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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  ‘You’ve been a very naughty old man.’




  Mr Ferney fixed the occupant of the dock with a stern look over the top of the half-spectacles which he wore principally as an imagined enhancement of his judicial presence. Abraham Chalk stared

  back, a sudden, crafty flicker of hope in his eyes, which grew as the magistrate went on.




  ‘You deserve to go to prison and that’s where I ought to send you. Nevertheless, I’ve decided to be merciful on this occasion. . . .’




  ‘Bless you, your worship, you won’t regret it,’ Chalk broke in in a voice that a lifetime of hard drinking had made sound like gravel being sifted.




  ‘I hope that’s right. But let me give you a word of advice. Stay away from drink.’ The defendant nodded vigorously as his rheumy old mind began to focus on how quickly he could

  be inside a pub. ‘If you don’t,’ Mr Ferney continued, ‘you’ll soon be in trouble again and you’ll know what to expect. Do you understand?’




  The defendant had ceased to listen, but after being prodded by P.C. Shipling, the jailer, he managed a vague nod.




  Mr Ferney sighed and gazed, as if for support, at the small cluster of people standing at the rear of the court in the space reserved for the public. Several of them were regulars who turned up

  daily to hear justice dispensed in Mr Ferney’s court. Two of them now exchanged indulgent glances before giving the magistrate their accolade of beaming approval.




  ‘Very well, see that you don’t let me down,’ Mr Ferney went on in a brisker tone. ‘You will be conditionally discharged. That means—’




  ‘I know what it means, your worship,’ the defendant said hastily, hoping to stem a further homily and so get to the pub that much sooner.




  ‘I suppose you should do by now,’ the magistrate remarked with a faint smile directed at the public. ‘Don’t let me see you back here again, because next time, should

  there be a next time, I certainly shan’t be so merciful.’




  Muttering obsequiously, Abraham Chalk vacated the dock and was escorted from court by P.C. Shipling.




  ‘Don’t push your luck too far, Chalky,’ the jailer said amiably when they were in the passage leading to the receipt of custom. ‘Next time you could be in front of Mr

  Stempel.’




  The defendant’s sly grin became a sudden snarl. ‘He’s a real bastard, Stempel. Mr Ferney’s fairer than any of ’em. ’E understands us.’




  P.C. Shipling reported the result of the case to his colleague holding the fort in the office, who raised a surprised eyebrow.




  ‘I know,’ Shipling said. Jerking his head back in the direction of the court he added, ‘He’s been flogging the kindly magistrate line for all he’s worth this

  morning.’




  This was a reference to the fact that, not long after his appointment, a newspaper had dubbed Mr Ferney ‘the kindly magistrate’, since when the tag had not only stuck, but been

  assiduously cultivated by the magistrate himself.




  Chalky’s had been the last case in the morning list and P.C. Shipling expected to find the courtroom empty when he returned a few minutes later to collect his papers. He thrust through the

  swing door humming to himself, but ceased abruptly when he saw that the magistrate was still on the bench. The acting chief clerk, Miss Purton, and the court inspector, Inspector Dibben, were also

  in their respective seats. The fourth person was Reg Atkins, the usher, who was standing close to the witness box and staring at the magistrate with a stony expression.




  ‘I’m sure you don’t mean to distract the court,’ Mr Ferney was saying, ‘but you’re constantly moving around unnecessarily and then when I do require your

  attention, you’ve either slipped out or you appear to be sunk in sleep. Do you think you could try and carry out your duties with a little more discretion and perhaps a little more

  concentration as well?’




  Reg Atkins’ eyes had become fixed on the coat of arms on the wall behind the magistrate’s chair and his expression was masklike.




  Mr Ferney pushed back his chair and got up. He walked toward the bench door and paused for the usher to open it for him. But Atkins never moved and, after a fractional pause, the magistrate

  opened it himself, only a sudden tightening of his jaw muscle indicating his displeasure. As soon as he had disappeared, Reg Atkins turned and left the court without a word.




  ‘He’s really got it in for poor old Reg, hasn’t he?’ P.C. Shipling observed to the other two.




  Miss Purton pursed her lips. ‘He’s trying to get him prematurely retired,’ she said.




  ‘Poor old Reg, he’s been at this court a darned sight longer than Ferney,’ Inspector Dibben remarked. ‘Why can’t he be left in peace? He’s only got two years

  to go.’




  ‘He’s been here thirty-three years,’ Miss Purton said.




  ‘And Mr Ferney’s only been a magistrate for four,’ P.C. Shipling observed. After a pause he added, ‘At least he didn’t bawl him out in public this time like he did

  a couple of weeks ago. Reg took that pretty badly.’




  ‘I’m not surprised,’ Inspector Dibben said angrily. ‘He was publicly humiliated. Held up to public ridicule, he was.’ He made a contemptuous sound. ‘Kindly

  magistrate, indeed!’




  Miss Purton rose, but refrained from adding any comment of her own. ‘It’s the Wilkley case all this afternoon,’ she observed, as if nothing further need be said, which was near

  enough the truth.




  Detective Sergeant Wilkley was appearing in Bloomsbury Magistrates’ Court on a charge of corruption. He was an ex-officer of the Yard Vice Squad and had been suspended from duty for

  several months while the allegation of corruption had been under investigation. It had been an enquiry of endless ramifications and the present charge against him represented only the tip of the

  iceberg. The chief prosecution witness was a Soho criminal named Tremler who had made his accusation of bribery while himself serving a prison sentence. If the prosecution established a prima

  facie case, Sergeant Wilkley would be committed for trial at the Old Bailey. But he was fighting hard in the lower court and Mr Ferney, to the dismay of the investigating officer, had on at

  least one occasion shown himself hostile to their cause. Equally, it had to be said that he had taken every opportunity of harassing Mr Smeech, the defending solicitor, who was the principal in the

  firm of Smeech and Co. and who had the busiest solicitor’s practice at the court, his office being just across the road. Mr Ferney had made it clear from his first arrival that merely because

  he appeared so frequently, Philip Smeech need not expect to receive any preferential treatment in his court. He underlined his determination not to accord him any, moreover, by faulting him on

  every possible occasion and treating him generally as a Victorian duke might his second footman.




  The first thing that Donald Ferney did on reaching his room on the first floor of the court building was to take his brush and comb from the cupboard and attend to his hair, though his morning

  in court had done little to disturb it. It was still a good head of hair for a man of forty-six, thick and dark apart from a few touches of grey at the sides. There was one lock which was apt to

  descend over his forehead and he combed it vigorously back into place. It always fretted him when it fell forward, as he felt it detracted from his judicial persona. Satisfied that his hair was

  once more tidy, he picked up the clothes brush and fastidiously brushed the collar and shoulders of his jacket. He invariably wore a dark suit in court with a white shirt and a stiff white collar.

  At least he could never be accused of the slack sartorial standards found amongst so many of today’s legal profession. Some of his colleagues on the metropolitan stipendiary bench

  actually wore suede shoes which he regarded as the ultimate in sloppiness. The toecaps of his own highly polished black leather shoes always shone like nuggets of anthracite.




  He replaced the brushes in their corner cupboard and gave himself an approving look in the mirror which hung on its door. His mind turned to his latest contretemps with Atkins. He really must

  persuade the powers that be to move him. It wasn’t just that he was beyond the job, it was his attitude which bordered on the insolent. He seemed to have no respect for the dignity of the

  bench and then there had been that business of his using the magistrate’s private entrance when he left to go home in the evening. Mr Ferney had caught him at it and told Miss Purton to tick

  him off. The reply had come back that he only used it when it was raining because it was nearer to the Underground station than the main door at the front of the court building. Since then Mr

  Ferney had good reason to believe that the usher had continued to use it whenever it suited him.




  It was obvious that Miss Purton was unable to maintain discipline amongst the staff. Not that that really surprised him for she had revealed a number of shortcomings as acting chief clerk. The

  trouble was that too many of the staff had been there too long. A new broom had been overdue when he took up his appointment and he blamed himself for not having swept cleaner and quicker. Not that

  it was all that easy in these bureaucratic days, when trying to get rid of a civil servant was like pushing a boulder uphill.




  Mr Ferney walked across to his desk and sat down. It was one of his lunchless days and he would spend the break re-reading his Times and tackling the crossword. The court matron would

  bring him a cup of coffee later on.




  He was about to pick up the paper when he noticed a letter. It must have arrived in the course of the morning. There was nothing about the envelope to arouse his suspicion and he reached for a

  small ivory paperknife. The envelope bore his name and had ‘personal’ written in the top left-hand corner. But judges and magistrates often received letters marked ‘private’

  or ‘personal’. It was the sender’s way of trying to ensure they reached their intended recipient and weren’t opened by a clerk.




  As he inserted the paperknife under the flap, he noticed that the envelope bore a ‘London W.C.’ postmark which was the postal area of the court. Inside was a folded sheet of paper

  which didn’t match the blue envelope and his heart gave a slight jump, as he became almost certain it was another threatening letter. The first had arrived about ten days previously just

  after he had begun hearing the Wilkley case, not that it referred to that or any other case. But Detective Superintendent Evesham, who was the officer in charge of the Wilkley case and to whom he

  had shown the letter, thought it more than likely that its receipt and the start of the court proceedings against Detective Sergeant Wilkley were connected. He had suggested that Mr Ferney should

  not mention the letter to anyone and, in the meantime, he would begin some discreet enquiries. Since when Mr Ferney had heard nothing further and had gone some way to putting the letter out of his

  mind.




  But now he recalled its terms all too clearly. The threats had been imprecise, but had none the less hinted that a disagreeable end awaited him. Like all judicial officers he was used to

  receiving letters from cranks couched in aggressive and often obscene language, vilifying him for some decision or other taken in a case, but there had been something different about this letter.

  Hence he had shown it to Detective Superintendent Evesham who had agreed that it ought to be taken seriously.




  In the first place the sender had gone to the trouble of composing it in words and letters cut from a newspaper and gummed to a sheet of paper. The appearance was messy, but the meaning was

  clear enough. It had been unsigned and the writing on the envelope had been different from that on the one he now held in his hand. Moreover, the first letter had come in a square white envelope as

  opposed to a rectangular blue one such as he now stared at.




  Slowly, he extracted the sheet of paper and unfolded it, holding it carefully by his fingertips. Once again the text was composed of words and letters cut from a newspaper and gummed haphazardly

  to the paper. It was the familiar gum stains appearing on the reverse side that had alerted him as soon as he saw inside the envelope.




  He laid the sheet of paper on the desk and stared at the ill-spaced words which ran across the centre.




  ‘One, two, three and then you snuff it, Ferney.’




  He stared at the brutally succinct message for half a minute, noticing that the words had all been cut out complete apart from ‘Ferney’ which had been painstakingly composed letter

  by letter. His expression was a mixture of fear and distaste as his eyes became riveted to the last five words. ‘Snuff it’ could have only one meaning and he gave a small shiver. He was

  still staring at it when there was a knock on his door and Elsie, the matron, entered with his cup of coffee. He slid his newspaper quickly over the letter so that she wouldn’t see it.




  ‘Tell P.C. Shipling I want to see him, will you?’ he said as she turned to leave.




  ‘What now, sir, or when he’s finished his lunch?’




  ‘Now.’




  ‘Typical,’ Elsie reflected as she made her way back to her domain next to the jailer’s office. The same thought was in P.C. Stripling’s mind as he reluctantly put down a

  half-eaten sandwich and began to do up the buttons of his jacket.




  He paused outside the magistrate’s door before giving it a brisk military rap. Mr Ferney looked up as he entered.




  ‘Is Detective Superintendent Evesham here yet?’ he asked.




  ‘It’s only half past one, sir. He doesn’t usually come until about ten to two. Unless you asked him to be here earlier?’




  Mr Ferney shook his head impatiently. ‘I just thought he might have arrived.’




  P.C. Shipling silently wondered exactly why the magistrate should expect busy police officers to arrive at his court before they had to.




  ‘When he does come,’ Mr Ferney went on, ‘tell him I want to see him in my room before the court sits.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  P.C. Shipling hovered for a moment, waiting to see if there was more to follow. Nothing had been said which couldn’t have been communicated on the internal phone. But then the magistrate

  liked to have the court staff at his beck and call.




  ‘That’s all, Shipling.’




  P.C. Shipling returned downstairs to his half-eaten sandwich. He was an equable man and though the magistrate was a long way from being his favourite person, he had no reason to bear him the

  sort of resentment that some of the other staff did.




  ‘Anyone would think we’re his personal slaves,’ Elsie said when he told her why he had been sent for.




  P.C. Shipling laughed tolerantly. ‘I reckon you need a special brand of humility not to let the job turn your head. Judges have juries to remind them that they can’t get away with

  everything, but stipes can stalk about their backyards like randy cockerels. Anyway, there’ve been worse than D.F.’




  ‘All I can say is that I wish we still had Mr Butterwick,’ Elsie said with a sniff. ‘There was a real gent for you.’




  ‘He could be a sod in court at times.’




  ‘He was always a gent to me.’




  P.C. Shipling turned away to hide a smile. Elsie had always been sensitive to teasing about her alleged crush on Mr Ferney’s predecessor.




  ‘Hello, Jock, how are things in your powerhouse today?’




  P.C. Shipling turned to find that Dectective Superintendent Evesham had come into the office.




  ‘Ah, I’m glad you’re here, guvnor. The magistrate wants to see you in his room.’




  ‘What, now?’




  ‘As soon as you arrived. You know your way up?’




  Evesham nodded. ‘Know what it’s about?’




  ‘He’d hardly tell the likes of me, guv.’




  Evesham shrugged. ‘O.K., I’ll go and see what he wants.’ In fact, he had little doubt that it concerned the threatening letter the magistrate had received the previous week. So

  far, his enquiries had produced nothing concrete, though he had discovered through the grapevine a surprising number of people who bore grudges of one sort or another against Mr Ferney. He had no

  intention of divulging this to the magistrate for the time being and, anyway, he was still inclined to think that the threats were linked to the Wilkley case.




  ‘I’ll let him know on the blower that you’re on your way up,’ P.C. Shipling said.




  ‘Any chance of a cup of tea when I come back, Elsie?’ Evesham asked, as he turned to go. ‘I’ve come straight here from the Bailey and haven’t had

  anything.’




  ‘You’re welcome any time, sir.’




  Tom Evesham gave her a broad smile and departed. He was a shortish man of neat appearance and mild expression. He had had a rapid rise in the force and wouldn’t be forty for another six

  months. His number two on the Wilkley enquiry, Detective Inspector Venyon, was by contrast a fast talker who impressed by his assertive manner. But anyone who believed that Evesham lived in his

  sidekick’s shadow deceived himself.




  ‘I understand you wanted to see me, sir,’ he said, as he entered the magistrate’s room after a brief knock on the door.




  Mr Ferney, who hadn’t heard the knock, looked up with a startled expression. He seemed on the verge of reproving his visitor, but, instead, held out the letter which he fished from beneath

  his Times.




  ‘When did you receive this, sir?’ Evesham asked, putting it down on the edge of the desk after reading it.




  ‘This morning. It was here when I adjourned for lunch.’




  ‘Have you told anyone about it?’




  ‘No one.’




  ‘Or about the other one?’




  ‘No one. I’ve not mentioned it to a soul.’




  Superintendent Evesham was thoughtful while the magistrate stared at him with a faintly impatient expression.




  ‘Well, what have you been able to find out?’ he asked tetchily when Evesham remained silent.




  ‘Nothing as yet, I’m afraid, sir.’




  ‘You still think these threats are in some way linked to the Wilkley case?’




  ‘It seems more than a coincidence, sir, that this second letter arrives on the day the hearing resumes.’




  ‘Well, whoever’s sending them is very mistaken if he thinks I can be frightened off doing my duty,’ Mr Ferney said stiffly. ‘What do you think the one, two, three

  means?’




  ‘That you’ll receive three letters before any other move is made. Could be that!’




  ‘So there’s one more to come?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘After that, I shall be snuffed out?’ Mr Ferney’s tone was brittle.




  ‘That’s what it says, but it doesn’t necessarily mean it.’




  ‘Who are you to say that, if I may ask?’




  ‘If the sender really meant business, he’d be unlikely to warn you in advance. He’d already have done what he intended doing. These letters are clearly meant to frighten

  you.’




  ‘It takes more than a few childish threats to frighten me,’




  Nevertheless, you’re frightened, Evesham thought to himself. His guess was that the third letter would contain a specific demand either relating to the Wilkley case, or, if he was wrong

  about that, to some other matter. Either way, it would reveal its author’s real motive. The first two letters could be seen as softening up the victim so that he was more likely to yield when

  the ultimatum came.




  ‘We could arrange some form of police protection if you’d feel happier,’ Evesham said. ‘There’s not much one can do, but I can have someone from your local station

  keep an eye on your house. I could probably also arrange for a police car to bring you to court in the morning and deliver you home in the evening.’




  ‘That’s a matter for you, Superintendent. If you think my life is seriously in danger, then it’s obviously your duty to take the necessary steps. But don’t put the onus

  on me. I’m not requesting police protection. Personally, I’m inclined to believe that these two letters are the work of some crank and have nothing to do with the Wilkley case at all.

  If they had, I can’t see why they haven’t said so. Anyway, the last thing I want is to go riding about in police cars. I’ve always been very careful not to give the impression of

  living in the pocket of the police. As far as I’m concerned, police witnesses have no monopoly of the truth in my court, as so many of them seem to think they have.’




  Evesham had listened with an expression of polite attention. ‘We won’t do anything for the time being then, sir. The last thing I’d want to do is to cause you embarrassment and

  I certainly don’t take these letters so seriously as to regard police protection as imperative.’ He paused. ‘When we spoke last week, sir, I did ask you to let me know if you

  could think of anyone who might bear you a grudge. Have you been able to give that matter some thought?’




  Mr Ferney frowned. ‘One is obviously a target for grudges if one does one’s job conscientiously,’ he said in a pompous tone. With a condescending smile, he went on,

  ‘Unfortunately a magistrate cannot hope to please all the people all the time. There are always some people who refuse to recognise that justice has been done, if it isn’t to their

  personal liking.’ He shifted slightly in his chair as if he’d had a sudden sciatic spasm. ‘About a month ago, I had a fellow called Alfred Turner in front of me. He was charged

  with assaulting someone in a bus queue. He was a complete rogue with a number of convictions though he had never actually been to prison. Anyway, that was where I sent him for six months and where

  he richly deserved to go. When he’d recovered from his shock on being sentenced, he shouted threats at me before the jailer could get him out of court. Shipling was clearly taken by surprise

  and there was a bit of a struggle before Turner was removed.’




  ‘What sort of threats were they?’




  ‘His were nothing more than general abuse, but his common law wife – a real harridan – was in the public gallery and shouted out that she’d “get me” and see

  me suffer for what I’d done to her so-called husband.’ He glanced up at Evesham. ‘She’s the only person I’ve been able to think of who might have sent the letters. She

  was obviously the sort of vindictive and vicious woman capable of such action.’




  ‘I can doubtless get Turner’s address from the office downstairs,’ Evesham observed mildly. ‘I take it, sir, you didn’t take the threats particularly seriously at

  the time.’




  ‘Never gave them another thought until you asked me to rack my brains.’




  ‘Any other ideas?’




  Mr Ferney shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not.’




  Superintendent Evesham was silent for a time. Then he said quietly, ‘I gather, sir, that you’ve been having a bit of bother with Atkins, the usher.’




  Mr Ferney looked annoyed. ‘Atkins is no longer up to the job, but like a lot of old men, he’s thoroughly stubborn and doesn’t like being told anything. He may be tiresome and

  stupid, but I don’t see him as the author of those letters. After all, he’s still got his pension to think about.’




  Evesham nodded and glanced round the room. ‘Would he have occasion to come up here?’




  ‘Indeed, yes. He escorts me down to court. Also, part of our quarrel has been over his use of the magistrate’s private entrance for going home. No one is supposed to use that door

  save myself or a colleague. Only I and my fellow magistrate have a key to it, but that doesn’t prevent Atkins going out that way, even though he can’t get in.’




  This tallied with what Evesham had heard through the grapevine. He would take an opportunity of studying Reg Atkins when they were all in court this afternoon.




  ‘Well, sir, if you’ve nothing else to tell me, I’d better go downstairs and make sure everything’s ready.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘What time will you be

  sitting?’




  ‘I’ll say a quarter past two . . .’




  There was a peremptory knock on the door which was flung open to reveal Reg Atkins gowned and glowering.




  ‘Come back in ten minutes,’ Mr Ferney said.




  ‘It’s nearly five past two now.’




  ‘I’m well aware of that, but I shan’t be sitting until a quarter past.’




  Atkins sniffed and looked as if he was going to spit out the invisible raspberry pip on which his dentures never ceased working. Instead, however, he relieved his feelings by slamming the

  door.




  ‘You see? He’s quite impossible,’ Mr Ferney remarked. ‘A thoroughly cantankerous old man.’




  Detective Superintendent Evesham smiled non-committally as he made his own departure from the magistrate’s room.




  It did now occur to him, however, that if the usher could be as rude as that to the magistrate’s face, he would be quite capable of sending him anonymous threatening letters.




  But through discreet enquiries he had learnt of two others on the court staff who might feel as strongly about Mr Ferney as Reg Atkins. First there was Miss Purton, on whom the magistrate had

  made an adverse report with the result that her confirmation in the post of chief clerk had been held up. She had, Evesham gathered, applied for a transfer to another court, but for various

  administrative reasons there was no prospect of this in the near future. Mr Ferney hadn’t mentioned Miss Purton as someone who might bear him a grudge though he must be aware of her sense of

  grievance. Women of Miss Purton’s age could behave unpredictably and, perhaps, he ought to find out something about her present circumstances. The one thing he had learnt as a police officer

  was never to be surprised by the most unlikely human behaviour. He had come across an eminent doctor who had relentlessly hounded his secretary because he believed she had fiddled the stamp money

  to the sum of 21p. He would ring her up in the middle of the night and try to extract a confession from her. And then there had been the archdeacon who would change into old clothes and go off

  anonymously to a large bingo hall once a week where, from all accounts, he played with fanatical zeal. Until one day he was caught cheating and asked not to come again.




  But more interesting in a way than Miss Purton was Inspector Dibben. This was something Superintendent Evesham had learnt by chance from a colleague at the Yard. It appeared that about seven

  years previously Detective Sergeant Dibben, as he then was, had had a complaint made against him by Mr Ferney who was a member of the Bar at the time. It arose in the course of a case in which Mr

  Ferney was defending and Sergeant Dibben was the officer in charge. As a result of the complaint Sergeant Dibben had been transferred from the C.I.D. to the uniformed branch and his promotion had

  been delayed. It must have come as a disagreeable shock to him when Mr Ferney was appointed to Bloomsbury Magistrates’ Court.




  But if Miss Purton or Inspector Dibben had sent the letters, why had they waited until now? It was with this thought in his mind that he made his way back to the jailer’s office and the

  cup of tea which Elsie had promised him.




  On his way he crossed the vestibule of the court which was thronged with an assortment of people with an interest in the afternoon’s case. Over in a corner conversing with his solicitor

  was Detective Sergeant Wilkley. On seeing Evesham, he quickly looked away. He was a strapping man in his mid-thirties with hair brushed straight back from a broad forehead. An otherwise open

  countenance was negated by his eyes, which were small and heartless. From his enquiries, Evesham had no doubt that Sergeant Wilkley was an evil man, who had gone in for wholesale corruption in the

  sale of the favours he had to offer as a Vice Squad officer. In his case it had not been a question of waiting for a bribe to be offered, he had shown the ruthlessness and aggression of a

  high-powered salesman. Arms had been twisted until they snapped.




  Detective Inspector Venyon was in the jailer’s office when Evesham reached it.




  ‘We’re all ready, guv,’ he said, with the air of a satisfied impresario.




  ‘I didn’t see Tremler when I passed through the vestibule just now.’




  ‘I’ve got him tucked away in the café next door with Sergeant Smythe. Didn’t want him to get first-night nerves hanging about outside the court. Sylvie’s come,

  too.’




  ‘As nurse companion?’




  ‘I still think she ought to be called.’




  Sylvie was Ralph Tremler’s wife, a well-cushioned blonde who was reputed to be made of steel inside.




  ‘And guess who else?’ Inspector Venyon went on.




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Ruby.’




  ‘Reuben Huxey?’




  ‘His beautiful self.’




  ‘Well, for heaven’s sake don’t let him get inside the court, Wally. I don’t want that great ape’s face anywhere around.’




  Reuben Huxey was a deaf mute who had been in Tremler’s employ for a dozen years. He was as strong as an ox and looked as if he’d emerged straight from Dr Frankenstein’s

  laboratory. It was primarily on his account that Ralph Tremler seldom had trouble in his business deals. They went through without any of the usual haggling with Ruby’s unseen presence

  looming over his employer’s associates and competitors in the small Soho jungle.




  ‘Don’t worry, guvnor, he’ll stay out of sight. I don’t know why the hell Ralph let him come along.’




  ‘I suppose he wanted all the support he could muster. I know he’s not looking forward to giving evidence.’




  ‘He won’t let us down.’




  ‘I bloody well hope not. But he’s going to have to manage without Ruby’s moral support. Having him in court would be like letting a hairless King Kong loose in

  Piccadilly.’




  Evesham swallowed the remains of his tea, glanced at his watch and headed for court. Most of the leading players were already there, waiting for the magistrate’s arrival. He smiled at Mr

  Jude who was prosecuting and gave a friendly nod at Philip Smeech, the defending solicitor.




  A few moments later, the bench door opened and Reg Atkins came through and called out, ‘Silence in court. All stand.’ He moved aside to let the magistrate pass and then waited to

  close the door again with an air of ill-concealed impatience.




  Mr Ferney reached his seat and turned to bow to the court. Before sitting down he let his gaze roam round like a sovereign’s during the playing of the national anthem.




  ‘Yes, Mr Jude,’ he said to prosecuting counsel when he was satisfied that he had everyone’s attention. ‘Are you ready to start calling your evidence?’




  Before Jude could stand up, however, Mr Smeech was on his feet.




  ‘I have an application to make, sir. I shall be grateful if you will allow my client to sit beside me here rather than in the dock . . .’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because it will save me having to turn round and lean across every time I wish to speak to him. He’s not in custody and therefore there wouldn’t seem to be any objection, sir.

  Moreover, it’s quite a normal practice.’




  ‘I’d have thought it was for me to say whether there was any objection, Mr Smeech,’ Mr Ferney said coldly. ‘Moreover, I’m not concerned with what goes on in other

  courts. However, if it will obviate constant movement on your part, I’m prepared to allow it in the interests of quietness.’




  ‘I’m much obliged, sir,’ Smeech said with a sardonic edge to his tone.




  The magistrate now turned toward prosecuting counsel again and Jude rose to his feet.




  ‘I call Ralph Tremler.’




  Detective Inspector Venyon who had been hovering near the door, opened it and beckoned to the witness whom he had stationed outside. As Tremler came through, Venyon pointed the way to the

  witness box.




  Ralph Tremler was wearing a camel hair coat over a pale blue suit. His shirt was white silk and his tie a delicate pink. He was a short, swarthy man with a melancholy expression. His voice was

  so soft that Mr Ferney ordered him to speak up and to take the oath again. He wasn’t much louder the second time. As he laid down the testament he glanced at Sergeant Wilkley sitting only a

  few feet away. Their eyes met like those of two cats in someone else’s garden. It was anyone’s guess what each was thinking.




  ‘Is your name Ralph Tremler?’ Mr Jude asked.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Where do you live?’




  ‘In North London.’




  ‘What address?’




  ‘Finchley direction.’




  ‘Will you tell the court the address?’




  ‘I’d sooner not.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘It can bring aggro.’




  ‘Perhaps the witness may be allowed to write his address down, sir?’ Mr Jude said, turning toward Mr Ferney.




  ‘What sort of aggro are you referring to?’ the magistrate asked with a frown.




  ‘If it gets out in the papers where I live, it can cause trouble.’




  ‘Are you suggesting that you have enemies?’




  ‘Certainly I have.’




  Mr Ferney pursed his lips. ‘I don’t really approve, but I’ll allow it on this occasion.’




  Miss Purton, who was poised to record the witness’s deposition, held out a piece of paper for Reg Atkins to give Tremler.




  ‘Usher!’ Mr Ferney said sharply, when it was apparent that Atkins’ attention was elsewhere. ‘Hand the witness that piece of paper.’




  Meanwhile Jude waited patiently to get on with his examination-in-chief. If only court hearings were conducted with the speed they were given on television. No false starts and meanderings

  there. When he was able to continue, he asked, ‘Do you know the defendant?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How long have you known him?’




  ‘Quite a few years.’




  ‘How many?’




  ‘About five.’




  ‘How did you first come to meet him?’




  ‘He raided my shop in Old Compton Street.’




  ‘What sort of shop was it?’




  ‘Books and magazines.’




  ‘Pornographic?’




  ‘If you like.’




  ‘Does that mean yes?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And after that?’




  ‘He often used to drop by.’




  ‘For what purpose?’




  ‘Look around, have a chat.’




  ‘Anything else?’




  ‘Collect.’




  ‘Collect what?’




  ‘Money.’




  ‘Tell us about that.’




  ‘I gave him fifty quid a week.’




  ‘For what purpose?’




  ‘He’d tip me off about things.’
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