

      

         

            

         

      


   





The Saint Goes On


 


 


Leslie Charteris


 


Series Editor: Ian Dickerson


 


 


[image: Mulholland_PB]


 


 


www.mulhollandbooks.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 1934 by Hodder & Stoughton


 


This paperback edition first published in 2013 by Mulholland Books 


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


1


 


Copyright © Interfund (London) Ltd 2013


Originally registered in 1934 by Leslie Charteris


Introduction © Stephen Gallagher 2013


 


Cover artwork by Andrew Howard 


www.andrewhoward.co.uk


 


The right of Leslie Charteris to be identified as the Author of the Work


has been asserted by him in accordance with the


Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Paperback ISBN 978 1 444 76612 7


eBook ISBN 978 1 444 76613 4


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk










To


Prosper Buranelli


 


. . . a small souvenir of many gallons of pre-Repeal wine, and many nights of superbly useless argument which I shall always love to remember










Introduction


This is how he was, back in the day. Though you wouldn’t guess the age of these stories from the style alone.


For me, the Saint of the early 1930s is as modern as the character gets; he’s hard, he’s principled, he seems to take nothing seriously but he can turn in a second. It’s all an act. And underneath it is a very, very bright guy indeed.


Scratch any ‘clubland hero’ of the era, and underneath the jaunty exterior you’ll find a deeply conventional product of Empire, with sport-based principles and an eleven-year-old’s grasp of womankind. A public-school background and, most likely, a touch of the aristocracy somewhere in the genealogy. The officer class in civilian life. That’s how it was with the Bulldogs and the Tigers and so many other of those dated Hodder Yellowjacket heroes. 


The Saint may have been born within that tradition, but he subverts it in a way that makes him always fresh to the reader. Charteris kept a deliberate air of mystery around the Saint’s early life, but I’m sure that if Simon Templar ever attended a public school, he was kicked out of it. If he saw military service, he achieved singlehanded victories while treating orders as optional. And should there be any aristocracy in his bloodline, it would be of the black-sheep, bastard strain. 


Think about that one. All the kingly graces and none of the privileges, living on his wits, and living well; with no debt to tradition or the status quo, free to follow his own belief in what constitutes a just world. At ease in the upper echelons of wealth and society, but never at home. One of the reasons you have to love the Saint is that, in the classical/mythological sense, he’s a bastard loose in the court. He can move where he chooses, but can never drop his guard. 


In The Saint Goes On we have three novellas from the character’s first decade, two of them originally published under other titles in a British weekly story paper, The Thriller (‘The Paper with a Thousand Thrills’). The High Fence was originally titled The Man Who Knew and The Elusive Ellshaw appeared as The Race Train Crime, while The Case of the Frightened Innkeeper was written for the book. 


It was a prolific time for Charteris. These were far from early stories, but the Saint is still very much as the author conceived him. He’s yet to be modified by historical change (Charteris did some rethinking of his hero’s relationship with authority in the context of the Second World War), the author’s success-driven lifestyle (where the globetrotting good life led him to replace familiar London landmarks with more exotic locales), or the blurring of Templar’s in-print character with his differing incarnations in radio, film, newspaper comic strips and eventually TV. 


In The Saint Goes On, this is the Saint as I’ve always liked him best. Here, he’s a man with a complete disregard for authority and a rigorous code of personal fairness. He lives high on money that he takes from thieves and the greedy rich. He appears to seek a life of luxury and entertainment, while nothing entertains him more than righting an injustice done to an innocent. But every now and again, we get a glimpse of the utter steel underneath. We may get the sense that something really bad happened to him early in life, and it made him who he is. We never find out what that might have been, and it’s important that we don’t. 


This is London, between the wars; London’s street names, its criminal underworld, its Metropolitan police force under Lord Trenchard (whose moustache gets a nod in the text). Whenever Simon Templar has a run-in with the police they’re usually represented in the figure of Inspector Claude Eustace Teal, a dour and serious older man whom Simon delights in baiting. Teal endures the teasing with heroic stoicism. Though he’s a comic creation, he’s no fool and Simon knows it. They’re natural opponents in a game with rules, and on rare occasions they can set aside the rules and work as allies when there’s a powerful reason to do so. The bottom line, though, is that Templar’s disregard for the letter of the law means that Teal wants to see him behind bars. He knows that Simon’s personal code makes him capable of anything, including murder.


Then there’s Patricia Holm, sometimes described as the Saint’s girlfriend. But their relationship is way more subtle and complicated than that. Sex is occasionally implied but they’re not a couple. It’s as if Charteris had invented the concept of ‘friends with benefits’ way before anyone else dared to think of it. She’d have him, if he was a normal, available guy, but she knows him well – probably better than anyone – and knows that he isn’t. Whatever shaped him, it’s made that hard core impenetrable. You can get up close, and Patricia Holm gets closer than anyone. But there’s no way in. So she dates other men and knows he has flings with other women. Sometimes she worries about him as a mother might. If she were in danger, Simon would move the earth to save her. And God help the person who did her any harm. She doesn’t play a featured role in every story, but in these early years she’s a consistent thread in Templar’s life.


Also appearing here is Hoppy Uniatz, a boneheaded and thickly accented gangster from New York’s Lower East Side, who serves as the Saint’s London sidekick in a number of stories. Hoppy is largely comedy relief, loyal to Simon, rendered in broad strokes and largely defined by his appetites for booze and busting heads. Along with the minor but memorable Orace, a taciturn former military valet who’s the caretaker of Simon’s country hideaway (and no, he’s not featured here), for me these three characters represent the core of the Saint ‘family’.


There were a zillion ‘Gentleman Outlaws’ in 30s fiction and none of them had the genes for survival we find in the Saint. That shouldn’t be too hard to understand – Leslie Charteris’ own description of him as ‘the Robin Hood of modern crime’ pretty much tells us all we need to know.


And then . . . coming up in these pages, there’s Junior Inspector Desmond Pryke. He’s a bit of a . . . well, just be careful how you pronounce it.


Charteris always knew exactly what he was doing.


 


Stephen Gallagher










The High Fence










Introduction by Leslie Charteris*


I am rather well aware that the Saint Saga is somewhat noticeably sprinkled with a large number of allusions to the British Public School, the Public School Man, and the Public School Spirit, and that all of these allusions are so conspicuously devoid of proper reverence that it begins to look as if I might have a complex on the subject. But I had to re-read the next story in our collection, which plays the same tune with more than ordinarily concentrated consistency, to realise that the time might be coming when some astute reader would be liable to pounce on me for an explanation of this violent prejudice.


Whereupon I also realised that I should also have to be very cautious in my choice of the explanation I gave, since a study of what I proudly call my fan mail statistics reveals that a large percentage of my most faithful readers are either past or present members of some British Public School.


The more deeply I pondered the various horns of this dilemma, the more clearly I saw the fact that there was positively no explanation I could give (since any definitive explanation must, a priori, involve a statement of my own personal opinions on several broad but very ticklish subjects) that would not be doomed to expose me to the undying hatred of just about as many readers as it would deathlessly endear me to. And I therefore hereby give notice that any future questions addressed to me on the subject will be tactfully but ruthlessly ignored.


But since on this one occasion something inescapably had to be said about it, I have taken refuge in that sublime genius for equivocation and diplomacy which was so tragically stolen from the world of politics when my first publisher accepted my first novel. I propose, as my last public utterance on the matter (until next time) to tell a very short story which is also scripturally true.


This was during one my last months at one of the Public Schools which we are talking about. The class was devoted to the study of English – a language which, to judge by the curriculum, and the hushed whispers in which it was referred to, became extinct quite early in the nineteenth century. The crucial point was an exercise in composition, on some dreary subject, such as An Appreciation of the Humour of Shakespeare’s Clowns.


Feeling, at the time, somewhat full of oats, I had ventured, for perhaps the first time in my academic career, to kick over the traces of what my British Public School considered to be the inviolable commandments of respectable English prose. I was waggish and disrespectful. I pulled the wisecrack and the long nose. I cannot say that I wrote anything that would have held any interest for the passionate commentator; on the other hand, I am equally sure that nobody else in the class did, either. But I am no less certain – even after so many years – that any editor of any popular publication would have read more than the first paragraph of it; which is more than he would have read of any of the other theses submitted.


Returning my opus to me, with many indignant blue-pencillings of my choicest epigrams, and with the lowest marks at his disposal written in the largest figures that there was room for, my instructor peered at me over his spectacles and said severely:


‘My advice to you, Charteris, is to confine yourself to the subject you are supposed to be studying, and get rid of the idea that you are starting on some sort of literary career of your own.’


 


* From The First Saint Omnibus (Hodder & Stoughton, October 1939)










Chapter 1


Apart from the fact that neither of them was a productive or useful member of the community, Johnny Anworth and Sunny Jim Fasson had very little in common. They did not own allegiance to the same Dear Old School; they had no meeting-ground in a passion for the poems of William Wordsworth, no shared devotion to collecting birds’ eggs or the rarer kinds of cheese. But the circumstances in which they ceased to adorn their usual places in the files of Records Office at New Scotland Yard had a connecting link, which must be the chronicler’s excuse for reciting them in quick succession.


 


Johnny Anworth entered a jeweller’s shop in Bond Street during the Easter holidays of that year, and omitted to pay for what he took out. He entered through the ceiling, from an apartment on the floor above which he had rented temporarily. It was a pretty neat job, for Johnny was a sound worker in his line; but it had his personality written all over it, and Headquarters put out the routine dragnet and in twenty-four hours duly brought him in.


He was taken to Market Street police station, where he was seen by the Divisional Inspector. The awkward part of it from Johnny’s point of view was that he had most of the proceeds of his burglary on him when he was caught – at any rate he had all the precious stones, which had been prised out of their settings, carefully packed in a small cardboard box, and done up with brown paper and string. What he had not had time to do was to write an address on the package, and for this reason the DI was very gentle with him.


‘You were going to send that stuff to the High Fence, weren’t you, Johnny?’ he said.


‘I dunno wot yer talkin’ abaht, guv’nor,’ answered Johnny mechanically. ‘I fahnd the stuff lyin’ in the gutter in Leicester Square, an’ I did it up to send it to the Lost Property Office.’


The Divisional Inspector continued to be gentle.


‘You’ve been in stir six times already,’ he said, consulting a memorandum on his desk. ‘If we wanted to be hard on you now, we could have you sent to the Awful Place. You could go to the Moor for seven years, and then have three years’ preventive detention waiting for you. On the other hand, if you told us who you were going to send this parcel to, we might forget about those previous convictions and put in a word for you.’


Johnny considered this. There is honour among thieves, but it is not designed to resist bad weather.


‘Orl right, guv’nor,’ he said philosophically. ‘I’ll squeal.’


This story might have ended there if the station shorthand writer had been available. But he had already gone out to lunch; and the Divisional Inspector was also hungry.


They put Johnny Anworth back in his cell with instructions to order anything he wanted to eat at the DI’s expense, and an appointment to make his statement at two o’clock. His lunch, which consisted of roast beef and cabbage, was delivered from a near-by restaurant by an errand-girl who deposited it in the charge-room. Almost as soon as she had gone, after some flirtatious exchanges with the charge-sergeant, it was picked up by the gaoler, who carried it in to Johnny. He was the last man who saw the talented Mr Anworth alive.


The girl had taken the tray from the chef in the kitchen, and no one had stopped her or spoken to her on the way. The chef had had no unusual visitors. The only people in the charge-room when the girl delivered the tray were the gaoler, the charge-sergeant, and Inspector Pryke. And yet, somehow, somewhere on the short journey which Johnny Anworth’s last meal had taken, someone had contrived to dope the horseradish sauce with which his plate of roast beef was garnished with enough cyanide to kill a regiment.


The murder was a nine days’ wonder which provoked its inevitable quota of headlines, newspaper criticisms, and questions in Parliament. Every inquiry seemed to lead to a dead end. But the Criminal Investigation Department has become phlegmatically accustomed to dead ends; and Chief Inspector Teal was still working methodically on the case, six weeks later, when Mr James Fasson clicked to the tune of five thousand pounds’ worth of gems to which he had no legal right whatsoever.


The assets of Sunny Jim Fasson were a smile which made children and hard-boiled business men trust him instinctively, a wardrobe of prosperous-looking clothes, some high-class American luggage plastered with a wonderful collection of expensive cosmopolitan labels, enough ready cash to create an impression of affluence at any hotel where he stayed, and a girl-friend who posed as his wife, sister, niece, or old widowed mother with equal success and distinction.


On this occasion he stayed at the Magnificent, a hotel which he had not previously honoured with his presence. He was a wealthy American on his honeymoon; and for a few days he and his charming wife were quite happy seeing the sights and making a round of the theatres. One day, however, a small rift appeared in their marital bliss.


‘I guess she’s feelin’ kinda homesick, or something,’ Sunny Jim confided to a clerk at the inquiry desk. ‘Whaddaya do when your wife gets moody, son?’


‘I don’t really know, sir,’ confessed the clerk, who was not employed to answer that kind of inquiry.


‘Y’know, I always think a woman wants some kinda kick outa life when she feels that way,’ mused Sunny Jim. ‘Some lil thing that makes her feel good with herself. A noo hat, or a fur coat, or – a diamond bracelet . . . That’s what she wants!’ he cried, recognizing divine inspiration when it breathed on him. ‘A diamond bracelet! Say, what’s the best store in this town to buy a diamond bracelet?’


‘Peabody’s, in Regent Street, are very good, sir,’ said the clerk, after a moment’s thought.


Sunny Jim beamed.


‘Ring ’em up and tell ’em to send some of their best diamond bracelets around,’ he said. ‘I’ll have the man take ’em right up to her room, and she can pick what she likes. Say, I bet that’ll put everything right.’


Whether it put everything right or not is a question that the various parties concerned might have answered differently. The hotel was glad enough to oblige such a lavish guest; and Mr Peabody, the jeweller, was so impressed with their brief account of Mr James Fasson that he hurried round in person with six diamond bracelets in his bag. After a short discussion, Mrs Fasson chose the most expensive, a mere trifle valued at a thousand pounds; and Mr Fasson rang for a page-boy to take his cheque for that amount round to the bank to be cashed.


‘You must have a drink while you’re waitin’ for your money,’ said Sunny Jim, turning to a bottle and a siphon which stood on a side table.


Mr Peabody had a very small drink; and remembered nothing more for another hour, at the end of which time Mr and Mrs Fasson had left the Magnificent for ever, talking all his six diamond bracelets with them. Nor did Mr Peabody’s afternoon look any brighter when the bank on which Mr Fasson’s cheque had been drawn rang up the hotel to mention that they had never carried an account for anybody of that name.


This episode was the subject of a hurriedly assembled conference in the Assistant Commissioner’s room at New Scotland Yard.


The other two men present were Chief Inspector Claud Eustace Teal and Junior Inspector Pryke. Mr Teal, who was responsible for the conference, explained his point of view very briefly.


‘Anworth and Fasson used to be fairly well acquainted, and if Anworth was using the High Fence there’s a good chance that Fasson will be using him too. I know exactly where I can lay my hands on Sunny Jim, and I want permission to try and get a squeal out of him unofficially.’


‘What is your objection to having him arrested and questioned in the ordinary way?’ asked the Commissioner.


‘He’d have to be taken to Market Street, wouldn’t he?’ meditated Teal aloud. His baby blue eyes hid themselves under studiously sleepy lids. ‘Well,’ he said dryly, ‘because I don’t want him murdered.’


Junior Inspector Desmond Pryke flushed. He was one of the first graduates of Lord Trenchard’s famous Police College, and he usually gave the impression of being very well satisfied with his degree. He was dark, slim, and well-manicured; and the inventor of that classic experiment for turning gentlemen into detectives could certainly have pointed to him as a product who looked nothing like the traditional idea of a policeman. Mr Teal had been heard to thank God that there was no possibility of confusing them, but there were obvious reasons why Mr Teal was irrevocably prejudiced in favour of the old order.


‘It’s in your manor, Pryke,’ said the Assistant Commissioner. ‘What do you think?’


‘I don’t see what there is to be gained by it,’ said the other. ‘If Fasson hasn’t been too frightened by the murder of Anworth to talk anyhow—’


‘What does Fasson know about the murder of Anworth?’ demanded Teal quickly, for the official statements to the Press had contained certain deliberate gaps.


Pryke looked at him.


‘I don’t suppose he definitely knows any more than any other outsider, but it’s common gossip in the underworld that Anworth was murdered because he was going to turn informer.’


‘You look as if you spent a lot of your time picking up gossip from the underworld,’ retorted Teal sarcastically. He caught the Assistant Commissioner’s chilly eye on him, and went on more politely: ‘In any case, sir, that’s only another reason why I don’t want to take him to a police station. I want to try and prevent him thinking that any squeal could be traced back to him.’


There was some further discussion, through which Teal sat stolidly chewing a worn-out lump of spearmint, with his round pink face set in its habitual mask of weary patience, and eventually gained his point.


‘Perhaps you had better take Inspector Pryke with you,’ suggested the Commissioner, when he gave his permission.


‘I should like to, sir,’ said Mr Teal, with great geniality, ‘but I don’t know whether this can wait long enough for him to go home and change.’


Pryke adjusted the set of his coat delicately as he rose. It was undoubtedly part of a resplendent suit, being of a light fawn colour with a mauve over-check; a very different proposition from Teal’s shiny blue serge.


‘I didn’t know that Police Regulations required you to look like an out-of-work rag and bone man,’ he said; and Chief Inspector Teal’s complexion was tinged with purple all the way to Hyde Park Corner.


He resented having Inspector Pryke thrust upon him, partly because he resented Inspector Pryke, and partly because the High Fence had been his own individual assignment ever since Johnny Anworth put his knife and fork into that fatal plate of roast beef six weeks ago. For a lieutenant, when necessity called for one, Mr Teal preferred the morose and angular Sergeant Barrow, who had never been known to speak unless he was spoken to, and who then spoke only to utter some cow-like comment to which nobody with anything better to do need have listened. Chief Inspector Teal had none of the theoretical scientific training in criminology with which the new graduates of the Police College were pumped to offensive overflowing, but he had a background of thirty years’ hard-won experience which took the intrusion of manicured theorists uneasily; and at the entrance of the small apartment building in which Sunny Jim Fasson had been located he said so.


‘I want you to keep quiet and let me do the talking,’ was his instruction. ‘I know how I’m going to tackle Fasson, and I know how to get what I want out of him.’


Pryke fingered his MCC tie.


‘Like you’ve always known how to get what you want out of the Saint?’ he drawled.


Mr Teal’s lips were tightly compressed as he stumped up the narrow stairway. His seemingly interminable failure to get anything that he really wanted out of that cool, smiling devil who passed so incongruously under the name of the Saint was a thorn in his side which Inspector Pryke had twisted dexterously before. Whenever Chief Inspector Teal attempted to impress the rising generation of detectives with his superior craftsmanship, that gibe could always be brought up against him, openly or surreptitiously; and Mr Teal was getting so tired of it that it hurt. He wished, viciously, that some of the smart infants who were being pushed up under him could have as much to cope with as he had had in his time.


But Sunny Jim Fasson was quite a different problem from the blue-eyed bantering outlaw who had occupied so much of Mr Teal’s time in other days; and he felt a renewal of confidence when he saw Sunny Jim’s startled face through the slit of the opening door and wedged his foot expertly in the aperture.


‘Don’t make a fuss, and nobody’s going to hurt you, Sunny,’ he said.


Sunny Jim, like Johnny Anworth, was also a philosopher, in his way. He retreated into the tiny bed-sitting-room without dropping the ash from his cigar.


‘What’s it about this time, Mr Teal?’ he inquired, with the sang-froid of old experience.


He did not even bother to put on his cultivated American accent; which saved him considerable trouble, for he had been born in the Old Kent Road and had learnt all that he knew of America from the movies.


‘It needn’t be about some diamond bracelets that were stolen from Peabody’s – unless you want it to be,’ said Teal, with equal cold-bloodedness.


Sunny Jim raised his eyebrows. The gesture was mechanical.


‘I don’t know what you mean, Mr Teal.’


‘Would you know what I meant,’ replied the detective, with impregnable drowsiness, ‘if I told you that Peabody had identified your photograph and is quite sure he can identify you; and half the Magnificent Hotel staff are ready to back him up?’


Sunny Jim had no answer to that.


‘Mind you,’ said Teal, carefully unwrapping a fresh slice of chewing-gum, ‘I said that we needn’t go into that unless you want to. If you had a little talk with me now, for instance – why, we could settle it all here in this room, and you needn’t even come with us to the station. It’d be all over and forgotten – just between ourselves.’


When Sunny Jim Fasson was not wearing the well-trained smile from which he had earned his nickname, his face fell into a system of hard-bitten lines which drew an illuminating picture of shrewd and sharp intelligence. Those lines became visible now. So far as Sunny Jim was concerned, Teal’s speech needed no amplification; and Sunny Jim was a man who believed in the comfort and security of Mr James Fasson first, last, and in the middle. If Teal had arrived half an hour later he would have been on his way to Ostend, but as things were he recognized his best alternative health resort.


‘I’m not too particular what I talk about with an old friend, Mr Teal,’ he said at length.


‘Do you sell your stuff to the High Fence, Sunny?’


Fasson held his cigar under his nose and sniffed the aroma.


‘I believe I did hear of him once,’ he admitted cautiously.


The appearance of bored sleepiness in Chief Inspector Teal’s eyes was always deceptive. In the last few seconds they had made a detailed inventory of the contents of the room, and had observed a torn strip of brown paper beside the waste-basket and a three-inch end of string on the carpet under the table.


‘You’ve already got rid of Peabody’s diamond bracelets, haven’t you?’ he said persuasively; and his somnolent eyes went back to Sunny Jim’s face and did not shift from it. ‘All I want to know from you is what address you put on the parcel.’


Sunny Jim put his cigar back in his mouth till the end glowed red.


‘I did send off a parcel not long ago,’ he confessed reminiscently. ‘It was addressed to—’


He never said who it was addressed to.


Mr Teal heard the shot behind him, and saw Sunny Jim’s hand jerk to his brow and his head jar with the shock of the bullet. The slam of the door followed, as Teal turned round to it in a blank stupor of incredulity. Pryke, who was nearest, had it open again when his superior reached it and Teal barged after him in a kind of incandescent daze, out on to the landing. The sheer fantastic unexpectedness of what had happened had knocked his brain momentarily out of the rhythm of conscious functioning, but he clattered down the stairs on Pryke’s heels, and actually overtook him at the door which let them out on to the street.


And having got there, he stopped, with his brain starting work again, overwhelmed by the utter futility of what he was doing.


There was nothing sensational to be seen outside. The road presented the ordinary aspect of a minor thoroughfare in the Shepherd Market area at that time of day. There was an empty car parked on the other side of the road, a man walking by with a brief-bag, two women laden down with parcels puttering in the opposite direction, an errand-boy delivering goods from a tricycle. The commonplace affairs of the district were proceeding uninterrupted, the peace of the neighbourhood was unbroken by so much as a glimpse of any sinister figure with a smoking gun shooting off on the conventional getaway.


Teal’s dizzy gaze turned back to his subordinate.


‘Did you see him?’ he rasped.


‘Only his back,’ said Pryke helplessly. ‘But I haven’t the faintest idea which way he went.’


Teal strode across to the errand-boy.


‘Did you see a man come rushing out of that building just now?’ he barked; and the lad looked at him blankly.


‘Wot sort of man, mister?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Teal, with a feeling that he was introducing himself as the most majestic lunatic in creation. ‘He’d have been running hell for leather – you must have noticed him—’


The boy shook his head.


‘I ain’t seen nobody running abaht, not till you come aht yerself, mister. Wot’s the matter – ’as ’e pinched something?’


Mr Teal did not enlighten him. Breathing heavily, he rejoined Junior Inspector Pryke.


‘We’d better get back upstairs and see what’s happened,’ he said shortly.


But he knew only too well what had happened. The murder of Johnny Anworth had been repeated, in a different guise, under his very nose – and that after he had pleaded so energetically for a chance to guard against it. He did not like to think what ecstatic sarabands of derision must have been dancing themselves silly under the smug exterior of Desmond Pryke. He clumped up the stairs and across the landing again in a dumb paroxysm of futile wrath, and went back into the flat.


And there he halted again, one step inside the room, with his eyes bulging out of their sockets and the last tattered remnants of his traditional pose of sleepiness falling off him like autumn leaves from a tree, staring at what he saw as if he felt that the final vestiges of sanity were reeling away from his overheated mind.










Chapter 2


The body of Sunny Jim Fasson was no longer there. That was the brain-staggering fact which Chief Inspector Teal had to assimilate. It had simply ceased to exist. For all the immediate evidence which Teal’s reddening gaze could pick up to the contrary, Sunny Jim Fasson might never have lived there, might never have been interviewed there, and might never have been shot there. The ultimate abysses of interplanetary space could not have been more innocent of any part of Sunny Jim Fasson than that shabby one room flatlet as Teal saw it then. There could hardly have been much less trace of Sunny Jim if he had never been born.


And instead of that, there was someone else sitting in the chair where the bullet had hit Sunny Jim – a man whose mere recollection was enough to raise Chief Inspector Teal’s blood pressure to apoplectic heights, a man whose appearance on that spot, at that precise catastrophic moment, turned what might have been an ordinary baffling mystery into something that made Mr Teal’s voice fail him absolutely for several seconds.


‘Stand up, Saint,’ he got out at last, in a choking gurgle. ‘I want you!’


The man peeled himself nonchalantly up from the arm-chair, and managed to convey the impression that he was merely following a course which he had chosen for himself long ago, rather than that he was obeying an order. And Mr Teal glowered at him unblinkingly over every inch of that leisured rise.


To anyone unfamiliar with the dim beginnings and cumulative ramifications of the feud between those two (if anyone so benighted can be imagined to exist in the civilized world) Mr Teal’s glower might justifiably have seemed to lack much of the god-like impartiality which ought to smooth the features of a conscientious detective. It was a glower that had no connexion with any detached survey of a situation, any abstract weighing of clues and conundrums. It was, to describe it economically, the kind of glower on which eggs can be fried. It was as calorifically biased and unfriendly as a glower can be.


The Saint didn’t seem to notice it. He came upright, a lean, wide-shouldered figure in a light grey suit which had a swash-buckling elegance that nothing Inspector Pryke wore would ever have, and met the detective’s torrid glare with cool and quizzical blue eyes.


‘Hullo, Claud,’ he murmured. ‘What are you doing here?’


The detective looked up at him dourly – Teal was not nearly so short as his increasing middle-aged girth made him appear, but he had to look up when the Saint stood beside him.


‘I want to know what you’re doing here,’ he retorted.


‘I came to pay a call on Sunny Jim,’ said the Saint calmly. ‘But he doesn’t seem to be here – or did you get here first and knock him off?’


There were times when Mr Teal could exercise an almost superhuman restraint.


‘I’m hoping to find out who got here first,’ he said grimly. ‘Sunny Jim has been murdered.’


The Saint raised one eyebrow.


‘It sounds awfully exciting,’ he remarked; and his bantering eyes wandered over to Pryke. ‘Is this the bloke who did it?’


‘This is Junior Inspector Pryke, of C Division,’ said Mr Teal formally; and the Saint registered ingenuous surprise.


‘Is it really?’ he murmured. ‘I didn’t know they’d put trousers on the Women Police.’


Chief Inspector Teal swallowed hastily; and it is a regrettable fact that a fraction of the inclement ferocity faded momentarily out of his glare. There was no lawful or official reason whatsoever for this tempering of his displeasure, but it was the very first time in his life that he had seen any excuse for the Saint’s peculiar sense of humour. He masticated his gum silently for a couple of seconds that gave him time to recover the attitude of mountainous boredom which he was always praying for strength to maintain in the Saint’s presence. But his relief was only temporary.


‘I suppose you’re going to tell me you came to see Fasson just to ask him what he thought about the weather,’ he said.


‘Certainly not,’ said the Saint blandly. ‘I wouldn’t try to deceive you, Claud. I blew in to see if he knew anything about some diamond bracelets that a bird called Peabody lost this afternoon. I might have pointed out to him that Peabody is very upset about losing those jools. I might have tried to show him the error of his ways, and done my best to persuade him that they ought to be sent back. Or something. But I can’t say that I thought of shooting him.’


‘How did you know he was shot?’ Teal cut in.


‘My dear fathead, I don’t. I merely said that I didn’t think of shooting him. Was he shot?’


Teal hesitated for a moment, studying him with that deceptively bovine gaze.


‘Yes, he was shot.’


‘When?’


‘Just now.’


The bantering blue eyes had an impish twinkle.


‘You must have been doing some fast detecting,’ said the Saint. ‘Or did somebody tell you?’


Mr Teal frowned at him, shifting his gum from tooth to tooth till he got it lodged behind his wisdoms. His sluggish glance travelled once again over that keen sunburned face, handsome as Lucifer and lighted with an indescribable glimmer of devil-may-care mockery; and he wondered if there would ever be any peace for him so long as he was in the employment of the Law and that amazing buccaneer was on the other side.


For Simon Templar was the incalculable outlaw for whom the routines of criminal investigation had no precedents. He belonged to no water-tight classification, followed no rules but his own, fitted into no definite category in the official scheme of things. He was the Saint: a creation of his own, comparable to nothing but himself. From time to time, desperate creatures of that nebulously frontiered stratosphere commonly called ‘the Underworld’ had gone forth vowing unprintable revenge, and had come back empty-handed – when they came back at all. Many times, Chief Inspector Claud Eustace Teal had thought that all his ambitions would be fulfilled if he could see the Saint safely locked away behind the bars of Larkstone Prison – and yet some of his most spectacular coups could never have been made without the Saint’s assistance. And in spite of all the wrath that had been directed on him from these diametrically antagonistic quarters, the Saint had still gone on, a terror to the underworld and a thorn in the side of Scotland Yard, a gay crusader in modern dress who returned from his lawless raids with more booty than any adventurer had ever found before him.


And with all these memories freshened in his mind during that slothful survey, almost against his will, Chief Inspector Teal found himself impotent to believe that the High Fence could be merely another alias of the man before him. It was not psychologically possible. Whatever else could be said about him, the Saint was not a man who sat spinning webs and weaving complex but static mysteries. Everything that he did was active: he would go out to break up the web and take his illicit plunder from the man who wove it, but he wouldn’t spin . . . And yet there was the evidence of Teal’s own flabbergasted senses, there in that room, to be explained away; and Mr Teal had suffered too much at the Saint’s hands to feel that there could ever be any comfortable certainty in the wide world when that incorrigible freebooter was around.


He clasped his pudgy hands behind his back and said: ‘Sunny Jim was shot in this room, less than five minutes ago. Somebody opened the door and shot him while I was talking to him. He was shot just in time to stop him telling me something I very much wanted to hear. And I want to know what you were doing at that time.’


The Saint smiled rather mildly.


‘Is that an invitation or a threat?’ he inquired.


‘It’s whichever you like to make it,’ Teal answered grimly. ‘Sunny Jim didn’t shoot himself, and I’m going to find out who did it.’


‘I’m sure you are, Claud,’ said the Saint cordially. ‘You always do find out these things, with that marvellous brain of yours . . . Have you thought of the High Fence?’


Teal nodded.


‘I have.’


‘What do you know about the High Fence?’ demanded Pryke suspiciously.


Simon took out a cigarette-case and looked at him equably.


‘This and that. I’ve been looking for him for some time, you know.’


‘What do you want with the High Fence, Saint?’ asked Mr Teal.


Simon Templar glanced with unwontedly passionless eyes at the chair where Sunny Jim had stopped talking, and smiled with his lips. He lighted a cigarette.


‘The High Fence has killed two men,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t you like a chance to see him in the dock at the Old Bailey?’


‘That isn’t all of it,’ answered the detective stubbornly. ‘You know as well as I do that the High Fence is supposed to keep a lot of the stuff he buys together, and ship it out of the country in big loads. And they say he keeps a lot of cash in hand as well – for buying.’


The glimmer of mockery in the Saint’s eyes crisped up into an instant of undiluted wickedness.


‘Teal, this is all news to me!’


‘You’re a liar,’ said the detective flatly.


He stared at the Saint with all the necessary symptoms of a return of his unfriendly glower, and added: ‘I know what your game is. You know the High Fence; but you don’t know what he does with the stuff he’s bought, or where he keeps his money. That’s all you want to find out before you do anything about putting him in the dock at the Old Bailey on a charge of murder. And when that time comes, you’ll buy a new car and pay some more cash into your bank balance. That’s all the interest you have in these two men who’ve been killed.’


‘I can’t get around to feeling that either of them is an irreparable loss,’ Simon admitted candidly. ‘But what’s all this dramatic lecture leading to?’


‘It’s leading to this,’ said Teal relentlessly. ‘There’s a law about what you’re doing, and it’s called being an accessory after the fact.’


Simon aligned both eyebrows. The sheer unblushing impudence of his ingenuousness brought a premonitory tinge of violet into the detective’s complexion even before he spoke.


‘I suppose you know what you’re talking about, Claud,’ he drawled. ‘But I don’t. And if you want to make that speech again in a court of law, they’ll want you to produce a certain amount of proof. It’s an old legal custom.’ Only for the second time in that interview, Simon looked straight at him instead of smiling right through him. ‘There’s a lot of laws about what you’re doing; and they’re called slander, and defamation of character, and—’


‘I don’t care what they’re called!’


‘But you’ve got to care,’ said the Saint reasonably. ‘After all, you’re telling me that a bloke’s been shot, and that I did it, or I know something about it. Well, let’s begin at the beginning. Let’s be sure the bloke’s dead. Where’s his body?’


In spite of certain superficial resemblances, it can be fairly positively stated that Chief Inspector Teal had never, even in some distant incarnation, been a balloon. But if he had been, and the point of a pin had been strategically applied to the most delicate part of his rotundity, it would have had practically the same effect as the Saint’s innocently mooted question. Something that had been holding out his chest seemed to deflate, leaving behind it an expanding and exasperating void. He felt as if someone had unscrewed his navel and his stomach had fallen out.


The cigar which had slipped stupidly out of Sunny Jim’s mouth when the bullet hit him was lying on the carpet in front of him, tainting the room with an acrid smell of singeing wool. Teal put his foot on it. It was his only concrete assurance that the whole fantastic affair hadn’t been a grotesque hallucination – that the overworked brain which had struggled through so many of the Saint’s shattering surprises hadn’t finally weighed its anchor and gone wallowing off into senile monsoons of delirious delusion. His lips thinned out in an effort of self-control which touched the borders of homicidal fever.


‘That’s what I want to know,’ he said. ‘The body was here when I went out. When I came in again it had disappeared – and you were here instead. And I think you know something about it.’


‘My dear Claud,’ Simon protested, ‘what d’you think I am – a sort of amateur body-snatcher?’


‘I think you’re a—’


Simon raised his hand.


‘Hush,’ he said, with a nervous glance at Inspector Pryke. ‘Not before the lady.’


Teal gulped.


‘I think—’


‘The trouble is,’ said the Saint, ‘that you don’t. Here you are shooting off your mouth about a body, and nobody knows whether it exists. You wonder whether I could have shot Sunny Jim, when you don’t even know whether he’s dead. You hint at pinching me for being an accessory after the fact, and you can’t produce the fact that I’m supposed to be an accessory to.’


‘I can prove—’


‘You can’t. You can’t prove anything, except your own daftness. You’re doing that now. You ask me what’s happened to Sunny Jim’s body, with the idea that I must have done something with it. But if you can’t produce this body, how d’you know it ever was a body? How d’you know it didn’t get up and walk out while you were away? How d’you know any crime’s been committed at all?’ The Saint’s lean forefinger shot out and tapped the detective peremptorily on the waistcoat, just above his watch-chain. ‘You’re going to make a prize idiot of yourself again, Claud, if you aren’t very careful; and one of these days I shall be very angry with you. I put up with the hell of a lot of persecution from you—’


‘Will you stop that?’ barked Mr Teal, jerking his tummy hysterically back from the prodding finger.


The Saint smiled.


‘I am stopping it, dear old pumpkin,’ he pointed out. ‘I’ve just told you that my patience is all wore out. I’m not taking any more. Now you go ahead and think out your move. Do you take a chance on running me in for murdering a bloke that nobody can prove was murdered, and stealing a corpse that nobody can prove is a corpse – or do you phone for your photographers and finger-print fakers and leave me out of it?’


Glowering at him in a supercharged silence that strained against his ribs, Mr Teal thought of all the things he would have liked to do, and realized that he could do none of them. He was tied up in a knot which there was no visible way of unravelling. He had seen similar knots wound round him too often to cherish any illusions on that score – had gorged his spleen too often on the maddeningly confident challenges of that debonaire picaroon to hope that any amount of thought could make this one more digestible.


It was air-tight and water-tight. It was as smooth as the Saint’s languid tantalizing voice. It located the one unanswerable loophole in the situation and strolled through it with as much room to spare as an ant going through the Arc de Triomphe. It was exactly the sort of thing that the Saint could always be relied upon to do.


The knowledge soaked down into Mr Teal’s interior like a dose of molten lead. The ancient duel was embarking upon the umpteenth round of a series which seemed capable of going on into eternity; and the prospect seemed as hopeless as it had always seemed. If Mr Teal had any formulated idea of hell, it was something exactly like that – an endless succession of insoluble riddles that he had to try to solve, while the Saint’s impudent forefinger and the Assistant Commissioner’s disparaging sniff worked in alternate relays to goad his thoughts away from the last relics of coherence. And there were moments when he wondered if he had already died without knowing, and was already paying for his long-forgotten sins.
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