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  Entry to Haddon and Walker's was quick and easy. France's self-made key was still adjusted to the wards of the big lock on the back door. He opened the door while Cain was opening the van door and getting the men out. The XXC equipment was carried through the doorway and put down inside the building. France closed and bolted the door, and then after a moment's thought he locked it. Coggan drove the van away, having been told to return in fifty minutes, or when it seemed safe to do so.


  Inside the warehouse the raiders breathed an atmosphere redolent of coffee, smoked bacon, spices, and household soap. Three of them waited in silence while France went off in the direction of the office. While they stood there they heard distantly one sharp crack of splintering wood. It was the biggest noise they had ever heard their door-and-window man make. 'I'm glad we're chuckin' this game,' Jolly commented in a hoarse whisper. 'It's about time.'


  France returned. He burdened himself with an armful of Husker's protective clothing and then picked up Jolly's drill. Carrying the rest of the equipment, the others followed the dimmed light of his torch as he led the way to the cashier's office. The jamb of the office door was quite ruined. 'Sorry about that,' France whispered to Cain. 'It was deadlocked.'


  The cashier's office had only one window. France and Cain put up the blackout with the deft teamwork which comes from practice. The safe was of the sort, neither old nor new, to which they were accustomed. It was a good safe. Husker was of the opinion that Jolly would have to bore a starting hole for him. Jolly found a power plug for his drill, and set to work.


  The drill took half an hour to pierce the safe door, but Husker found the correct jet heat and force at the first attempt, and the oxygen-propane operation was unexpectedly quick. Forty-five minutes from the start, the safe was open. It yielded bundles of notes which were estimated at more than three thousand pounds and less than four.



  'Right,' said Cain, when he had stuffed the money into a carrier bag. 'Leave everything. Let's go.'


  Jolly picked up his drill, but all the other equipment was left behind. The four men returned to the back door. France decided not to unlock the door until he had heard Coggan's signal. They settled down in the darkness, and waited in complete silence.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Cruising around to fill in his time, Coggan pondered as to the wisdom, or foolishness, of having just one drink. There was always a possibility on these outings that he, the wheel man, might have to do some fast and fancy driving before the job was finished. He had heard that even one drink would retard a driver's reactions. Just one drink? He refused to believe that one shot of whisky could have any effect on Bill Coggan.


  'Beer, maybe, yes,' he decided. 'It makes you dull. But one drop of the hard stuff? Never. More likely to make me drive better. Strengthen my nerves.'


  He was about to drive past a small tavern called the Marquis of Granby. There was a passage which, no doubt, led to a yard at the rear of the place. Coggan argued that it would be safer to have the van out of sight for half-an-hour. It would be better than driving round and round the town. He drove into the yard, and found that it was full of cars. There was not even room for him to turn. He backed out again, then turned in the street and reversed the van into the passage. The people whose cars were in the yard would be staying longer at the inn than he would, anyway. He entered the inn.


  A few minutes later, the van was noticed by one of the mixed pairs of police officers. Word of it was passed to the Information Room. The couple stationed themselves in a doorway along Granby Street, some distance from the inn but near enough to perceive the van when it emerged from the yard entrance.


  When Coggan came out of the inn he looked around the cars in the yard, then went along the passage to the entrance and stood for about a minute looking up and down the street. Eventually he discerned the couple standing close together, and he could see by the two white blurs of their faces that they were looking his way. Well, a courting couple were nothing to worry about but why didn't they move further back into the doorway? And why were they looking his way?


  He looked into the back of the van to make sure that a police stowaway had not been planted there. Then he got behind the wheel and drove out into the street. Now, he knew he had to be extra careful. Before he returned to Haddon and Walker's he had to make sure that the place was not under surveillance. And furthermore he had to be sure that he was not being followed.


  Being careful, he drove along the street towards the courting couple, thus going away from his destination in the back street behind College Street. When he passed close to them, the man and girl were standing close together, face to face, apparently engrossed in their own affairs. They seemed to be all right, but he thought that the fellow could have been more enthusiastic. Ah well, every man had his own technique.


  He went round the block and so back to his route. His speed was moderate. He was in no hurry, but he did not want to drive so slowly that he would attract notice. He stopped at every corner and looked both ways, and he had both near- and off-side windows down for better visibility. His eyesight was excellent, and to some extent it could pierce the gloom of shadowed doorways. He saw two more couples, and three times he saw young men walking alone. He decided that he was seeing too many young people for this district at this time of night. And every man that he saw, alone or with a girl, was of a good enough physique to be a policeman.


  'Not one of 'em over thirty,' he muttered. 'This don't look so good.'


  In comparatively busy Archer Street he saw a police telephone, and a little further along there was a rather exceptionally stalwart young man sauntering. Coggan passed the man and took the first street to the left. He put on speed. He turned left again and then again, and was back in Archer Street in time to see the young man running to the telephone.


  Coggan's suspicion hardened to certainty. The place was alive with coppers and they were plotting the course of the van. They were waiting for it to lead them to the tickle, then up would go the barricades. Until the police knew where the break-in was, the area would not be closed. So reasoned Coggan, whose only desire now was to get out of this dangerous situation, and out of Granchester. Loyalty fell an easy victim of self-interest as he argued that it would be better to leave his friends to look after themselves. They would still have a slim chance of escape if he left them hidden until they realized that he would not be coming for them: they would have no chance at all if he went to collect them now.


  What would they, Cain and Company, think that he should have done? Who cared what they thought? Every man had a right to do what he believed to be the best thing in the circumstances.


  He drove along Archer Street until he came to a crossing with a long and reasonably wide intersecting street. To the left, this street stretched away until its lights merged and blurred into a dim nebulous glow. To the right, a few hundred yards away, were the brighter lights of a main road. There, traffic crossed his view at speed.


  He drove in that direction, not troubling now to look for lurking policemen. He did not get very far. Out of the last side street before the main road, a large, dark blue van rolled. It was as big as a furniture removal van, and was in fact the van used to remove policemen and their families and chattels from one police house to another. It stopped, blocking three quarters of the street. There was room for the florist's van to pass behind it, but Coggan knew that the driver would still be in reverse gear, ready to move and block any part of the road where an escaping driver might try to pass. A man driving at anything like a reasonable speed would not be able to change his direction from one side of the road to the other quickly enough to fool the driver of the removal van.


  'No way through,' he decided. 'And they've got this tulip wagon taped. I'll have to dump it.'


  He took the first side street to the left, and drove along to the end of a row of houses. Here there was a narrow way, known locally as a snicket, and it went straight through, cutting across side streets until it ended at the back street behind the main road. It was just wide enough for him to put in the florist's van and then partially open the driver's door and slip out of his seat. He headed for the main road buildings whose backs were towards him. He already had an idea, based on the early days of the Berlin Wall, of how he would slip through the police cordon.


  When he reached the main road buildings, identifiable as such because they were taller and better maintained than the houses in the side streets behind them, he saw that he was in the middle of a block of considerable length. He assumed that they were house-and-shop premises, or lock-up shops with flats above them. He chose the nearest one which was in darkness, and climbed over a locked backyard gate. In the early days of the Berlin Wall, certain rows of houses had been temporarily used as part of the wall itself. People had escaped to the west by going in at the back door of a house and emerging at the front. Coggan proposed to do the same sort of thing.


  The back door of the darkened building had two glass panels and a latch lock. Coggan did not pause to reflect that this was rather inadequate for the security of premises which might carry valuable stock. With his gloved fist he hit the glass nearest to the lock. The glass caved in and broke away with a frightening clatter. He knocked a few more pieces out and inserted his hand to turn the latch. The door opened easily then.


  Inside, he perceived that he was at the foot of some carpeted stairs. He went up, and encountered a door at the top. There was light under the door. He listened for a moment, and heard voices. Accent and intonation assured him that this was radio or television, and there was also a small whining sound which he could not identify. Trying the door carefully, he found that it was not locked. He pushed it open boldly, and entered the room beyond.


  A West Highland terrier fussed about his feet, wagging its tail and whining with eagerness. The room was comfortably furnished, and faintly pervaded with a mixed odour of cigars and dog. A television set in a corner was emitting light and sound, and there was a lighted table lamp on top of the set. In an armchair beside the fireplace, but facing the set, a big, stout, ruddy-faced old man was fast asleep. On a low table at his elbow there was an ashtray and a cigar which had gone out, and a glass half full of beer and an empty bottle. Coggan picked up the glass with a gloved hand, and drank the beer.


  He went to the window and parted the curtains. He saw that from the window sill there was a drop of about fourteen feet to the street. There was some traffic and a few people, but no undue commotion. He was convinced that the police had not yet found the florist's van, and if they had heard the crash of breaking glass they had not yet thought of the Berlin Wall trick. Well, they hadn't had much chance. It was not much more than two minutes since the van had been abandoned.


  As he opened the window the dog's excitement became unbearable. It began to yap. He obtruded his head and looked down, and both ways along the street. There were two girls fifty yards away, looking into a shop window. Forty yards away in the other direction a man was walking away from him. He put one leg over the sill, and as he took a last look into the room he saw that the old man was sitting up and staring at him. He lowered himself until he hung from the window at arm's length, then he dropped to the ground. Unhurt and not even shaken he looked about him. The two girls were still looking into the shop window, and the walker had not turned round.


  A car had passed, and another was some distance away. He ran across the road at top speed, and was round a corner and out of sight before the old man roused himself to get up and look out of the window. By the time the old man had shouted long enough and loud enough to bring a policeman, Coggan was half a mile away.


  



  * * * * *


  



  It was twenty minutes before news of the abandoned van was given to the Information Room and relayed back to Martineau. When he heard it he sent men into the cordoned area, and he ordered that every vehicle inside the area should be picketed. He assumed that the XXC mob was now without transport, and he intended that they should remain so.


  Some time after that, when he heard that the mob's wheel man had slipped through the cordon, he guessed that the remainder would still be waiting inside some building, waiting for transport which would not arrive. He sent Detective Constable Cassidy back to Headquarters to consult the 'key book', and to telephone managers and suchlike people who held keys of vulnerable premises. Cassidy was to ask them to bring their keys to Headquarters and remain in readiness there.


  There were men still standing by in other divisions. At Martineau's request Clay called out enough of these men to form an inner cordon around the College Street area. Then, with his own squad, Martineau went to College Street.


  'If necessary, we'll search every building,' he said to Sergeant Devery. 'But we'll start with the likely ones. Let's go and look at Haddon and Walker's.'


  They went and looked, moving very quietly round the building. They used light very sparingly, but they ascertained that every possible place of entry was secure and unmarked. Devery tried doors silently, with extreme care.


  'Nothing here,' Martineau said. 'Let's go and look at Holroyd's.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  Inside Haddon and Walker's four thieves had been convinced for some time that their plans had gone awry. But little had been said. Cain was as worried as anybody, but he told the others: 'We can't do anything. We'll just have to wait, and keep quiet.'


  France, a man who had been cornered many a time, had no comment to make. He moved away from the others, and sat on the floor close to the door by which they had entered, and by which they hoped to leave. He listened for noises outside, and considered the situation as coolly as he could.


  Coggan was overdue. He could have had an accident with the van, and might be in hospital. Or he might be unhurt, but left with an undriveable vehicle, in which case he might be some time getting hold of another one. He could have had a mechanical breakdown which could not be quickly repaired, in which case again he would have to find another vehicle.


  There were less hopeful surmises. The police might have got wind of something, and the area might be so infested with them that Coggan was afraid to come near. Or he might be under arrest, with the police trying to make him tell them where his friends were. Only one thing was certain. Coggan had not driven past the back door of Haddon and Walker's since the men inside had settled down to wait for him. No vehicle had passed along that quiet street.


  France's troubled thoughts did not cause him to relax his vigilance. It was not the first time that he had had to reply entirely on his ears to learn what was happening. He reflected that it was a pity that the windows were not of clear glass. Only the office windows gave a view of the street, and they were on the wrong side of the building. Nobody would want to go and station himself in the office, in case Coggan should come and go in a hurry. Nobody would want to take the risk of being left behind.


  So France had to listen for a sign, and eventually it came. There was a very slight click as someone gently turned the handle of the door beside which he sat. In a moment he had his face to the floor, trying to look under the door. He saw a brief, pale glimmer of light. It was the merest flicker, but he was certain about it. As he looked under the door he had his ear to the ground, but he seemed to feel rather than hear the pad of soft footsteps. There had been two men, he felt sure. Two of them! Therefore not men working a beat in the normal way, because beat men did not go in pairs. A beat man would have made more noise trying the door, and probably he would have shown more light. Those two men were looking for something or somebody in a definite way. It was highly probable that they were looking for Cain and Company.


  Husker gave utterance in a strained whisper: 'How much bloody longer will we be stuck here?' And Cain's reply was also indicative of strain. He said: 'Belt up, you bloody little nitwit.'


  France realized that the others had not seen the moving light, nor had they been able to see his own movements. He pondered what he should do, and loyalty did not enter into his considerations. One man had more chance of sneaking through a police cordon than four men had. He was reasonably certain now that Coggan would not come. He wondered if he could depart without being noticed.


  His eyesight was excellent, and for the past hour it had been conditioned by darkness. He could dimly discern the end of the long packing table on which the others were sitting. There was very little light from the room's two windows, because they were a long way from any street light. The door at the rear of the room was not visible at all, but an open doorway near the furthest window showed as a rectangle of lesser darkness.


  He turned and began to crawl, so that he would not be seen as he passed the windows. Before each movement he felt his way ahead, but he encountered no obstacles. Near the doorway he stood up. He stepped through into the next room and waited there. There was no comment from the others. They had not seen him go.


  He did not risk using a light, but groped round the walls until he found a door. It was not locked. He opened it and passed through towards the front of the building, moving into deeper darkness because there were no windows. He used his torch, and saw that he was in a huge room which was two storeys high. In front of him were a few steps and a raised floor. He climbed the steps, and saw that he had found the loading bays. A familiar smell came to his nostrils, and this time it was not groceries. It was the garage smell. There were lorries parked in the loading bays.


  He went to the first bay and examined the lorry nearest the door. It was a Thames Trader which seemed to be almost new. It was a vehicle which might be strong enough to knock aside temporary obstructions.


  He turned his attention to the great steel shutter of the loading bay. It was fastened down by a bar which passed through a staple embedded in concrete.


  His light flicked upward as he looked at the mechanism for raising the shutter. There was a roller at the top, and at the side there was a strong chain for working it. He assumed that energetic hands on the chain could make the shutter go up quickly, if noisily.


  It seemed to him that there was a way of escape for all four of them, after all.


  20


  Beside the back door, Cain decided to take counsel with France. He groped his way to where the door-and-window man had been sitting. Finding nobody there, he peered around in the dark.


  'Ned,' he whispered as loudly as he dared. 'Where are you?'


  There was no reply, and dread came like an echo of his whisper. His most useful and reliable man had been there, and now he was not there. Panic gave him the feeling that some malign creature of darkness had snatched France away.


  But the panic was momentary. 'No good getting the jitters,' he decided. He tried the door, and found that it was still locked. He called again, and was not answered. He returned to Husker and Jolly. He could not see their faces, but their agitated whispers made their alarm quite evident.


  'I never trusted that bastard,' Husker said. 'He's piked off an' left us.'


  'If Bill comes for us now, how're we goin' to get that damned door open?' Jolly demanded.


  Something moved in the lesser darkness of the doorway beside the wall. 'Take it easy,' France said as he approached. 'I'm still with you. I've been havin' a look round.'


  'Well, don't do it again without telling me,' was Cain'ssotto voceexplosion. 'You had me worried.'


  'You're goin' to be more worried in a minute,' came the calm retort. 'I know something you don't know. Two coppers tried that door five minutes ago, and they were awful quiet about it. They know we're around here somewhere, and soon they'll be searchin' every place.'


  'Let's get out of here!' Jolly blurted. 'Open that door!'



  'Hold your horses. I've been to look for a better way of goin' out of here, and I think I've found one.'


  They were silent as he told them about the Thames Trader in the loading bay. 'It'll be a noisy job, so it'll have to be quick,' he said. 'You three will get into the cab and start her up. As soon as the engine is goin', I'll start raisin' the shutter, and I'll give you the word when it's clear of the top of the cab. Then you go. Like hell.'


  'What about you?' Cain wanted to know.


  'I'll scramble on to the back and lie flat. I'll be all right.'


  Cain thought for a moment. 'It seems to be the only thing for us to do,' he admitted. 'All right, let's go. I'll drive.'


  As France led the way to the front of the building he continued to weigh the odds against a successful escape. He was uncertain about his own chance of survival on the open platform of the lorry, if it should crash into an obstruction and suddenly be stopped. He wondered if it would be a better plan to simply let the others go. They would distract the attention of the police, who would naturally assume that all the men they sought would be on the lorry.


  He was still undecided when the others climbed into the lorry. 'Ignition key's here all right,' Cain whispered through the lowered window of the cab.


  'Start her as soon as the noise starts,' France told him.


  Noise came almost immediately. The shutter bolt was stiff, and France had to kick it from its socket. The whirr of the lorry's starter was almost simultaneous with the clang of the bolt. France sprang to the chain, pulling it down with rapid hand-over-hand movements, and behind the noise it made he heard the soft roar of the lorry's engine. In that moment he made up his mind. When the shutter was high enough he called: 'Get going!' and ran to the back of the lorry. But he did not climb aboard. The lorry shot forward almost too abruptly. It needed the full width of the street to make the turn. It roared away, round a corner, out of sight.


  Listening, France heard running footsteps. He faded far back into the building, and down the steps to get below the level of the loading floor. Watching from there, he saw two men run to the open doorway. He ducked as the beam of a flashlight swept across the loading floor.


  'You'd better stay here, Bert,' one of the men said, and he ran on.


  France thought then that he had made a mistake in staying behind. But he did not dwell on it. He still had time in hand. One lonely police officer would not attempt to search this place. He would wait for reinforcements, and with Cain roaring about the streets in a lorry, it might be half an hour or even an hour before anyone came to him.


  Moving silently, below the level of the raised floor, France made his way to the door by which he had entered.


  



  * * * * *


  



  On the other side of the city, Bill Coggan wrestled with a problem. While congratulating himself on his escape from the police, he realized that he had made three mistakes that night. First—the most recent error—he had let an old man see his face. Second—the most important—he had emerged from the Marquis of Granby Inn without gloves, and he had entered the florist's van and touched various parts of it before he had put on his gloves. When he had abandoned the van, he had felt that he did not have the time to give it the usual wipe down to erase all fingerprints. They could be there, on the wheel, on the door, anywhere.


  Coggan's third mistake—the first in chronological order—had been to leave £90 in notes stuffed in the mattress of his bed at No. 20 Naylor Street. He reflected ruefully that he ought to have put that money in his pocket early in the evening. But he had felt so sure that he would be able to return to collect it that it had not occurred to him that it would be safer in his pocket.


  The thousands of pounds which he had made since he had teamed up with Cain were safe in the south of England, in the custody of his widowed mother who was the only person in the world he trusted. The ninety pounds were for something which he called running expenses. In his pocket now, as he journeyed towards Churlham, he had only five pounds and some change.


  That was his problem, whether to go to Naylor Street and collect the money, or stay away and lose it. He had enough money to get home to Mother if he went at once and caught a night train. But ninety quid! It was a lot of lolly. Bill Coggan had risked his liberty many a time for less.


  Did the coppers have Naylor Street taped, or did they not? How could they have found out about it? Well, how could they have found out about that tulip transporter?—but it looked as if they had. Perhaps they had only spotted the van through its movements around the Archer Street area. They might not know about Naylor Street at all.


  In the end Coggan compromised. He would reconnoitre very carefully. If there were bogies around, he would see them and withdraw. If there were no bogies, he would go and collect his money.


  He alighted from the Churlham bus several streets away from his destination. He did not go directly to Naylor Street, but circled it, looking everywhere for lurking figures. He was careful, and thorough. He saw no policemen because none were there. When word had come to Chief Superintendent Clay that the XXC mob's wheel man was believed to have slipped through the cordon, he had ordered the withdrawal of all the watchers at Naylor Street except those who were stationed at the window above Otto Neubaur's shop.


  The key of No. 20 was hanging on a nail in the kitchen of No. 22. When Coggan finally did slip round the end of the block to reach 22, he gave the code knock and Flo opened the door almost at once.


  'You've been a long time,' she said as he entered, and then she saw that he was alone. She did not try to hide her fear and dismay. 'Has something gone wrong?'


  'You could say that,' he answered curtly, as he closed the door. 'They went in all right. But when I went to pick 'em up the place was lousy with coppers. All watching me. They had the van spotted and they were waiting for me to lead 'em to the tickle.'


  'So what did you do?'


  'What could I do? I dumped the van in a back street and scarpered. There was no sense in leading the coppers straight to the boys.'


  'What willtheydo?'


  'When they find I'm not coming they'll slip out, I expect,' he said. He did not see that there was any need to make matters worse by telling this girl about the police cordon. She would wait for them, and they would not come. Well, that was her affair.


  'Are you going to wait here for them?' she wanted to know.


  'I am not. When they get back here they'll be ready to skin me alive. They won't believe me. They'll think I ratted.'


  'Well, you did, didn't you? You could have nicked another car and gone for them with that.'


  'Not a chance,' he said, and he told her then about the police cordon.


  'So they'll be caught.'


  He shrugged. 'They've got as much chance as I had. I got through all right.'


  'They'll be caught,' she repeated. 'What's going to happen to me?'


  'You're a big girl now. And you've got some lolly, I expect.'


  'I've got nowhere to go. Where are you going?'


  'A place I know. I've just got to get something out of next door, then I'm off.'


  Her expression and attitude changed. She looked at him askance, and her body swayed back a little from the hips. While he was still conscious of the need to go away from there, something stirred in him. She was lovely in her tight jeans and sweater. Cain was not there to play dog-in-the-manger.


  'You needn't stick your belly out at me,' he said.


  She moved then, smiling faintly. She was close to him, holding him and pressing against him. Her head was back, and she watched him through long eyelashes. Her lips moved. 'Take me with you,' she breathed.


  He was tempted, undecided. He could enjoy this girl for a week at, say, Brighton, and then ditch her. He would have her now, at any rate, and make up his mind later. His fingers fumbled at the belt of her jeans. She did nothing to prevent the movement. 'Will you promise to take me with you?' she breathed.


  'Sure, sure,' he said.


  



  * * * * *


  



  The noises of Cain's escape from Haddon and Walker's were heard, and their meaning was understood. A break-out with a vehicle was a development which always had to be taken into account, and the road blocks were designed to counter any such move. Nevertheless, before he saw any road block Cain saw the running figures of men, and on two occasions a man stood in front of the speeding lorry waving and shouting. Each time Cain drove on as if there were nobody in the way, and the men had to jump to safety. Behind him police whistles shrilled. Beside him Jolly was shouting encouragement, and even the dour Husker was mouthing excited utterances. Cain himself was silent, his face set. He did not yet know that his way would be blocked. He was going to get out of this situation. Nothing was going to stop him.


  Then he turned a corner and saw the distant sodium lights of a main road, and between him and the road two medium-sized blue vans drawn across the road in echelon. 'All right, you bastards,' he muttered. 'Here I come. You won't stop me.'


  He was driving at speed towards the barrier when a most disconcerting thing happened. The lorry's engine began to make irregular explosive noises, and finally it made no noise at all. 'No bloody juice!' Husker ejaculated as the lorry slowed and halted.


  Cain had no comment to make. He was first out of the cab, and he was carrying the bag full of loot. He was aware of shouts, whistles, and running men. He ran straight across the street into an opening between two factories. Husker tried to follow him, but was not in time to avoid a football tackle by one of the men who came running up. He went down heavily. The plainclothesman knelt on him until he had snapped a handcuff on to his right wrist. Jolly got out of the cab on the near side. His stiff old-man's run carried him thirty yards before he was caught by another policeman. He did not struggle.


  As Cain ran along between the factory buildings he perceived that he was not passing along a public way. This was one very big factory, not two. All the same, the private street or passage was more than a hundred yards long, and when he had run half that distance he heard somebody shout: 'One of 'em went in there!' A second later he knew that he had a pursuer: just one man running seventy or eighty yards behind him.


  He reached the end of the passage and saw that it widened into a huge yard. He ran round the corner, and on for a few yards, then he turned and ran a-tiptoe back to the corner. He put down the carrier, and he had just enough time to wrench off his left shoe before his pursuer arrived. The man came fast, taking the corner wide, but Cain sprang to assail him from the side with the clubbed heel of the shoe. He was a big fellow, but Cain's first blow on the head made his knees buckle, and the second felled him. Cain peered round the corner. There was no other pursuer yet, but soon there would be. He forced his left foot into his laced-up shoe and went to the prostrate policeman. He needed a weapon. He found one, a solid rubber truncheon of the sort which C.I.D. men occasionally use.


  Truncheon in hand, Cain peered round the corner again. No more pursuers yet. He picked up his bag of loot and looked around him. He could see nothing but factory buildings eight storeys high. There was no way out except the way he had come, but over in the far corner of the yard he discerned a faint light. A watchman? He ran in that direction.


  There was no doubt that a factory of this size would have much modern equipment, but the buildings were not modern. He stopped beside a grimy, small-paned factory window with a paper blind showing light at the edges. There was a door, of solid wood with a big keyhole. He tried the door gently, and of course it was locked. He was about to knock when he saw a spot of white in the darkness. It was a bell button, in the middle of the door. He pressed the button, and faintly heard the bell ring somewhere.


  While he waited he heard more running feet, a sound which rapidly grew louder. They were coming: more policemen, several of them. He rang the bell again.


  'Just a minute,' a voice answered him. 'Who is it?'


  'Police,' Cain replied.


  'What's up?'


  'You have a door open across the yard here.'


  'Oh.' There was surprise. 'Just a minute.'


  Cain heard the tinkle of keys on the other side of the door. 'Come on, old man,' he breathed. His new pursuers were in sight, three of them grouped beside their unconscious colleague. They would not be able to see Cain where he stood, but soon they would see the lighted window.


  The key turned in the lock. At the same moment one of the newcomers detached himself from the others and came across the yard at a jog trot. The door began to open. Cain put his shoulder to it and pushed with all his strength, and the man who had opened it was forced back. Cain stepped inside, thrust with his truncheon and pushed the man further back. Then without taking his eyes from the man, he half turned and locked the door, and dropped the bunch of keys in his pocket.


  He found himself in a little passage illuminated by windows from the time office which was also the night watchman's room. There was a time-punch clock on the wall and a rack of time cards. There was nothing else, not even paint. He peered through glass into the shabby little office, and saw that the watchman had been alone. He looked at the man. As he had expected in a place like this, it was an elderly man, a round, comfortable, shabby little man who was a superannuated factory hand, employed not to watch for big-time thieves, but to chase away children and smell around for fires. Nor was he a very bright old man. He had not yet realized what was happening.


  'Eigh,' he protested. 'Yer said yer were a bobby.'


  Cain prodded again with the truncheon, pushing the man further back, getting him away from the door. 'Well, I'm not,' he said. 'But I'm not here to do any harm. You'll be all right if you do what I tell you. If not—' He wagged the truncheon suggestively. 'Got it?'


  The man was frightened, but not yet cowed. 'What yer want, then?'


  'All I want is to be taken quietly through this building and let out on the other side. Lead the way, and you'll be all right. Try anything funny, and I'll addle your brains with this. Now have you got it?'


  The watchman nodded. He did not intend to resist, but he sought to retain some of his self-respect. 'You won't take naught from this place?'


  'Not a thing, old man.'


  The doorbell rang. Cain held up the truncheon wordlessly. The watchman opened his mouth to shout, and changed his mind. 'Move,' Cain said softly. 'Lead the way.'


  The man turned and walked to a door at the end of the passage. He pushed it open and there was darkness beyond. 'Light,' said Cain, close behind him. The doorbell rang again, a long peal this time.


  The watchman switched on a light, and Cain saw that he was in a windowless room which appeared to be a storage place for unwrapped bales of fibre; cotton or rayon or something of the sort. When the door was closed again the bell was barely audible.


  Cain followed the old man to a further door. It was locked. He handed over the keys, and the man unlocked the door. Cain turned out the light as he left the storeroom. He locked the door and kept the keys.


  'Now what?' he demanded. They were at the junction of three long, wide corridors, each one lit by a single bulb.


  'This way,' the man said, turning to the right.


  'Where to?'


  'Street.'


  'And this one to the left?'


  'Th' offices.'


  'And this one straight ahead?'


  'Nowhere. Railway sidin's.'


  'There's a door?'


  'Aye. It's never used now.'


  'Lead on.'


  They went straight ahead. At intervals on each side of the passage there were openings into great sheds with skylight windows. This part of the place had only one storey. It was an addition to the eight-storey building through which Cain had just passed, or else the taller place was a warehouse for it. It was filled with machinery about which he was incurious. He had a vague impression of white objects and shiny metal, glimmering in the faint light from the overhead windows.


  At the end of the passage there was a great door on runners, secured by a padlock. In this door there was a smaller door. 'Which key?' Cain asked.


  The watchman indicated the key. 'It's bolted an' all,' he said.


  Cain withdrew the bolt and unlocked the door. He opened it and saw the outdoors. The watchman held out his hand for the keys.


  Cain hesitated. Now was the time to stroke the old man with the truncheon, to stop him from running to the telephone. But there had been a promise of no harm. Besides, he was old, and a crack on the head might have serious consequences. Cain was human, in a way. He would keep his promise.


  'You want these keys?' he asked almost genially.


  'I can't get back ter me office without 'em.'


  'Ah.' Cain stepped through the door. 'I'll leave the keys outside. Just outside the door. Good night.'


  He removed the key to the outside of the door and locked it. He turned to look at the sidings, breathing the night air deeply. Around him he sensed decay and disuse. There was rank grass quite close to the door, and he threw the keys into this. He set off across the sidings. Here and there was rolling stock temporarily not in use. The distant lights of a road showed him that he had many acres of railway property to cross. Surely, he thought, the coppers won't have formed a ring round this lot.


  When he had run a hundred yards the watchman began to hammer on the big door. His cracked shout for help was faint.


  Cain laughed. He was free and he still had his bagful of loot. They wouldn't stop him now. He was the one they could not stop.


  21


  The extent of the sidings gave Cain an idea of his position. This spaciousness also gave him a view of some of the city's tallest buildings, in silhouette against the glow of main streets. From them he was able to work out his direction. He turned and moved at a fast walk parallel with the lines, moving from track to track at the termination of each siding. Eventually there were no sidings, and he was following the main line between high walls. He decided that if a slow goods train came along he would try to board it. If not he would follow the line. This was the line which ran through Churlham.


  No goods train came. He came to the end of the enclosing walls before any train passed. Gradually the ground fell away, and he was on an embankment. He did not like this exposed line of flight, and furthermore there was a train approaching at speed. It would have a Diesel engine probably, and the driver would have a clear view of the line. If he saw a man on the line he might mention it to somebody. Cain descended from the embankment and climbed a four-foot wall with a six-foot drop into a road which curved away into the distance, with the embankment on one side and then street after street of small houses on the other. Something about the appearance of these houses told him that he was not in Churlham.


  But he had not made a serious mistake, he had merely underestimated the distance he had travelled. Churlham was away over to the right, and the arc of that Diesel train's approach had indicated that the line curved away to the right. If this road followed the embankment for any distance it would take him somewhere near to his destination.


  But the road was bleak, and it was bare, and though the street lights were poor and far apart they were too close together for Cain. Also, it was deserted, and his isolation made him feel prominent. He had noticed that behind the wall of the embankment there were advertisement hoardings at intervals, each one facing the end of a street. He found a place where he could climb the wall. On the other side there was a path of sorts, probably made by children. He walked along steadily, upright when he was behind a hoarding, stooping when he had to keep below the level of the wall.



  Luck was still with him. If he had followed the railway far enough, he would have walked into the view of the policeman who was watching from the brick hut on the embankment. But he did not even consider going to Naylor Street: it was much too dangerous. And before he came near to the brick hut he left the railway altogether and went in search of the plasterer's yard where he had left his car. He did not have the key of the gate in his pocket, but he had the key of the car. He could climb over the wall and sit all night in the car. In the morning when the plasterer came he could get down out of sight. When the gate was open and the plasterer's back was turned he could simply drive out of the gate and away. It was his own car, and the police did not know a single thing about it. Nobody knew. In the morning about eight o'clock it would not be too difficult to drive right away from Granchester.


  



  * * * * *


  



  At 22 Naylor Street Bill Coggan reflected that he had enjoyed the caresses of too many prostitutes. This young sister-in-law of Cain reminded him of a pro. He could not tell whether she thought he was the world's greatest lover, or whether she was just kidding him. She seemed to be insatiable; shamelessly so; but that also could have been part of her act.


  Finally he sat up on the bed. He looked at his watch. Time was getting on, but there would still be a night train to London. 'We've got to go, kid,' he said. 'At least, I'm going.'


  That made her abandon any idea of detaining him longer. She put a hand on his thigh. 'You said you'd take me.'


  'All right. Put a few things into just one small case. I've got to go next door, as I told you. Get a hat and a coat and look respectable. Now be quick. I expect you to be ready when I come back for you.'


  He dressed quickly, but she matched him for speed. She was getting out a week-end case when he left her. He slipped downstairs and got the key of 20. He departed from 22 without locking the door. In the other house he found his money. He put on his hat, packed the smaller of his two cases by simply closing the lid on the garments and accessories which were in it, and slipped into his raincoat.


  'Now away, boy, away,' he said under his breath. Was he taking that little cow with him? Like hell he was! She could wait there till she had twins for all he cared.


  



  * * * * *


  



  The observers who had been withdrawn from around 20 and 22 Naylor Street by Superintendent Clay had assembled in the room above Otto Neubaur's shop. There, they had sat on the floor smoking and awaiting orders. The orders came soon after the door of 22 had been seen to open, and in the light from the doorway a man had been seen to enter.


  'Take up your positions again,' they were told. 'At the first move, or the first opportunity, get in and make your arrests. Then wait inside for the others to come. Search warrants are on the way.'


  The men stole back to their posts. In due time a man was seen to emerge from 22. But before he could be approached he had entered 20 and closed the door. The sergeant in charge of the observers was cautious. The backs of both houses were well covered, by four men. At the front he had three men with him. He took up his position with his back to the wall outside the door of 20, with a man on the other side of the doorway, and he stationed his other two men similarly at 22.


  They did not have long to wait. The door of 20 opened, and a man stepped out. He was seized by two men at once, and immediately handcuffed. 'Nip in there and see if he was alone,' the sergeant said to his man.


  The plainclothesman obeyed. No. 20, with nothing but four beds and a few pieces of luggage, was the easiest of houses to search. In not much more than a minute he was back. 'Nobody in there,' he reported. 'Nothing at all, hardly.'


  'Right. Wait inside with the light out. I'll send you a mate.'


  The sergeant took Coggan to 22. 'All right,' he said in a low voice. 'Get them to open the door.'


  'It isn't locked,' said Coggan, appalled, hardly knowing what he was saying.


  The sergeant opened the door and entered. Coggan was pushed in behind him, ahead of the other two. Flo was sitting on the edge of a chair, with her case on the floor beside her. She had just lit a cigarette. She stared, speechless, at Coggan in handcuffs.


  When she found her voice she spat: 'You bloody fool! You led 'em here.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  Left alone in Haddon and Walker's, with a policeman watching the front, Ned France went to the back door. He assumed, from the two men he had seen, that all the detectives loose in the vicinity would also be running in the direction which Cain's lorry had taken. So, if he went in the opposite direction, into the streets from which the men had come, he had a good chance of escaping interrogation until he came to a road block, if there were any road blocks. At least, he reasoned, he had a small area in which he could move about until he had found a place to hide. He was determined to escape, and because of that he remained optimistic. At the same time he knew that he was in great danger.


  His key-like picklock was still set to the wards of the lock on the back door. He opened the door and looked out. The back street was deserted. He slipped out, and he locked the door again so that it would not soon be obvious to the police that someone had emerged that way. He turned in the direction from which the running policemen had come. He moved along cautiously, stopping at every corner, waiting and watching for an appreciable time before he crossed a street. He was nervous.


  The way was very open, and yet there were many doorways in which a man could stand and watch his approach.


  But he covered ground, moving away from Haddon and Walker's. In a perilous journey of five or six hundred yards he did not see another person. He knew then that this whole factory area was cordoned. He would be challenged by the first policeman who saw him. He was indeed in danger.


  His confidence ebbed further when he came to the end of a tall warehouse building and saw that he would have to cross a fairly wide, straight, deserted road. Nor could he cross directly. Facing him was the long frontage of a large modern factory which blocked the way for hundreds of yards to left and right. There was an enclosed space, with flower beds, which was somewhat longer than the factory frontage. This space was enclosed by a low wall surmounted by tall iron railings.


  France was not a man to use bad language habitually, but now he breathed bitter words. Then he thought: 'No use moanin',' and he set his mind to the problem. He did not want to turn back and take another direction, so he looked to left and right along the road. On both sides a line of excellent street lights stretched away into the distance. And in the distance, on both sides too, he saw red lights. Road blocks. But the men on the road blocks were too far away to see him provided he did not walk directly under a light. He looked for the darkest patch of the street within reasonable distance. He chose the spot, and saw that he would have to pass beneath a light to reach it. He turned back, and ran lightly round the warehouse block.


  Now he was at the dark patch. There was no street light near. He waited, getting his breath. He could see nobody, and nothing stirred. He darted across the road and leaped on the low wall. There was no pause in his movements as he grasped two of the spikes and pulled himself up. He got his left foot and then his right knee on to the flat horizontal bar which held the spikes firm. He wobbled dangerously as he brought up his right foot, but managed to keep his balance until he was upright. There was not enough space between the spikes for him to make a clean jump down into the yard. He put the sole of one shoe directly on to a spike and balanced on it for a split second while he pulled the other foot clear and leaped lightly to the ground. Then he ran to get into the shadow of the factory building.


  From the shadows he looked back. As far as he could see, nothing moved. He stole along the factory frontage in the direction of the most distant road block. The railings along the street gave him no cover, but at least he was away from street lights, and in a position to see people who passed along the street before they could see him. Once a car passed. It might have been a police car, but he was lying flat, close to the factory wall, before any of its occupants could have seen him.


  At last he came to the end of the building. He peeped round the corner. There was more open yard, and a smaller annex of the building which stood back. He studied this. It was obviously the garage, with big doors in a row and a store place above it. He made his way towards it, and along to the end. Again he peeped. The railings now were quite near. The factory's land ended at a corner not thirty yards away, and at the corner were vans set in echelon, and red lights and policemen in uniform. He turned back, flitting along the line of garage doors. One of these doors had a small door which was secured by a latch lock. He took his 'loid' from his sock and opened the door with very little noise. He slipped through, and gently latched the door behind him. Inside, he moved along a line of big lorries and opened the cab of the one nearest the windows. He made himself as comfortable as he could on the cushioned seat of the cab, certain in his own mind that if he fell asleep he would be awakened by the slightest noise, and in any case he would be awakened early by the daylight streaming through the windows.


  He had cigarettes in his pocket and he would have liked a smoke. But, he decided, that would be taking liberties with luck. A non-smoking watchman might come in here and walk around these lorries, and smell tobacco.


  Thinking of his chances of escape, he tried to assume the mental attitude of a senior police officer. The police, he argued, had no idea that anyone had stayed behind at Haddon and Walker's. If Cain and the others had escaped in the lorry, they would assume that the entire mob had escaped. If Cain had been arrested, they still would have no idea that Ned France had escaped, unless somebody talked. Huskermighttalk, but France's disappearance would be a mystery to him, because he would assume that France had been on the Thames Trader.


  Anyway, this was not a murder case, unless Cain had lost his head and done something foolish. This was the last of a long series of jobs which had become only really serious by their number, total amount of loot, and effect upon police tempers and morale. In this area, in the morning, thousands of people would be coming to work, and thousands of vehicles would be coming and going. The road blocks would have to be removed.


  France decided that if the road block outside was there in the morning, he would probably be caught. If the road block was not there, he had a good chance of getting away.


  Later, he realized, the police would probably find his fingerprints at Naylor Street, if they knew about Naylor Street. It would be a day or two before they knew that the prints belonged to Jimmy the Gent. In a day or two Jimmy the Gent could be in a safe hiding place.
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  Martineau arrived at the Thames Trader some five minutes after it had become stationary through lack of fuel. He had with him Sergeant Devery and six men. He found there Detective Sergeant Harnett from C Division, one plainclothes man, and the two prisoners Husker and Jolly.


  'Only two?' he asked. 'Where are the others?'


  'There was only one other man, sir,' Harnett replied. 'He ran into the mill yard. Walker of my division ran after him. When more men came I left the prisoners with Jameson here, and went in there with the other two. We found Walker laid out. It looks as if he was ambushed at the corner in there and knocked out. I left a man trying to rouse the watchman, and the other man I left with Walker. I've sent for the ambulance.'


  'Ah. Anything else?'


  'Three more men came. I sent them round the mill, one on each of three sides.'


  Martineau nodded. 'There's no way out of that yard. If your man isn't in there he's in the mill. Either he broke in or the watchman let him in.'


  'It's a big mill, sir. The watchman could be on his rounds.'


  'Yes. And if that is so, your missing man must have opened a door or a window. The two men we have not arrested are Cain and France. You've seen their pictures. France is their door-and-window man. He can pick a lock like nobody's business. He's probably the man who is inside the mill. If that is so, where is Cain?'


  'There were only three men in the cab of the lorry, sir. I saw them clearly as it came out of Archer Street.'


  'Mmmm. Murray and Hearn, get right round the back of the place and reinforce the man there. Robieson and Brabant, go to the Payne Street side. Ainslie and Evans, take the Blake Street side. Off you go. Sergeant Devery, stand at the kerb there and keep your eye on the whole of this frontage.'



  When the orders had been obeyed, Martineau turned to the prisoners. 'How many men on this lorry?' he asked.


  Leo Husker opened his mouth to speak. Sailor Jolly lurched against him.


  'What's up with you?' Husker demanded. They run off and left us, didn't they?'


  'You'll be awful uncomfortable in the nick if you come copper,' Jolly told him. 'I'll see to that myself.'


  'Shut up, you,' Martineau snapped. He addressed Husker. 'How many men on this lorry?'


  But Jolly's warning had been timely. Husker was silent. Martineau persisted only briefly, realizing that he would have to get the man alone in order to interrogate him.


  'All right,' he said finally to Sergeant Harnett. 'Use one of those cars to take these two in. If either of 'em wants to talk, take it down. Don't forget the caution.'


  'Just tell me one thing,' Husker said. 'Did Cain's wife shop us?'


  Martineau was tempted. A simple lie would get this man talking. But he would talk in any case, that seemed certain.


  'I'll have a chat with you later,' he said, and Husker was led away.


  'Keep your eye on this lorry, too,' he called to Devery, and then he got into the remaining car and went in search of a telephone.


  'At least one man got away,' he reported to Clay. 'But we might have him bottled in Gibraltar Mills. Both Cain and France are still at large. I don't understand it. Sergeant Harnett is sure there were only three men in the getaway lorry.'


  'There might only have been three men and a driver on the job,' Clay replied. 'Cain might have been master-minding it from his armchair.'


  'If that's the case, we'll get him at Naylor Street. But I'm doubtful about that. Five men got into that van, when it set off from Naylor Street. That means one wheel man and four in the team.'


  'Not necessarily. Cain could have stayed with the wheel man, if he was a bit doubtful about him. There still might have been only three men in the XXC team.'


  'Possible, sir,' Martineau admitted. 'Anyway, I'm going back to Haddon and Walker's to look around.'


  'You do that,' Clay said.


  Martineau returned to the Thames Trader. Three more detectives had arrived and Devery was talking to them. 'Just giving them the gen, sir,' he said apologetically to the chief inspector.


  Martineau nodded. He posted one man by the lorry, one at the entrance to the mill yard, and one half way along the frontage. Then he drove with Devery to Haddon and Walker's.


  There was a plainclothesman still standing beside the open loading bay, and he was talking to a man who was obviously not a policeman. He straightened when he saw Martineau.


  'Sir, this is Mr. Walker, a member of the firm,' he explained. 'Headquarters asked him to come along here with the keys.'


  Martineau shook hands with Walker. 'You've had visitors,' he said. And to the officer: 'Have you been inside?'


  'No, sir. I was told to stay and watch this door.'


  'Right,' Martineau said. 'Continue to do so. Mr. Walker, shall we have a look round?'


  They entered the building, the two C.I.D. men lighting the way with their torches. Walker found light switches, and led the way to the office. They found the safe.


  'How much had you in there?' the chief inspector asked.


  'I don't know, till I've talked with the cashier.'


  'Plenty?'


  'Happen three thousand. Happen more.'


  Martineau winced. 'Worse than I expected.' He looked at the assorted equipment which had been left. 'Maybe they intended this to be their last job,' he commented. 'Let's see if we can find how they got in.'


  He sent Devery to search the upper floors of the building, with instructions to shout if he saw anyone. Then he went with Walker on a tour of the doors and windows of the ground floor.


  Eventually they came to the back door. 'Locked,' the chief inspector commented. He examined the door thoroughly. 'Should this be barred?'


  'I'm afraid I couldn't tell you,' Walker replied. 'I'll ask the foreman in the morning.'


  'Where's the key?'


  'I have it in a drawer somewhere. We never use this door.'


  Martineau had his nose to the keyhole. 'Never?' he queried.


  'Well, hardly ever. I can't remember the last time.'


  'This lock has been oiled quite recently. And look at this bolt. See those scratches. It was withdrawn recently, and before that it was in the socket for a long time. It looks as if they got in here.'


  'Can they withdraw a bolt from the outside of the door?'


  'They can indeed. There are various methods,' Martineau said.


  They went on their way, and eventually returned to the office. Devery came to say that he had seen no signs of intrusion upstairs. 'That's all, then, unless the flash and dab brigade finds something,' Martineau said. He went and picked up a telephone in the main office, and spoke to Clay. He told him about the safe, the equipment, the back door.


  'A nice tickle,' Clay commented. 'They've seen a man go in at Naylor Street, and I've told them to go in when they get the chance. So it looks as if we've got at least three men out of the five. Murray got round the back of Gibraltar Mills and found the watchman locked in. The watchman said the keys were somewhere about and Murray found them in some grass. It seems our man forced the watchman to take him right through the mill and let him out near the railway. I expect he went off across the tracks. I've put men out on that, but he must have got about twenty minutes' start. A big man, that's the only description I've got so far.'


  'Mmmm. It looks as if the two men we lost were the two most important. But we have their pictures. Have you plenty of reporters around there?'


  'Have we? There's a hive of them buzzing round the front office.'


  'Well, it looks as if we'll have to put the word out on Cain and France.'


  'Yes. I'll get those reporters in, and issue pictures. We'll catch the morning papers. Then I'll take off the road blocks and leave pickets. What are you going to do?'


  'I'm going to talk to the prisoners,' said Martineau grimly. 'They're going to tell me what I want to know.'


  



  * * * * *


  



  When Martineau reached his own office he had a brief talk with Sergeant Harnett. 'Did they sing?' he asked.


  'No. I didn't press them. I got their names, that's all. Funny what they'll do. The old one has a wallet full of his own press cuttings. Edmund Jolly or Sailor Jolly they call him. He's got plenty of form. The other one is called Leo Husker. There was a warrant out for him a while back, in this town. Non-maintenance of wife. That's all the record he has.'


  'Bring that one in,' Martineau said.


  When the prisoner stood before him, he looked him up and down. 'So you're Husker,' he said, as if he had known the name for a long time. 'You're in bad trouble, Husker. Sit there.'


  Husker sat. 'Was it Dorrie Cain shopped us?' he demanded.


  'As you should know, we never divulge the names of people who give us information.'


  'I bet that bloody Cain was tryin' it on with the wife's sister,' said Husker bitterly. 'I saw it comin'. He wouldn't let none of us get near her. The bloody fool.'


  'Jealous women are dangerous,' Martineau said complacently.


  'You're tellin' me. I married one.'


  'Ah. Cain got away with the loot. It'll go hard on you if we don't catch him.'


  'He'll go back ' Husker stopped.


  'If he goes back to Naylor Street he's had it. One man has gone back there already. We think it's your wheel man. He found out we were on his tail so he scarpered and left you in the middle of it.'


  'Another bloody Londoner. I don't trust 'em.'


  'I don't think Cain will go back to Naylor Street, somehow. He's too wide for that.'


  'Happen he is. He'll clear off back to London, I expect.'


  'Does he have a car?'


  'Not as I know of. He took the car to London an' got rid of it. So he said.'


  'Mmmm. We haven't caught Jimmy the Gent, either. What happened to him?'


  'I'm blessed if I know. He was supposed to be on the back of the lorry, but I never saw him make his getaway. You never know where you have that bastard. He's as fly as a box o' monkeys.'


  'Does he have a car?'


  'Not as I know of. You never know what he's got, or what he hasn't got. He's a lone wolf. He never sort of mucked in with the lads.'


  'Was it Mrs. Cain or her sister who used to go out casing jobs for you?'


  'Both, till Dorrie got herself spotted at Sedgeworth. Then it had to be Flo.'


  There were more questions, about Husker's past, about Cain and France, about the supply of oxygen cylinders, which would be the subject of several separate prosecutions. Husker talked quite freely, apparently assuming that his questioner already had the most important facts, which indeed he had. Having wrung the man dry, Martineau dismissed him. He called in Jolly, who had nothing to say. That did not matter much. The case now was simply a hunt for Howie Cain, Dorrie Cain, and Ned France.
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  Daylight came about six o'clock the following morning, and Ned France was moving around as soon as he could see his way about. He looked out of one of the side windows, and saw that the road block had been taken away. He stood watching, taking in the view, looking for signs. It was a fine morning. One car passed along the road behind the factory, but there were no pedestrians about at that time. Presently he saw a flicker of movement in a warehouse doorway some yards beyond the crossroads. Something had appeared, and disappeared. Then, by the doorway, there was a little cloud of blue-grey smoke. Someone there had just lit a cigarette, and France had seen the action of throwing away the match.


  'A copper, no doubt,' he decided. He went and looked around the garage, and found some oil-stained boiler suits hanging from a row of hooks. He selected the one which fitted him best. He put it on, wearing it over his trousers and under his coat. Also on the hooks were three drivers' caps. He selected one of those and put it on his head. Now, he thought, he had the best disguise he could have for that part of the day, the appearance of a man on his way to work. He found the toilets and washed his hands and face, because men did not go dirty to work though they were not always shaven. He replaced the cap and put on the clear spectacles which were part of his working equipment. There was a mirror above one of the wash basins. He looked at himself. A very ordinary fellow, he thought. A man you would not look at twice.


  He went to the door by which he had entered, and stood listening a moment. He opened the door an inch, and breathed the morning air. He looked out. Across the yard a man was unlocking a big gate in the railings. He opened the gate and fastened it back. Then he hurried off beside the railings, no doubt making for the next gate.


  'Watchman or timekeeper,' France decided. 'He's late with his morning jobs.'


  He opened the door wider, and looked along the street. It was still only twenty minutes past six, and there was no one about. But there was that man smoking in a doorway. There were no road blocks, but there would be patrols all round the area. France went to look at the available vehicles. He did not want one of the big lorries.


  He found a small runabout van, with an inscription on the side announcing somebody's pistons. So that was what they made at this place. A big factory like this making nothing but pistons? A strange thing, commerce.


  There was just enough room to drive the van to one of the big doors. He started the engine and left it running while he unbolted the door and opened it wide enough. He ran back to the van and drove out of the garage and out through the gate. He turned right, and right again, going towards the doorway where he had seen the cloud of smoke. Before he reached the crossroads he put his cap on the seat beside him, and placed his spectacles inside it. He did not slow up at the crossing, but shot across and then increased his speed. He was going fast when he passed the doorway, driving with one hand while the other held his handkerchief to his nose. He did not look at the man in the doorway, but looked at his near-side wing mirror when he had passed. The man came out of the doorway and stared after the van. He seemed to turn his head and shout to someone across the street. Two of them, then. They would know the district, and perhaps they would think that it was early for that van to be out, with the driver pretending to blow his nose when he passed a plainclothes patrol.


  If those plainclothesmen were suspicious, they would put out the word first and make their inquiries afterwards. How long before the Z cars began to converge, looking for one particular van? Five minutes? Four minutes perhaps. Fortunately for France, he was not far from the heart of the city. He wanted to reach the bus station in Somerset Square.


  He came to a main road. There was traffic here, though it was not yet half past six. He awaited his chance and neatly tucked his vehicle into a line which was moving fast towards the town centre. He looked at his watch. He had two minutes yet. The traffic slowed a little, to twenty miles an hour, then to fifteen. He saw that he was approaching Bishopsgate. He turned left, taking a street which ran behind Lacy Street, parallel to it. He drove at twenty along there, for nearly half a mile. His time was up, but he was close to his destination.


  He put on his cap and his spectacles, and turned along the first side street. He stopped the van and left it, stuffing his gloves into his pocket as he walked away. He crossed the road and took a narrow street which cut through to Lacy Street. He was not alone now. Ahead of him were trudging male figures, early workers heading for the bus station. The more the merrier, he thought.


  Men were buying their morning papers from a newsboy at the corner of Somerset Square. France bought a paper. He walked across to the Churlham bus terminus and joined a little queue there. He opened his paper, and received one of the greatest shocks of his life. There was his own face looking at him from the front page. It was a photograph which had been taken a few years ago at the beginning of a two-year stretch in prison. The picture of Cain was beside his: full length, full face, and profile. He moved slightly, so that the man beside him in the queue would have to turn to see his face.


  A Churlham bus came, and he was thankful when his turn came to board it. He went to the upper deck, and right along to the front, so that people entering or leaving the bus would not see his face. He did not read his paper but put his elbow on the narrow window ledge and leaned his face on his hand so that he would not be recognized by people looking up at the bus. He felt sick. The position was completely changed, and ten times more dangerous.


  The conductor came. France proffered a shilling and said 'Churlham'. He received eightpence change, and not so much as a glance from the conductor. The bus went dawdling on, or at least it seemed to France that it was dawdling. His journey was urgent now. He had to get to the filling station where he had left his car, and he had to get there before anybody arrived to open it. The proprietor and the garage hands knew him, but he was moderately certain that they had never bothered to memorize the number of his car. But any one of them would certainly do that, after he had seen a paper. France had to get there first, and get that Morris 1000 away.


  The bus passed Naylor Street. Everything seemed to be normal, with no obvious policemen in sight. That did not deceive France. He kept his face partly covered.


  He alighted and walked to the filling station. There was no one about. He walked round to the back and got into his car. It started without trouble. He drove back along Churlham Road to a workmen's eating house which he had seen. He took a seat in the furthest corner facing the door, and ordered tea and bacon sandwiches. He did not remove his cap. He read the paper as he ate, and learned that some of his accomplices had been arrested. Cain was still at large, and apparently he still had the loot. Well, well. He had to admit it. Cain was quite a man when the talking was over and the time for action had come.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Herbert Abrahams was the name of the plasterer who had allowed Howie Cain to leave a car in his yard. Mr. Abrahams had a habit of getting up early in a morning, because he liked to eat a good breakfast in comfort and look at the paper before he went to work. On the morning after the robbery at Haddon and Walker's he opened the morning paper as usual when the bacon and eggs were put before him. Clear in the middle of the front page were the pictures of two men, and one of them he recognized immediately. He began to read about the men, and he was so engrossed that his wife remarked that if he wanted a cold breakfast every morning she would see that he got it.


  He began to eat, and with his mouth full he said: 'Alice, there's a feller here wanted by the police, an' I know him.'


  'Who is it?'


  'It's that feller what leaves his car in my yard. Remember I told yer?'


  'Yer too trustin' wi' strangers. I've told yer before.'


  Abrahams began to eat quickly. 'I'd better get down to t'yard an' see if his car is still there. There might be a reward for this feller.'


  Alice grew red in the face. 'Yer not goin' down ter no yard where there's a robber,' she said with vehemence. She pointed. 'There's telephone. Finish yer breakfuss, an' then ring police an' tell 'em.'


  Abrahams saw the wisdom of this policy. He dialled 999 and was put in contact with the police. He told them what he knew. 'I'm goin' down to t'yard now,' he said.


  'Police officers will meet you there,' he was told.


  Actually, there was a police car at the plasterer's yard three minutes after he had given his information, but its crew of two men did not approach the gate. Then more men arrived, with a sergeant in uniform. The sergeant put the men around the place, then he pulled himself up by the top of the wall and looked over. He saw a car in the yard, and a man in it. And the man saw him.


  'He's here,' the sergeant said to a constable standing by. 'Give me a shove up.'


  He went over the wall. The car was already moving, making a turn to come round and ram the locked gate. The sergeant now realized that he had been indiscreet in looking over the wall, and he knew for his own sake he must stop the car. His heavy hardwood truncheon appeared in his hand, and as the car went by him he threw it with all his strength at the windscreen. The glass was strong. It did not shatter, but it cracked in a thousand places. The lacework of cracks robbed it of transparency. The car swerved, then resumed its course. But the driver could not see his way. He hit the gate, but he also hit one of the heavy stone gateposts. The car stopped.


  Triumphant now, the sergeant leaped to a door of the car and pulled it open. 'Howie Cain, I presume,' he said.


  So, eventually, Cain's arrest was as simple as that.


  



  * * * * *


  



  Ned France did not linger at table after he had eaten his bacon sandwiches, because lingering in that place at that time would not have been commonplace behaviour. He departed and drove his car into town, and found a parking place. This was near the wholesale fruit and vegetable market in Chicken Hill, and the market was at its busiest. He found the restaurant, and had a second cheap breakfast. He could have stayed a while, but he felt uneasy because he seemed to be the only stranger there. He left as soon as he could, and returned to his car. But he went in a roundabout way, so that he could see the car from a distance before he approached it. By now, he thought, it was quite possible that the police might be interested in all Morris 1000 cars.


  Nobody seemed to be watching the car, so he went and sat in it. It was eight o'clock, and he had to wait two hours. Two hours in a part of the city where policemen were as thick as flies. And yet here, in the busy heart of the city, was the safest place. How on earth had the police found out that he and Cain were members of the same mob? Well, there was one way for a copper to get to know something, and that was for somebody to tell him. Who had been opening his big mouth? Jolly? No, Husker. Husker, after he was caught last night. He would be full of resentment because somebody else had got away. That was the explanation. France would have bet and laid odds that Husker was responsible for his present plight.


  How had the police got his picture quickly enough to get it in the morning paper? No doubt they had phoned the C.R.O. in London and got his full record, then they had dug among back issues of thePolice Gazetteand found a picture. Dead easy.


  Anyway, they had his number now, but what evidence did they have? The word of Husker, perhaps. Fingerprints at Naylor Street. Certain housebreaking tools which he had left in his luggage. Housebreaking tools in his possession if they caught him, and he did not want to throw away those tools just yet. He might need them to get out of this trap. It was not a lot of evidence, but it might be good enough, with the judge knowing his record. In any case it would be enough for the police to build up some sort of indictment and have him put away for a long time. Well, they hadn't caught him yet.


  In his driving mirror France caught sight of a policeman in uniform, walking along the perimeter of the parking place. He turned carefully in his seat, to get a better view. The P.C. was looking at the cars he passed, but not intently. He went to the attendant's little hut and started some sort of conversation there. His back was turned. France started his car and drove away very gently and quietly. That was the way it would have to be for two hours. Avoid those fellows if possible.


  Two hours? Two days, two weeks, two months, two years. With the XXC jobs finished, the heat would gradually die away, but there would always be the risk—by no means slight—of being recognized by some ambitious police officer. He would have to get out of the country, and take Dorrie with him if she would go. Where could they go? Some place where English was spoken, or some country entirely foreign? Well, no place where an Englishman was suspect, and no place where there was a first-class, red-hot, police force. What about Spain? The Costa del Sol. Torremolinos. Plenty of English spoken there by Britishers of all kinds, Americans, Scandinavians, Frenchmen, Germans, Belgians, and Hollanders. English was spoken by whores, pimps, and sons of bitches; by kept women, kept men, self-confessed millionaires, hopeless drunks, brawlers, and people who seemed to live on nothing; by sodomists and lesbians; by poets who knew no rhyme, painters who could not paint, and writers who could never get started. The Torremolinos police were busy enough keeping an eye on that lot. They would have no time to spare for a well-behaved English couple with money of their own. Because in Torremolinos there were nice people too: people who had retired there or simply gone to make a living there. Some of them farmed in the rich valleys and fertile foothills behind Malaga. Now there was an idea. Capital would be needed, and a reasonable amount of it would be available. Work for some farmer, preferably British or American, for a year or so. Learn as much as possible and meanwhile look around for a nice property. Grow oranges, lemons, olives, almonds, figs, cotton, sugar, or what have you. It was an idea worthy of consideration. France's juicy oranges. But the name would not be France.


  He had been driving around slowly, but not too slowly, in streets where there was a reasonable amount of traffic and no traffic policemen. He found another parking place. It had no attendant. He sat there in his car, watching, ready to move if a policeman appeared. Time was a caterpillar. It was a snail. It was the laziest slug which ever left a trail of slime. Eventually it was nine o'clock. Two separate policemen had passed in the distance. At nine-fifteen a man in a sort of uniform appeared. He was interested in France to the extent of taking ninepence from him and giving him a small piece of paper in exchange. But France was doubtful. Had the man looked at the car in a certain way? Had his casual manner been a pretence? When the man was busy finding change for a driver who had just arrived, France drove away.


  He looked for a public convenience, and then for a place somewhere near it where he could leave the car for a few minutes. He entered the convenience. The attendant was in his little office eating his breakfast, and he had no interest in his customers, if that was what he called them. For one penny France secured privacy. He took off the boiler suit and stuffed it down behind the toilet basin. He dusted his suit as best he could with the driver's cap, then he rubbed his shoes with it. After some thought he decided to take a chance and get rid of all the incriminating tools in his pockets. Make a clean break now, he thought. He put them all in the cap and stuffed it behind the water cistern. Before he left the convenience he glanced at himself in a mirror and decided that he looked respectable.


  He looked at his watch. Nine-thirty, thank God. He went back to his car, but when he turned the corner of the quiet street where he had left it, he saw a policeman ahead of him. The P.C. was moving slowly, looking at the line of parked cars. At each car he stopped, and appeared to make a note of its number, and the time. Timing them, France thought. Not more than twenty minutes parking allowed, probably. He watched. The P.C. came to the Morris 1000. He showed no particular interest in it, but noted its number and moved on. Phew! It appeared that the garage proprietor had not informed the police after all. Perhaps he had decided that it was none of his business. Or perhaps he was a thief, too. A man who could ask thirty shillings a week for a bit of spare ground would certainly never be bothered by his conscience.


  The policeman's progress was very slow. France looked at the small shops near him, and saw an outfitter's. He went in there and bought a brown felt hat and a raincoat. When he came out, the P.C. was right at the other end of the street, looking at the last car. Would he turn and retrace his steps? France hurried to the Morris. He got in and started it. He wheeled out of line on full lock, thankful now that he had chosen so small a car. He had to reverse once to get round in that street, but he was away before the policeman was anywhere near him. As he moved out of the street into traffic a blare of horns told him that he had done something wrong. He guessed that he had come the wrong way out of a one way street. Dear, dear. They could take his number but they'd have a hell of a time delivering the summons.


  He drove in the direction of the North Central Station, towards the hotel where Dorrie was staying. He was a few minutes early, and it was his intention first to make a brief reconnaissance by driving past the hotel and round the block. But as he approached he saw Dorrie standing at the top of the steps. He stopped at the kerb. She signalled that she had seen him. She stepped back into the hotel and emerged carrying a small suitcase. She put it into the back of the car, and as she took the seat beside him she reached out and squeezed his hand as it held the gear lever.


  She was smiling, obviously happy and relieved. 'I see you've started wearing glasses,' she said.


  'Yes, but you recognized me soon enough.'


  'I'd know you with a mask on. What's the matter, did something go wrong?'


  'It sure did. Haven't you see a paper?'


  'No. I couldn't be bothered with papers this morning.'


  He told her what had happened. She was horrified, but she made no comment about what might happen to her husband or her sister. They were out of her life, crossed off, forgotten.


  'They've got your picture,' she said. 'They're looking for you.'


  'I'm afraid so.'


  'What will you do?'


  'That depends on whether you stay with me. I can't hold you to your promise now.'


  'You don't want me?'


  'There's nothin' I want more.'


  'Without me you'll have more chance of getting away.'


  'I doubt it. Anyway, I'd sooner have you with me.'


  'Where will we go?'


  'First, get out that map there, and open it on your knee. We'll go north for a start, because it's easier to read a map that way.'


  'Yes, but where will we go when we've got clear?'


  'To my brother. He has a farm not far from Huntingdon. I'll introduce you as my wife. He thinks I'm still workin' in insurance.'


  'But won't the police look for you at your brother's?'


  'They don't know I have a brother. They don't know my real name. They never did, from the start. I made sure of that.'


  'Your name isn't France?'


  'No, it's something else entirely.'


  'What?'


  'I'll tell you when we're clear, not before.'


  She shivered. 'Will there be road blocks?'


  'I don't know. If there are, we'll have to find a way round them. They can't block every little road out of a place like this.'


  'How long will we stay at your brother's?'


  'Until we've got passports, and made our financial arrangements. Then we go to a place in southern Spain not far from Gibraltar. I can transfer money to a British bank in Gib, and draw on it as I need it.'


  'Spain,' she said. 'I've never been to Spain.'


  'If you don't like it we'll go somewhere else, but Spain it is for a start. Whether you like it anywhere depends on how much you get to like me.'


  'Then I shall like it. I've been thinking about you a lot, in that hotel. We should have met ten years ago. I hope it's—for ever.'


  'That's wonderful,' he said. He drove on, savouring her words. Did he deserve such luck, to get clean away with Dorrie, with the prospect of happiness and security? According to all his early training, he deserved nothing of the kind. He was—had been—a scoundrel. Not a scoundrel as despicable as some fat rogues he knew, who preyed ruthlessly on society—the poorer sections of it—under licence of the law. He was better than they, but what sort of an excuse was that? He was still a scoundrel. He had been a thief from adolescence, and it was no defence to boast that he had been a clever one.


  Still, in this world people did not always get what they deserved. Far from it. He had a chance of happiness and he was going to take it.


  'Get out that other map, the map of the town,' he said, pointing. Quite involuntarily he increased the speed of the car. 'Here goes. We'll get through, my sweet.'
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