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Introduction


My father was just twenty-two years old when he wrote the stories in this book. It was the seventh book he’d had published, the first having been let loose on an unsuspecting public prior to his twentieth birthday. The natural expectation when hearing of such prolific output from an author at this tender age is work of lesser quality. However, during this period, and indeed throughout the 1930s, when he wrote 20 books, he was at his best. The Saint and Leslie Charteris were focused and funny. They evolved and delivered a unique form of action, adventure and wit in a style that readers had never seen before.


He had always wanted to be a writer, right from his early years in Singapore when The Straits Times published one of this nine-year-old budding author’s poems. After leaving school he moved to Paris ostensibly to study art, but in fact most of his time was spent polishing his writing skills. This period was largely unproductive and starvation became a real threat. His parents brought him home to London and sent him to Cambridge to study law. He gave this up after one short year when a publisher promised to publish a book he’d written earlier on a trip back to Singapore to see his father.


He wrote for many reasons; it was a way to work when and where he wanted, and to achieve his desired lifestyle. The logical place to pursue his goals seemed to be the United States. So in 1939 he bundled up me, his seven-year-old daughter, and sailed for America on the Empress of Britain. After settling in a small Hollywood apartment he went to work with a passion. I vividly recall him pounding away at his typewriter in his unique two-fingered style, chuckling to himself over his last turn of a phrase or play on words. In between periods of frenzied typing, he would get up, light a cigarette, perhaps sip a martini and pace around in total concentration. Interruptions were forbidden. Despite his protestations later in life it was clear he achieved a great deal of satisfaction from his writing.


Certainly millions of fans have enjoyed his work since it was first published. At last count sales have exceeded forty million with his work appearing in dozens of languages. Besides his books there have been three TV series, fifteen films, ten radio series and a comic strip syndicated in newspapers around the world for over a decade. My father was an astute business man so I’m sure having his work reprinted in the 21st century would appeal to his fiduciary interests.


He wrote the Saint’s adventures resolute in the belief that, as he said, ‘There is a solid place for the rambunctious adventurer I dreamed up in my youth. A man who really believed in old-fashioned romantic ideals and was prepared to lay everything on the line to bring them to life.’


I’m honoured that he named me Patricia after the heroine in many of the Saint’s adventures. That people are still enjoying and being entertained by his work would have made him immensely proud, as are his beloved wife Audrey and myself.


Incidentally, Father, when you dedicated a later book to ‘Patricia hoping she would meet a Saint some day’, your prophecy came true. My Saint and I will celebrate our 60th anniversary next year.


 


Patricia Charteris Higgins










Foreword


Since The Last Hero, many people have asked me how the Saint came by the reputation that he already had at the beginning of that story, and what cause there was for so many to fear him and some few to love him as they did. It is in the hope of pleasing these people that I have put together these tales of some of his earlier exploits, which are also the stories of Archie Sheridan, Roger Conway, Dicky Tremayne, and Norman Kent, who were with him in all his misdeeds. And if it be thought that there is too little of Norman Kent in these stories, it should be remembered that in the end he did that which may yet set him above them all.


 


Leslie Charteris










The Man Who Was Clever










Introduction by Leslie Charteris 1


This was the first Saint story I ever wrote at this length. In those days we called them ‘novelettes’, and blushed faintly when we said it. Recently I have gathered from some reading of book reviews that an attempt is being made by a few publishers and authors more highbrow than myself to popularise this length as ‘a new literary form’. Only now they call them novellas, and instead of the blush there are traces of a lofty preening. Which just goes to prove something or other; I forget exactly what.


Whether you call it a novelette or a novella or a piece of cheese, I don’t think I shall ever lose my affection for it as a literary form. The short story is inevitably an artistic anecdote. The ‘full-length novel’, on the other hand, must always be open to suspicion of having been artificially inflated in order to bring it up to a purely conventional size. But the novelette leaves room for all the meaty development that could be asked for, while at the same time calling for a fairly ruthless conciseness. It is a nice length to read, since it can be consumed completely, at one sitting, in any idle hour, such as while lying in bed before going to sleep, or while waiting for the wife to put on her hat. It is a particularly nice length to write, since it can be finished before the author gets tired of it.


This story, like the two following it, has no particularly brilliant originality of plot, and there are perceptible crudities in the telling. However, I have left it in its original form, except for revising a few minor allusions which dated it too unmistakably. It belongs to a period when the Saint was younger, more boisterous, and less subtle than he has since become.


 


1First published in The First Saint Omnibus (Hodder & Stoughton, October 1939)
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‘Snake’ Ganning was neither a great criminal nor a pleasant character, but he is interesting because he was the first victim of the organization led by the man known as the Saint, which was destined in the course of a few months to spread terror through the underworld of London – that ruthless association of reckless young men, brilliantly led, who worked on the side of the Law and who were yet outside the Law. There was to come a time when the mere mention of the Saint was sufficient to fill the most unimaginative malefactor with uneasy fears, when a man returning home late one night to find the sign of the Saint – a childish sketch of a little man with straight-hue body and limbs, and an absurd halo over his round blank head – chalked upon his door, would be sent instinctively spinning round with his back to the nearest wall and his hand flying to his hip pocket, and an icy tingle of dread prickling up his spine; but at the date of the Ganning episode the Saint had only just commenced operations, and his name had not yet come to be surrounded with the aura of almost supernatural infallibility which it was to earn for itself later.


Mr Ganning was a tall, incredibly thin man, with sallow features and black hair that was invariably oiled and brushed to a shiny sleekness. His head was small and round, and he carried it thrust forward to the full stretch of his long neck. Taking into the combination of physical characteristics the sinuous carriage of his body, the glittering beadiness of his expressionless black eyes, and the silent litheness with which he moved, it was easy to appreciate the aptness of his nickname. He was the leader of a particularly tough racecourse gang generally known as ‘The Snake’s Boys’, which subsisted in unmerited luxury on the proceeds of blackmailing bookmakers under threat of doing them grievous bodily harm; there were also a number of other unsavoury things about him which may be revealed in due course.


The actual motive for the interference of the Saint in the affairs of the Snake and his Boys was their treatment of Tommy Mitre on the occasion of his first venture into Turf finance. Tommy had always wanted to be a jockey, for horses were in his blood; but quite early in his apprenticeship he had been thrown and injured so severely that he had never been able to ride again, and he had had to content himself with the humble position of stable boy in a big training establishment. Then an uncle of Tommy’s, who had been a publican, died, leaving his nephew the tremendous fortune of two hundred pounds, and Tommy decided to try his luck in the Silver Ring. He took out a licence, had a board painted (‘Tommy Mitre – The Old Firm – Established 1822’) and enlisted a clerk. One day he went down to Brighton with this paraphernalia and the remains of his two hundred pounds, and it was not long before the Snake’s Boys spotted the stranger and made the usual demands. Tommy refused to pay. He ought to have known better, for the methods of the Snake had never been a secret in racing circles; but Tommy was like that – stubborn. He told the Snake exactly where he could go, and as a result Tommy Mitre was soundly beaten up by the Snake’s Boys when he was leaving the course, and his capital and his day’s profits were taken. And it so happened that Simon Templar had elected to enjoy a day’s racing at Brighton, and had observed the beating-up from a distance.


Snake Ganning and a select committee of the Boys spent the evening in Brighton celebrating, and left for London by a late train. So also did Simon Templar.


Thus it came to pass that the said Simon Templar wandered up the platform a couple of minutes before the train left, espied the Snake and three of the Boys comfortably ensconced in a First-class carriage, and promptly joined them.


The Saint, it should be understood, was a vision that gave plenty of excuse for the glances of pleased anticipation which were exchanged by the Snake and his favourite Boys as soon as they had summed him up. In what he called his ‘fighting kit’ – which consisted of disreputable grey flannel bags and a tweed shooting-jacket of almost legendary age – the Saint had the unique gift of appearing so immaculate that the least absent-minded commissionaire might have been pardoned for mistaking him for a millionaire duke. It may be imagined what a radiant spectacle he was in what he called his ‘gentleman disguise’.


His grey flannel suit fitted him with a staggering perfection, the whiteness of his shirt was dazzling, his tie shamed the rainbow. His soft felt hat appeared to be having its first outing since it left Bond Street. His chamois gloves were clearly being shown to the world for the first time. On his left wrist was a gold watch, and he carried a gold-mounted ebony walking-stick.


Everything, you understand, quietly but unmistakably of the very best, and worn with that unique air of careless elegance which others might attempt to emulate, but which only the Saint could achieve in all its glory . . .


As for the man – well, the Snake’s Boys had never had any occasion to doubt that their reputation for toughness was founded on more substantial demonstrations than displays of their skill at hunt-the-slipper at the YMCA on Saturday afternoons. The man was tall – about six feet two inches of him – but they didn’t take much count of that. Their combined heights totted up to twenty-four feet three inches. And although he wasn’t at all hefty, he was broad enough, and there was a certain solidity about his shoulders that would have made a cautious man think carefully before starting any unpleasantness – but that didn’t bother the Snake and his Boys. Their combined widths summed up to a shade over six feet. And the Saint had a clear tanned skin and a very clear blue eye – but even that failed to worry them. They weren’t running a beauty competition, anyway.


The important point was that the Saint had a gold cigarette-case and a large wad of banknotes. In. his innocent way, he counted over his pile before their very eyes, announced the total at two hundred and fifty pounds odd, and invited them to congratulate him on his luck. They congratulated him, politely. They remarked on the slowness of the train, and the Saint agreed that it was a boring journey. He said he wished there was some sort of entertainment provided by the railway company for the diversion of passengers on boring journeys. Somebody produced a pack of cards . . .


It can be said for them that they gave him the credit for having been warned by his grandmother about the danger of trying to find the Lady. The game selected was poker. The Saint apologetically warned them that he had only played poker once before in his life, but they said kindly that that didn’t matter a bit.


The fight started just five minutes before the train reached Victoria, and the porters who helped the Snake and his Boys out of the compartment were not thanked. They gave the Boys a bucket of water with which to revive the Snake himself, but they couldn’t do anything about his two black eyes or his missing front teeth.


Inspector Teal, who was waiting on the platform in the hope of seeing a much-wanted con-man, saw the injured warriors and was not sympathetic.


‘You’ve been fighting, Snake,’ he said brightly.


Ganning’s reply was unprintable, but Mr Teal was not easily shocked.


‘But I can describe him to you,’ said the Snake, becoming less profane. ‘Robbery with violence, that’s what it was. He set on us—’


‘ “Sat” is the past tense of “sit”,’ said Teal, shifting his gum to the other side of his mouth.


‘He’s got away with over three hundred quid that we made today—’


Teal was not interested.


‘Where d’you make it?’ he enquired. ‘Have you got a real printing press, or do you make it by hand? I didn’t know you were in the “slush” game, Snake.’


‘Look here, Teal,’ said Ganning, becoming more coherent. ‘You can say what you like about me, but I’ve got my rights, the same as anybody else. You’ve got to get after that man. Maybe you know things about him already. He’s either on a lay, or he’s just starting on one, you mark my words. See this!’


Mr Teal examined the envelope sleepily.


‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘A letter of introduction to me?’


‘He gave it to Ted when he got out. “That’s my receipt,” he said. Didn’t he, Ted? You look inside, Teal!’


The envelope was not sealed. Teal turned it over, and remarked on the flap the crest of the hotel which had provided it. Then, in his lethargic way, he drew out the contents – a single sheet of paper.


‘Portrait by Epstein,’ he drawled. ‘Quite a nice drawing, but it don’t mean anything to me outside of that. You boys have been reading too many detective stories lately, that’s the trouble with you.’
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The Saint, being a man of decidedly luxurious tastes, was the tenant of a flat in Brook Street, Mayfair, which was so far beyond his means that he had long since given up worrying about the imminence of bankruptcy. One might as well be hung for a sheep, the Saint reflected, in his cheerfully reckless way, as for a foot-and-mouth-diseased lamb. He considered that the world owed him a good time, in return for services rendered and general presentability and good-fellowship, and, since the world hitherto had been close-fistedly reluctant to recognize the obligation and meet it, the Saint had decided that the time had come for him to assert himself. His invasion of Brook Street had been one of the first moves in the campaign.


But the locality had one distinct advantage that had nothing to do with the prestige of its address; and this advantage was the fact that it possessed a mews, a very small and exclusive mews, situated at a distance of less than the throw of a small stone from the Saint’s front door. In this mews were a number of very expensive garages, large, small, and of Austin Seven size. And the Saint owned two of these large garages. In one he kept his own car; the other had been empty for a week, until he had begun smuggling an assortment of curious objects into it at dead of night – objects which only by the most frantic stretch of imagination could have been associated with cars.


If the Saint had been observed on any of these surreptitious trips, it is highly probable that his sanity would have been doubted. Not that he would have cared; for he had his own reasons for his apparent eccentricity. But as it was, no one noticed his goings-out or his comings-in, and there was no comment.


And even if he had been noticed, it is very doubtful if he would have been recognized. It was the immaculate Saint who left Brook Street and drove to Chelsea and garaged his car near Fulham Road. Then, by a very subtle change of carriage, it was a not-nearly-so-immaculate Saint who walked through a maze of dingy back streets to a house in which one Bertie Marks, a bird of passage, had a stuffy and microscopical apartment. And it was a shabby, slouching, down-at-heel Bertie Marks who left the apartment and returned to the West End on the plebeian bus, laden with the packages that he had purchased on his way; and who shambled inconspicuously into the mews off Brook Street and into the garage which he held in his own name. The Saint did not believe in being unnecessarily careless about details.


And all these elaborate preparations – the taking of the second garage and the Chelsea apartment, and the creation of the character of Bertie Marks – had been made for one single purpose, which was put into execution on a certain day.


A few hours after dawn on that day (an unearthly hour for the Saint to be abroad) a small van bearing the name of Carter Paterson turned into the mews and stopped there. Bertie Marks climbed down from the driver’s seat, wiping grimy hands on his corduroys, and fished out a key, with which he opened the door of his garage. Then he went back to his van, drove it into the garage, and closed the doors behind him.


He knew that his action must have excited the curiosity of the car-washing parade of chauffeurs congregated in the mews, but he wasn’t bothering about that. With the consummation of his plan, the necessity for the continued existence of Bertie Marks was rapidly nearing its end.


‘Let ’em wonder!’ thought the Saint carelessly, as he peeled off his grubby jacket.


He switched on the light, and went and peeped out into the mews. The car-washing parade had resumed its labours, being for the moment too preoccupied to bother about the strange phenomenon of a Carter Paterson van being driven into a garage that had once housed a Rolls.


The Saint gently slid a bar across the door to shut out any inquisitive explorers, and got to work.


The van, on being opened, disclosed a number of large, wooden packing-cases which the Saint proceeded to unload on to the floor of the garage. This done, he fetched from a corner a mallet and chisel, and began to prise open the cases and extract their contents. In each case, packed in with wood shavings, were two dozen china jars.


As each case was emptied, the Saint carried the jars over to the light and inspected them minutely. He was not at all surprised to find that, whereas the majority of the jars were perfectly plain, all the jars in one case were marked with a tiny cross in the glazing. These jars the Saint set aside, for they were the only ones in which he was interested. They were exactly what he had expected to find, and they provided his entire motive for the temporary and occasional sinking of his own personality in the alias of Mr Marks. The other jars he replaced in their respective cases, and carefully closed and roped them to look as they had been before he tampered with them.


Then he opened the marked jars and poured out their contents into a bucket. In another corner of the garage was a pile of little tins, and in each jar the Saint placed one of these tins, padding the space that was left with cotton wool to prevent rattling. The jars so treated were replaced one by one and the case in its turn was also nailed up again and roped as before – after the Saint, with a little smile plucking at the corners of his mouth, had carefully laid a souvenir of his intervention on the top of the last layer of wood shavings.


He had worked quickly. Only an hour and a half had elapsed from the time when he drove into the garage to the time when he lifted the last case back into the van; and when that had been done he unbarred the garage doors and opened them wide.


The remains of the car-washing parade looked up puzzledly as the van came backing out of the garage; it registered an even greater perplexity when the van proceeded to drive out of the mews and vanish in the direction of Bond Street. It yelled to the driver that he had forgotten to close his garage after him, but Mr Marks either did not hear or did not care. And when the parade perceived that Mr Marks had gone for good, it went and pried into the garage, and scratched its heads over the litter of wood shavings on the floor, the mallet and chisel and nails and hammer, and the two or three tins which the Saint had found no space for, and which he had accordingly left behind. But the bucket of white powder was gone, riding beside Mr Marks in the front of the van; and very few people ever saw Mr Marks again.


The van drove to an address in the West End, and there Mr Marks delivered the cases, secured a signature to a receipt, and departed, heading further west. On his way, he stopped at St George’s Hospital, where he left his bucket. The man who took charge of it was puzzled, but Mr Marks was in a hurry and had neither time nor the inclination to enlighten him.


‘Take great care of it, because it’s worth more money than you’ll ever have,’ he directed. ‘See that it gets to one of the doctors, and give him this note with it.’


And the Saint went back to the wheel of his van and drove away, feeling that he was nearing the end of an excellent day’s work.


He drove to the Great West Road, and out of London towards Maidenhead. Somewhere along that road he turned off into a side lane, and there he stopped for a few minutes out of sight of the main traffic. Inside the van was a large pot of paint, and the Saint used it energetically. He had never considered himself an artist, but he manhandled that van with the broad sweeping touch of a master. Under his vigorous wielding of the brush, the sign of Carter Paterson, which he had been at some pains to execute artistically the night before, vanished entirely; and the van became plain. Satisfied with the obliteration of the handiwork which only a few hours before he had admired so much, the Saint resumed the wheel and drove back to London. The paint he had used was guaranteed quick-drying, and it lived up to the word of its guarantee. It collected a good deal of dust on the return voyage, and duly dried with a somewhat soiled aspect which was a very fair imitation of the condition in which Mr Marks had received it.


He delivered it to its home garage at Shepherd’s Bush and paid twenty-four hours’ hire. Some time later Mr Marks returned to Chelsea. A little later still, the not-so-immaculate Simon Templar turned into another garage and collected his trim blue Furillac speedster, in which he drove to his club in Dover Street. And the Simon Templar who sauntered through to the bar and called for a pint of beer must have been one of the most impeccably immaculate young men that that haunt of impeccably immaculate young men had ever sheltered.


‘We don’t often see you as early as this, sir,’ remarked the barman.


‘May it be as many years before you see me as early as this again, son,’ answered the Saint piously. ‘But this morning I felt I just had to get up and go for a drive. It was such a beautiful morning.’
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Mr Edgar Hayn was a man of many interests. He was the proud proprietor of ‘Danny’s’ – a night club in a squalid street off Shaftesbury Avenue – and he also controlled the destinies of the firm of Laserre, which was a small but expensive shop in Regent Street that retailed perfumes, powders, rouges, creams, and all the other preparations essential to modern feminine face-repair. These two establishments were Mr Hayn’s especial pets, and from them he derived the greater part of his substantial income. Yet it might be mentioned that the profits of ‘Danny’s’ were not entirely earned by the sale of champagne, and the adornment of fashionable beauty was not the principal source of the prosperity of the house of Laserre. Mr Hayn was a clever organizer, and what he did not know about the art of covering his tracks wouldn’t have been missed from one of the microscopical two-guinea alabaster jars in which he sold the celebrated Crème Laserre.


He was a big, heavy-featured man, clean-shaven, pink complexioned, and faintly bald. His name had not always been Hayn, but a process of naturalization followed by a Deed Poll had given him an indisputable legal right to forget the cognomen of his father – and, incidentally, had eliminated for ever the unpleasant possibility of a deportation order, an exercise of forethought for which Mr Hayn was more than once moved to give his sagacity a pat on the back. The police knew certain things about him which made them inclined to regard him with disfavour, and they suspected a lot more, but there had never been any evidence.


He was writing letters at the big kneehole desk in his private office at ‘Danny’s’ when Ganning arrived. The knock on the door did not make him look up. He said, ‘Come in!’ – but the sound of the opening and closing of the door was, to him, sufficient indication that the order had been obeyed; and he went on to finish the letter he had been drafting.


Only when that was done did he condescend to notice the presence of his visitor.


‘You’re late, Snake,’ he said, blotting the sheet carefully.


‘Sorry, boss.’


Mr Hayn screwed the cap on his fountain-pen, replaced it in his pocket; and raised his eyes from the desk for the first time. What he saw made him sag back with astonishment.


‘Who on earth have you been picking a quarrel with?’ he demanded.


The Snake certainly looked the worse for wear. A bandage round his head covered one eye, and the eye that was visible was nearly closed up. His lips were bruised and swollen, and a distinct lack of teeth made him speak with a painful lisp.


‘Was it Harrigan’s crowd?’ suggested Hayn.


Ganning shook his head.


‘A bloke we met on the train coming back from Brighton last night.’


‘Were you alone?’


‘Nope; Ted and Bill were with me. And Mario.’


‘And what was this man trooping round? A regiment?’


‘He was alone.’


Hayn blinked.


‘How did it happen?’


‘We thought he was a sucker,’ explained Snake disgustedly. ‘Smart clothes, gold cigarette-case, gold-mounted stick, gold watch – and a wad. He showed us the wad. Two-fifty, he said it was. We couldn’t let that go, so we got him into a game of cards. Poker. He said he didn’t know anything about the game, so it looked safe enough – he struck us as being that sort of mug. We were geeing him along nicely right up to ten minutes or so before Victoria, and we’d let him take fifty off us. He was thinking himself the greatest poker player in the world by then, you’d have said. Then we asked him to be a sport and give us a chance of getting our money back on a couple of big jackpots with a five-pound ante. He agreed, and we let him win the first one. We all threw in after the first rise. “What about making it a tenner ante for the last deal?” I said, tipping the wink to the boys. He wasn’t too keen on that, but we jollied him along, and at last he fell for it. It was Ted’s deal, but I shuffled the broads for him.’


‘And your hand slipped?’


Ganning snorted.


‘Slipped nothin’! My hand doesn’t slip. I’d got that deck stacked better than any conjurer could have done it. And I picked up a straight flush, just as I’d fixed it. Mario chucked in right away, and Ted and Bill dropped out after the first round. That left the Mug and me, and we went on raising each other till every cent the boys and I could find between us was in the kitty. We even turned in our links and Mario’s diamond pin to account for as much of the Mug’s wad as possible. When we hadn’t another bean to stake, he saw me. I showed down my straight flush, and I was just getting set to scoop in the pool when he stopped me. “I thought you told me this was next to unbeatable,” he says, and then he shows down five kings.’


‘Five?’ repeated Mr Hayn frowning.


‘We were playing deuces wild, and a joker. He’d got the joker.’


‘Well, didn’t you know what he was holding?’


‘It wasn’t the hand I fixed for him to deal himself!’


Mr Hayn controlled his features.


‘And then you cut up rough, and got the worst of it?’


‘I accused him of cheating. He didn’t deny it. He had the nerve to say: “Well, you were supposed to be teaching me the game, and I saw you were cheating all the time, so I thought it was allowed by the rules!” And he started putting away our pile. Of course we cut up rough!’


‘And he cut up rougher?’ suggested Mr Hayn.


‘He didn’t fight fair,’ said Ganning aggrievedly. ‘First thing I knew, he’d jabbed the point of his stick into Ted’s neck before Ted had a chance to pull his cosh, so Ted was out of it. Bill was all ready for a fair stand-up fight with the knuckle-dusters, but this man kicked him in the stomach, so he took the count. Mario and me had to tackle him alone.’


The Snake seemed disinclined to proceed further with the description of the battle, and Hayn tactfully refrained from pressing him. He allowed the Snake to brood blackly over the memory for a few moments.


‘He wasn’t an amateur,’ said Ganning. ‘But none of us could place him. I’d give the hell of a lot to find out who he was. One of these fly mobsmen you read about, I shouldn’t wonder. He’d got all the dope. Look at this,’ said the Snake, producing the envelope. ‘He shoved that at Ted when he got out. Said it was his receipt. I tried to get Teal to take it up – he was at the station – but he wouldn’t take it seriously.’


Hayn slipped the sheet of paper out of the envelope and spread it out on his desk. Probably he had not fully grasped the purport of Ganning’s description, for the effect the sight had on him was amazing.


If Ganning had been disappointed with Inspector Teal’s unemotional reception of the Saint’s receipt, he was fully compensated by the reaction of Mr Edgar Hayn. Hayn’s pink face suddenly turned white, and he jerked away from the paper that lay on the blotter in front of him as if it had spat poison at him.


‘What’s it mean to you, boss?’ asked the bewildered Ganning.


‘This morning we got a consignment over from Germany,’ Hayn said, speaking almost in a whisper. ‘When Braddon opened the case, there was the same picture on top of the packing. We couldn’t figure out how it came there.’


‘Have you looked the stuff over yet?’ demanded the Snake instantly alert.


Hayn shook his head. He was still staring, as though hypnotized, at the scrap of paper.


‘We didn’t think anything of it. There’s never been a hitch yet. Braddon thought the men who packed the case must have been playing some game. We just put the marked jars away in the usual place.’


‘You haven’t had to touch them yet?’


Hayn made a negative gesture. He reached out a shaky hand for the telephone, while Ganning sat silently chewing over the startling possibilities that were revealed by this information.


‘Hullo . . . Regent nine double-o four seven . . . please.’ Hayn fidgeted nervously as he waited for the call to be put through. It came after what seemed an eternity. ‘Hullo . . . That you, Braddon? . . . I want you to get out the marked jars that came over in the case with the paper in – you remember? . . . Never mind why!’


A minute ticked away, while Hayn kept the receiver glued to his ear and tapped out an impatient tattoo on the desk.


‘Yes? . . . What’s that? . . . How d’you know? . . . I see. Well, I’ll be right round!’


Hayn clicked the receiver back and slewed his swivel-chair round so that he faced Snake Ganning.


‘What’s he say?’ asked the Snake.


‘There’s just a tin of Keating’s powder in each,’ Hayn replied. ‘I asked him how he knew what it was, and he said the whole tin was there, label and all, packed in with cotton wool to make it fit. There was three thousand pounds’ worth of snow in that shipping, and this guy has lifted the lot!’
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‘You may decant some beer, son,’ said Simon Templar, stretched out in the armchair. ‘And then you may start right in and tell me the story of your life. I can spare you about two minutes.’


Jerry Stannard travelled obediently over to a side table where bottles and glasses were already set out, accomplished his task with a practised hand, and travelled back again with the results.


‘Your health,’ said the Saint, and two foaming glasses were half-emptied in an appreciative silence.


Stannard was then encouraged to proceed. He put down his glass with a sigh and settled back at his ease, while the Saint made a long arm for the cigarette-bar.


‘I can’t make out yet why you should have interested yourself in me,’ said Stannard.


That’s my affair,’ said the Saint bluntly. ‘And if it comes to that, son, I’m not a philanthropic institution, I happen to want an assistant, and I propose to make use of you. Not that you won’t get anything out of it. I’m sufficiently interested in you to want to help you, but you’re going to pay your way.’


Stannard nodded.


‘It’s decent of you to think I’m worth it,’ he said.


He had not forgotten – it would have been impossible to forget such an incident in two days – the occasion of his first meeting with the Saint. Stannard had been entrusted with a small packet which he had been told to take to an address in Piccadilly; and even if he had not been told what the packet contained, he could not have helped having a very shrewd idea. And therefore, when a heavy hand had fallen suddenly on his shoulder only a few minutes after he had left Mr Hayn, he had had no hope . . .


And then the miracle had happened, although he did not realize at the time that it was a miracle. A man had brushed against him as the detective turned to hail a taxi, and the man had turned to apologize. In that crisis, all Stannard’s faculties had been keyed up to the vivid super-sensitiveness which comes just before breaking-point; and that abnormal acuteness had combined with the peculiarly keen stare which had accompanied the stranger’s apology, so that the stranger’s face was indelibly engraved on Stannard’s memory . . .


The Saint took a little package from his pocket, and weighed it reflectively in his hand.


‘Forty-eight hours ago,’ he murmured, ‘you assumed, quite rightly, that you were booked for five years’ penal servitude. Instead of that, you’re a free man. The triumphant sleuths of Vine Street found nothing on you, and had to release you with apologies. Doubtless they’re swearing to make up for that bloomer, and make no mistakes about landing you with the goods next time, but that can’t hurt you for the moment. And I expect you’re still wondering what’s going to be my price for having picked your pocket in the nick of time.’


‘I’ve been wondering ever since.’


‘I’m just going to tell you,’ said the Saint. ‘But first we’ll get rid of this.’


He left the room with the packet, and through the open door came the sound of running water. In a few moments he was back, dusting his hands.


‘That disposes of the evidence,’ he said. ‘Now I want you to tell me something. How did you get into this dope game?’ Stannard shrugged.


‘You may as well know. There’s no heroic or clever reason. It’s just because I’m a waster. I was in the wrong set at Cambridge, and I knew most of the toughs in Town. Then my father died and left me without a bean. I tried to get a job, but I couldn’t do anything useful. And all the time, naturally, I was mixing with the same bad bunch. Eventually they roped me in. I suppose I ought to have fought against it, but I just hadn’t the guts. It was easy money, and I took it. That’s all.’


There was a short silence, during which the Saint blew monotonously regular smoke rings towards the ceiling.


‘Now I’ll tell you something,’ he said. ‘I’ve made all the enquiries I need to make about you. I know your family history for two generations back, your early life, your school record – everything. I know enough to judge that you don’t belong where you are now. For one thing, I know you’re engaged to a rather nice girl, and she’s worried about you. She doesn’t know anything, but she suspects. And you’re worried. You’re not as quiet and comfortable in this crime racket as you’d like to make out. You weren’t cut out for a bad man. Isn’t that true?’


‘True enough,’ Stannard said flatly. ‘I’d give anything to be out of it.’


‘And you’re straight about this girl – Gwen Chandler?’


‘Straight as a die. Honest, Templar! But what can I do? If I drop Hayn’s crowd, I shan’t have a cent. Besides, I don’t know that they’d let me drop out. I owe money. When I was at Cambridge, I lost a small fortune – for me – in Hayn’s gambling rooms, and he’s got IOU’s of mine for close on a thousand. I’ve been extravagant – I’ve run up bills everywhere. You can’t imagine how badly in the cart I am!’


‘On the contrary, son,’ said the Saint calmly, ‘I’ve a very good guess about that. That’s why you’re here now. I wanted an agent inside Hayn’s gang, and I ran through the whole deck before I chose you.’


He rose from his chair and took a turn up and down the room. Stannard waited; and presently the Saint stopped abruptly.


‘You’re all right,’ he said.


Stannard frowned.


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning I’m going to trust you. I’m going to take you in with me for this campaign. I’ll get you enough out of it to square off your debts, and at the end of it I’ll find you a job. You’ll keep in with Hayn, but you’ll be working for me. And you’ll give me your word of honour that you’ll go straight for the rest of your life. That’s my offer. What about it?’


The Saint leant against the mantelpiece languidly enough, but there had been nothing languid about his crisp incisive sentences. Thinking it over afterwards, it seemed to Stannard that the whole thing had been done in a few minutes, and he was left to marvel at the extraordinary force of personality which in such a short time could override the prejudice of years and rekindle a spark of decency that had been as good as dead. But at the instant, Stannard could not analyse his feelings.


‘I’m giving you a chance to get out and make good,’ the Saint went on. ‘I’m not doing it in the dark. I believe you when you say you’d be glad of a chance to make a fresh start. I believe there’s the making of a decent man in you. Anyway, I’ll take a risk on it. I won’t even threaten you, though I could, by telling you what I shall do to you if you double-cross me. I just ask you a fair question, and I want your answer now.’


Stannard got to his feet.


‘There’s only one answer,’ he said, and held out his hand.


The Saint took it in a firm grip.


‘Now I’ll tell you exactly where you stand,’ he said.


He did so, speaking in curt sentences as before. His earlier grimness had relaxed somewhat, for when the Saint did anything he never did it by halves, and now he spoke to Stannard as a friend and an ally. He had his reward in the eager attention with which the youngster followed his discourse. He told him everything that there was any need for him to know.


‘You’ve got to think of everything, and then a heap, if you’re going to come out of this with a whole skin,’ Simon concluded, with some of his former sternness. ‘The game I’m on isn’t the kind they play in nurseries. I’m on it because I just can’t live happily ever after. I’ve had enough adventures to fill a dozen books, but instead of satisfying me they’ve only left me with a bigger appetite. If I had to live the ordinary kind of safe, civilized life, I’d die of boredom. Risks are food and drink to me. You may be different. If you are, I’m sorry about it, but I can’t help it, I need some help in this, and you’re going to give it to me; but it wouldn’t be fair to let you whale in without showing you what you are up against. Your bunch of bad hats aren’t childish enemies. Before you’re through, London’s likely to be just about as healthy for you as the Cannibal Islands are for a nice plump missionary. Get me?’


Stannard intimated that he had got him.


‘Then I’ll give you your orders for the immediate future,’ said the Saint.


He did so, in detail, and had everything repeated over to him twice before he was convinced that there would be no mistake and that nothing would be forgotten.


‘From now on, I want you to keep away from me till I give you the all-clear,’ he ended up. ‘If the Snake’s anywhere round, I shan’t last long in Danny’s, and it’s essential to keep you out of suspicion for as long as possible. So this’ll be our last open meeting for some time, but you can communicate by telephone – as long as you make sure nobody can hear you.’


‘Right you are, Saint,’ said Stannard.


Simon Templar flicked a cigarette into his mouth and reached for the matches.


The other had a queer transient feeling of unreality. It seemed fantastic that he should be associated with such a project as that into which the Saint had initiated him. It seemed equally fantastic that the Saint should have conceived it and brought it into being. That cool, casual young man, with his faultless clothes, his clipped and slangy speech, and his quick, clear smile – he ought to have been lounging his amiable, easy-going way through a round of tennis and cricket and cocktail-parties and dances, instead of . . .


And yet it remained credible – it was even, with every passing second, becoming almost an article of the re-awakened Stannard’s new faith. The Saint’s spell was unique. There was a certain quiet assurance about his bearing, a certain steely quality that came sometimes into his blue eyes, a certain indefinable air of strength and recklessness and quixotic bravado, that made the whole fantastic notion acceptable. And Stannard had not even the advantage of knowing anything about the last eight years of the Saint’s hell-for-leather career – eight years of gay buccaneering which, even allowing for exaggeration, made him out to be a man of no ordinary or drawing-room toughness . . .


The Saint lighted his cigarette and held out his hand to terminate the interview; and the corners of his mouth were twitching to his irresistible smile.


‘So long, son,’ he said. ‘And good hunting!’


‘Same to you,’ said Stannard warmly.


The Saint clapped him on the shoulder.


‘I know you won’t let me down,’ he said. ‘There’s lots of good in you, and I guess I’ve found some of it. You’ll pull out all right. I’m going to see that you do. Watch me!’


But before he left, Stannard got a query off his chest.


‘Didn’t you say there were five of you?’


His hands in his pockets, teetering gently on his heels, the Saint favoured Stannard with his most Saintly smile.


‘I did,’ he drawled. ‘Four little Saints and Papa. I am the Holy Smoke. As for the other four, they are like the Great White Woolly Wugga-Wugga on the plains of Astrakhan.’


Stannard gaped at him.


‘What does that mean?’ he demanded.


‘I ask you, sweet child,’ answered the Saint, with that exasperating seraphic smile still on his lips, ‘has anyone ever seen a Great White Woolly Wugga-Wugga on the plains of Astrakhan? Sleep on it, my cherub – it will keep your mind from impure thoughts.’










5


To all official intents and purposes, the proprietor and leading light of Mr Edgar Hayn’s night club in Soho was the man after whom it was named – Danny Trask. Danny was short and dumpy, a lazy little tub of a man, with a round red face, a sparse head of fair hair, and a thin sandy moustache. His pale eyes were deeply embedded in the creases of their fleshy lids; and when he smiled – which was often, and usually for no apparent reason – they vanished altogether in a corrugating mesh of wrinkles.


His intelligence was not very great. Nevertheless, he had discovered quite early in life that there was a comfortable living to be made in the profession of ‘dummy’ – a job which calls for no startling intellectual gifts – and Danny had accordingly made that his vocation ever since. As a figurehead, he was all that could have been desired, for he was unobtrusive and easily satisfied. He had a type of mind common to his class of lawbreaker. As long as his salary – which was not small – was paid regularly, he never complained, showed no ambition to join his employer on a more equal basis of division of profits, and, if anything went wrong, kept his mouth shut and deputized for his principal in one of His Majesty’s prisons without a murmur. Danny’s fees for a term of imprisonment were a flat rate of ten pounds a week, with an extra charge of two pounds a week for ‘hard’. The astuteness of the CID and the carelessness of one or two of his previous employers had made this quite a profitable proposition for Danny.


He had visions of retiring one day, and ending his life in comparative luxury, when his savings had reached a sufficiently large figure; but this hope had received several setbacks of late. He had been in Mr Hayn’s service for four years, and Mr Hayn’s uncanny skill at avoiding the attentions of the police was becoming a thorn in the side of Danny Trask. When Danny was not in ‘stir’, the most he could command was a paltry seven pounds a week, and living expenses had to be paid out of this instead of out of the pocket of the Government. Danny felt that he had a personal grievance against Mr Hayn on this account.
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