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  Chapter One




  The bit of wall against which Detective Superintendent Manton now surreptitiously leaned was the court-room’s most favoured observation post, and three sets of marks on

  the oak pannelling testified to this. Head high, the wood had, over the years, became darkened from constant massage with cheap hair oil: midway between this patch and the floor was a lighter area

  where well-cushioned behinds had had the opposite effect: and at heel height was an ugly pattern of black streaks and scratches.




  Manton shifted his weight imperceptibly so as not to give the impression of slouching; a thing he disapproved of in court, especially by police officers. Moreover, Lord Droxford, the presiding

  magistrate at West End Magistrates’ Court, though a humane and kindly man, was a stickler for the proprieties when he was on the bench.




  At the present moment there was a lull in proceedings and the dock was unoccupied. Lord Droxford was bent over the large court register on the desk before him. Mr. Astbury, the chief clerk, was

  vainly trying to attract the attention of Arnold Plowman, the court usher, who was engrossed in a seemingly endless mimed interchange with someone in the public standing room at the back.




  Manton surveyed the scene and waited. He knew quite well what was going to happen and this made him wonder whether his journey had been really necessary, albeit one involving only a fourpenny

  bus fare. Any minute now, the swing door beside him, which led to the jailer’s office and the cells beyond, would fly-open and the large blue figure of P.C. Tredgold would thrust through.




  In the meantime, silence reigned in court, broken only by the melancholy notes outside, of old Susannah’s accordion. Being like most of the English race, inflexibly sentimental at heart,

  Manton, as he listened, experienced a surge of simple pride that a busy London court allowed an old Negress street musician to have her pitch immediately outside its doors. But the truth was that

  West End was a happy court and that Susannah had almost come to be regarded as one of its permanent staff.




  Lord Droxford looked up from his register, a slightly impatient gleam in his eye. He was forestalled from translating this into words, however, by the bustling entrance of P.C. Tredgold.




  ‘Number three remand, sir, Alexander Constantine Brufa. No appearance.’




  Thus delivered, the jailer threw Manton a quick, meaning look and waited to see how the magistrate and his clerk proposed to play the ball he’d just bowled them. Lord Droxford studied the

  register once more.




  ‘A charge of living on the immoral earnings, I see,’ he said thoughtfully.




  Mr. Astbury in his seat immediately below the bench half turned.




  ‘You gave him bail, sir, in his own recognizance of two hundred and fifty pounds and there was a surety in the same amount.’




  ‘Is the officer in charge of the case in court?’ Lord Droxford asked and looked up to see Mr. Rex Turnbull hovering before him in the lawyer’s pew. ‘Are you in this case,

  Mr. Turnbull?’




  ‘I really find myself in a most awkward situation, sir,’ Mr. Turnbull began, looking a picture of unhappiness. Lord Droxford smiled at him amiably and reflected how rich he could

  have been if he’d collected half a crown every time Mr. Turnbull had used the expression as a preface to explaining the behaviour of one of his clients. ‘I was instructed by Mr. Brufa

  after his last appearance before you, sir, when you remanded him till today so that he could be legally represented. I’m at a complete loss to know why he isn’t here, and I can only

  suppose he must have got confused over the dates. . . . Unless he’s somewhere outside all the time and hasn’t heard his name called.’




  Mr. Turnbull looked hopefully towards the door which led into the main hall and Lord Droxford nodded at Plowman, the usher, who was waiting for the cue and left the court. A moment later,

  resounding cries of ‘Alexander Constantine Brufa’ filled the building. Plowman reappeared.




  ‘No answer, sir,’ he reported in the satisfied tone of someone who has successfully accomplished a difficult assignment.




  ‘He hasn’t been seen at any of his usual haunts during the past week, sir.’ This blunt assertion of fact came from Detective Sergeant Cloud, who had come round to the witness

  box to make certain he too had his say. He was the officer in charge of the case and felt considerably aggrieved since he had opposed bail in the first place; so that none of this would have

  happened if the court had paid greater heed to his views.




  ‘Haunts being his home and place of employment, I take it?’ Lord Droxford said.




  ‘His lodgings, and the cafés and clubs he frequents, sir.’ Then in a tone charged with significance, Sergeant Cloud added: ‘He didn’t have any regular

  employment.’




  ‘No, er—I see; presumably not,’ Lord Droxford replied, recalling the nature of the charge. ‘Have you any reason to believe he’s left the country, Sergeant? What

  about his passport? Didn’t I order that to be surrendered as one of the conditions of bail?’




  ‘Yes, sir, and I have it here.’




  ‘M’mm. Well, there’s nothing I can do except issue a warrant for his arrest, I suppose.’




  ‘The surety?’ Mr. Astbury hissed over his shoulder.




  ‘Oh, yes! Is the surety here?’




  Sergeant Cloud beckoned to a small, sallow, worried-looking man who was standing near the dock.




  ‘Are you the person who went bail for Alexander Brufa?’ asked Mr. Astbury.




  The man rolled his eyes and nodded.




  ‘Any reason why you shouldn’t forfeit two hundred and fifty pounds?’ Lord Droxford chimed in. ‘You undertook to see that Brufa attended court today and we’ve just

  been told that he’s disappeared.’




  ‘I donnta know whaire ’e go,’ the man said with an effort.




  ‘I dare say you don’t, but it looks as though his absence is going to cost you two hundred and fifty pounds. I’ll have to think about that, and I’ll give my decision

  later. Meanwhile, let’s get on with the next case.’




  There was a general stir in which the hapless surety was hustled away by Sergeant Cloud.




  Manton remained leaning quietly against the wall. As expected, he’d learnt nothing he hadn’t already known.




  It might seem that there was nothing very remarkable in what had happened: in an accused man jumping bail.




  There wasn’t—except that Brufa was the sixth to vanish in such circumstances in as many months. And all from the same court, too.




  







  Chapter Two




  Manton was about to slip out of court when P.C. Tredgold reappeared with the next defendant. It was Joe Mendolia, who was as well known at West End Court as Susannah.




  Without waiting to be bidden Mendolia stepped fastidiously into the small railed dock, giving Manton no more than a cursory glance as his gaze roamed over the faces of those around him. Though

  the two of them had never met, each had made it his business to know something of the other.




  Manton, for example, in common with anyone who could read a newspaper, knew that Mendolia was one of the so-called Kings of Soho who made a good thing out of other people’s vices. So good

  that he was able to live in a luxury flat, drive around in a cyclamen-pink sports car (but one of three cars he owned), buy diamonds for his lady-friends and all the while remain beyond the

  law’s main reach.




  Manton studied him covertly as he stood in the dock, elegantly resting his well-manicured hands on the rail in front of him. He was wearing a deep blue light-weight suit with white silk shirt

  and a silver-and-pink tie. He gave the impression of having just stepped out of Cellophane wrapping and brought with him the delicate aroma of attar of roses.




  The reason for his presence in the dock, Manton now learnt, was one of the more flagrant breaches of the licensing laws at one of the prosperous, subterranean clubs he owned in the district.




  When the charge had been read out, Mr. Turnbull rose to his feet.




  ‘I appear in this case, sir, and there’s a plea of guilty.’




  After Lord Droxford had been briefly appraised of the facts by the prosecuting solicitor, Mr Turnbull rose again.




  ‘This is a most unfortunate affair, sir, but one which I hope you will feel you can properly regard as a mere technical breach of the law by my client. Let me at once say, sir, that Mr.

  Mendolia was greatly distressed when he learnt what had happened and that he took prompt steps to ensure that nothing of the sort could occur again. . . .’




  Since everyone in court, including Mr. Turnbull to whose profit it was, knew that Joe Mendolia was as indifferent to the laws of the land as a pagan to Easter Mass, there was something of an air

  of unreality about this plea. While it was going on, Mendolia, however, stood preening himself like a bird, waiting patiently for it to finish. He patted his hip pocket to make sure that the roll

  of fivers he’d brought to pay the fine with was still there. Then he turned to survey the public behind him and winked lazily on spotting one of his henchmen.




  As Manton watched him, an idea started forming at the back of his mind. It was interrupted, however, by Lord Droxford suddenly saying:




  ‘There’ll be a fine of one hundred pounds and you must also pay twenty-five guineas costs.’ He looked towards Mr. Turnbull and added in a dry tone: ‘I take it your client

  doesn’t ask for time to pay?’




  But before the solicitor had time to turn and consult him, Mendolia was half-way out of court, brazenly counting five-pound notes as he went.




  Manton followed him into the jailer’s office, where there was the usual throng of police officers and defendants. A respectful hush attended Mendolia’s arrival at the counter where a

  sergeant was on duty collecting fines.




  ‘Here’s your lolly for you,’ Mendolia said cheerfully, as he threw down twenty-six brand-new five-pound notes. He watched with a tolerant smile as the officer held each up to

  the light and carefully examined the watermark. Then he turned to Manton. ‘Suspicious lot of b——s in this place, aren’t they? Wish I could make ’em as good as

  that. It’d help solve a lot of life’s little problems.’




  ‘Mean to say forgery’s something you haven’t yet had a go at?’ the sergeant asked casually as he continued his examination of the notes.




  ‘I imagine he makes enough without the need,’ Manton observed.




  ‘Hey, whose side are you on? And anyway, what’s brought Scotland Yard out slumming today?’




  Manton recognized the note of interest in the second question. He shrugged his shoulders.




  ‘Merely taking a look around.’




  ‘Yeah? Just the weather for it, too, isn’t it?’ Mendolia laughed loudly at his own remark.




  ‘Here’s your change. Three pounds fifteen shillings,’ the sergeant said, pushing the money across the counter. Mendolia pocketed the coins, but looked with distaste at the

  crumpled bank-notes.




  ‘At least nobody could accuse you of running this lot off on your little home press. Where the hell do you get such stinking bits of paper?’ He held up one of the pound

  notes of his change with an air of mock despair. It had been torn diagonally down the centre and the two halves ineptly rejoined. ‘Just take a look at this one; almost seems like the two

  halves don’t want to know each other?’ He tossed it back. ‘Here, you keep it.’




  ‘Keep it?’




  ‘Yeah, give it to your orphans and widows fund.’




  ‘You give it to your own something orphans,’ the sergeant growled angrily. ‘We don’t need your charity to keep us alive.’




  Mendolia treated his audience to a resigned shrug and stuffed the note in on top of the rest of the change in his trouser pocket. Next, he thoughtfully studied the wafer-thin gold watch on his

  left wrist.




  ‘A quarter to one. I guess it’s time to leave you boys to your buns and cocoa.’




  With an airy gesture of the hand he made his farewell and departed, leaving the sergeant muttering darkly under his breath and Manton staring after him in a preoccupied way.




  Outside, old Susannah was singing one of her specials, whose tune had a fieriness well suited to the revivalist theme of its words. She presented a curious picture perched on her camp-stool with

  her feet neatly resting together on the little wooden platform which she always used to keep them off the ground.




  A Negro with white hair is a striking figure, and a Negress even more so. Thus was Susannah, adorned further by a battered mauve hat and the thickest pair of spectacles anyone had ever seen. Why

  she wore them, nobody knew, as they availed her nothing; for several years she had been totally blind.




  Joe Mendolia was about to pass her by, when he suddenly stopped, dived a hand into his pocket and brought out the torn piece of money.




  ‘Here you are, old girl, have this. No one else seems to want it.’ He stuffed it into the tin mug which hung loosely from the accordion.




  Like a spider which has felt a pull at its web, one black hand shot out, retrieved the note, swiftly valued it and tucked it deep away among the voluminous garments.




  







  Chapter Three




  On leaving court, Manton went straight back to the Yard and, after a quick meal in the canteen, up to his room to await a summons from the Assistant Commissioner (Crime). This

  came about the middle of the afternoon, and he immediately went along to the great man’s room, which lay on the Embankment side of the building and had a fine sweeping view of the river,

  including Westminster Bridge and, over on the south side, the handsome facade of County Hall.




  ‘Sit down and make yourself comfortable. I must just sign these letters,’ the A.C. said after Manton had entered. A minute later, he pushed them on one side and looked up. ‘Now

  let’s hear the latest. But first of all, are we agreed that these disappearances are not a series of isolated coincidences?’




  ‘I’m positive they’re connected, sir.’




  ‘You’ve checked on backgrounds, of course?’




  ‘Yes, sir, thoroughly. Admittedly all six defendants did live or work in Soho, but there isn’t a scrap of evidence that they frequented the same places, still less that they knew

  each other. The only common factor in their lives, sir, is West End Court.’




  ‘H’mm! Plus their foreign-sounding names, don’t forget, and the fact they’ve all since ended up in Algeria.’




  Manton glanced down at the file on his lap. ‘Vapilos, Apel, Plaxides, Averoff, Osuna and Brufa,’ he read out.




  ‘Certainly couldn’t find six less Anglo-Saxon than that,’ the A.C. murmured, pursing his lips in a thoughtful way. ‘The last two sound like a vaudeville act. Well! What

  do you suggest?’ he asked, looking up suddenly.




  For the next ten minutes, Manton outlined his plan. When he finished speaking, there was a short silence. Then the A.C. said:




  ‘We’ve obviously got to do something about it, and I think your plan is likely to bring quick results. If it doesn’t come off, that’ll be that, and we’ll have to

  tackle the problem another way. But we can’t let this sort of thing go on.’




  He picked up the telephone and spoke to a number of his departmental chiefs issuing the necessary orders. The result was that soon after Manton got back to his own room there was a knock on the

  door and Detective Constables Cordari and Swift came in.




  Both were on the short side, dark and in their mid-twenties; but there the similarity ended. Roy Cordari was slight in build and had a sallow, Mediterranean appearance, being indeed only one

  generation removed from that part of the world. He spoke fluent Italian and modern Greek and was a member of the Special Branch. Kevin swift was more compact, had a fresh, clean look about him and

  sported a hair style just the right side of a crew cut. He was one of the young detective officers of the central pool at Scotland Yard known as C.I.




  Neither knew the other except by sight and neither had the faintest notion why he had now been sent for. As soon as they were seated, Manton opened the proceedings.




  ‘I don’t know whether either of you has heard about some disappearances over the past few months from West End Court of defendants on bail? There’ve been six altogether and it

  now seems pretty certain that at any rate five of them have been smuggled out of the country.’ He drew his legs under his chair and leant forward to add emphasis to his words. ‘The

  sixth man failed to answer to his bail only this morning. We heard a day or so ago that he hadn’t been seen around, and so we weren’t very surprised when he didn’t turn up at

  court today. The point is, the A.C. has now decided that it’s time to launch a full-scale inquiry into what’s going on.’ He paused and looked from one to the other of the two

  alert faces before him. ‘I’ve been put in charge of the investigation and you’ve been assigned to work with me.’ He was quick to notice their looks of surprise and added:

  ‘In fact you’ve both been specially recommended to the A.C. for the job. Now I’d better tell you what the plan is. By the way, smoke if you want to.’ Cordari shook his head

  and murmured something from which Manton gathered he didn’t. Swift pulled out a pipe. Manton watched him lighting it for a moment and decided that if he was as competent at detection as he

  was at getting a pipe going, he must be quite a bright young man. ‘The broad idea is this: that you, Cordari, should act as a decoy. We’ll give you a new name and a new background and

  in due course you’re going to appear at West End Court charged with a suitable offence. Beyond that it’s impossible to see at present, but the hope is, of course, that if we make you a

  son of composite of the six men who’ve already vanished, someone will try to interest you too in a trip abroad. There’s still a mass of detail we’ll have to work out together, but

  it’ll probably mean your being installed in a room in Soho for a week or so beforehand, in order to provide you with the necessary local ties. It wouldn’t do just to produce you out of

  nowhere and pop you in the dock.’




  ‘Who’s going to be on this at West End, sir?’ Cordari asked quickly.




  ‘No one. In fact, one of the reasons you two have been picked is because neither of you is known at that court. That is so by the way, isn’t it?’




  ‘Never set foot inside there, sir,’ Swift said.




  ‘Nor have I.’ Then in a slightly anxious tone, Cordari added: ‘But if the magistrate isn’t even to know it’s a put-up job, what guarantee is there that he’ll

  allow me bail?’




  Manton grinned. ‘It’ll be darned unlucky for you if he doesn’t, won’t it? But, seriously, I don’t think you need worry about that. We’ll be able to pitch the

  thing so that he does.’




  ‘Are you going to be the officer in charge of the case that’s put up against me, sir?’




  ‘No, I shall be keeping well out of sight. It’ll probably be Detective Sergeant Talper. He, of course, will be in the know, but otherwise no one, except us three and the big brass

  here.’




  ‘Where exactly do I come into this, sir?’ Swift asked.




  ‘You’ll be Cordari’s shadow and also general contact man between him and us here at the Yard. I need hardly say that the whole success of the operation, if it ever gets going,

  will rest on your combined abilities to lull the enemy into a false sense of security.’




  While Cordari appeared impassive, so that Manton found it difficult to judge his reaction to the scheme, Swift was obviously excited about its thrillerish aspects and the prospect of a break

  with normal Yard routine.




  ‘Either of you married?’ Manton asked, realizing that this might explain their different reactions.




  ‘I am sir,’ Cordari said.




  ‘How long?’




  ‘Two years.’




  ‘Any children?’




  ‘A baby girl. She’ll be a year old on the eighth of next month.’




  ‘No, sir,’ Swift said, when Manton looked at him.




  ‘Engaged?’




  ‘Not even that, sir.’ He grinned. ‘But don’t think I’m a woman-hater.’




  ‘That’s reassuring, anyway,’ Manton remarked dryly. He looked thoughtful and then turned slowly back to Cordari. ‘I’ve really no right to say this, but are you

  quite happy about the role you’re going to have to play? I mean——’




  ‘Happy about it?’ Cordari sounded genuinely surprised.




  ‘Yes, It’s going to be very much like walking a tight-rope in the dark and——’




  Again Cordari cut him short. ‘It was the element of excitement and not knowing from day to day what the next would bring that got me into the police. Don’t worry about me, sir, nor

  about my being married. Doreen’s already a well-trained policeman’s wife.’




  ‘Fine,’ Manton said with a measure of relief. ‘And now I’d better tell you what we do know about the matter.’




  For the next twenty minutes or so he related all the known facts, while Cordari and Swift listened intently. When he had finished, he said:




  ‘So the pattern which emerges is this. Each of these defendants was male and each stood charged with an offence involving one of the more profitable forms of vice, in respect of which he

  was liable to go inside for quite a spell. In addition each of them had a foreign-sounding name and either lived or traded in the Soho area. Hence their allegiance to West End Court.’




  ‘Have there been similar disappearances from any of the other Magistrates’ Courts during the same period, sir?’ Swift broke in.




  ‘No. West End’s the only one.’




  ‘Significant, sir, that, isn’t it?’




  ‘I agree. And even more so is that they’ve all be spirited away to the same place, too. Namely, Algeria. In every instance they’ve turned up there within a week or ten days of

  vanishing from here.’




  ‘And after that, sir, nothing, I gather?’ Cordari said.




  ‘Complete silence. That is, so far as we know. As you can imagine, their relatives haven’t been exactly forthcoming, but it has been ascertained that five of them—that is,

  everyone except the chap today, who’s hardly had time to arrive anywhere—sent letters from Algeria telling their families not to worry and saying that chummy would be getting in touch

  again shortly.’




  ‘There’s no doubt about the letters being genuine, sir?’ Cordari asked.




  ‘None. The writing in every case has been identified as that of the fugitive concerned. No, these chaps have all got to Algeria all right. How and what then, is what I hope we’re

  going to be able to discover.’




  ‘What about the police out there, sir?’ Swift said. ‘Have they been asked to help at all?’




  ‘Oh, yes, we’ve been in touch with them via Interpol. But these indirect, long-distance approaches are never very satisfactory, as you can probably guess. Especially in this case,

  seeing that the French authorities out there have enough on their plate with terrorists and the like without bothering overmuch about a handful of missing Britons. But we did tell them all we knew,

  which was precious little, and got a reply saying that there was no record of any such persons arriving in or leaving Algeria.’




  ‘Do they keep records of every single arrival in the country, sir?’ Swift asked.




  ‘I gather so, but since our five obviously wouldn’t have been travelling under their own names, it proves nothing. I should think it’s also more than probable they were armed

  with other than British passports.’ He shook his head. ‘No, I doubt whether Interpol can help us much in this.’




  Swift tapped his teeth with the stem of his pipe. ‘And you believe, sir, that Mendolia may be behind a racket to smuggle wanted men out of the country?’




  ‘All I can really say is that it’s right up his street. There’s no suggestion he’s been mixed up in anything of the sort before, but it’s obviously a well-organized

  and money-making racket.’ Manton paused here, and then said determinedly: ‘And that means a Mendolia type of racket. These six chaps who’ve disappeared all had money, and I

  don’t doubt they’ve paid through the nose to be spirited away. False passports and the like are always costly items. Indeed, one thing that sticks out a mile is that apparently only

  those well spliced with cash have been approached.’ He looked across at Cordari. ‘We shall have to put you in the money class, too.’




  ‘Make it enough, sir, and you’ll have a seventh disappearance to investigate.’




  Manton laughed. ‘Incidentally, there is another feature of the case which I haven’t yet mentioned. Only one of these six was not legally represented at court. The remainder were all

  clients of Mr. Rex Turnbull, who also happens to be Mendolia’s solicitor.’




  ‘Where are Turnbull’s offices, sir?’




  ‘Directly opposite West End Court.’




  There ensued a thoughtful silence, which was broken by Cordari.




  ‘What puzzles me most, sir, is why they should all have gone to Algeria. After all, it’s got no connections with this country and, from what I’ve read in the papers recently,

  it’s one helluva place to avoid.’




  ‘Presumably the organization that’s operating this racket has a convenient branch out there,’ Manton said, and made a helpless gesture. ‘It must be something like that,

  for I don’t imagine that they just cast up their clients on any old sandy shore and leave them to get on with it.’




  ‘It may be just a staging post, sir; a kind of transit camp where fugitives from justice are sorted and readdressed.’




  ‘God knows what it is; or what they do when they get there—beyond posting a letter home.’




  Cordari looked out of the window with an almost dreamy expression.




  ‘The weather should be perfect by the time I arrive. And there’s nothing to beat a Mediterranean spring.’




  ‘Isn’t part of the Sahara in Algeria?’ Swift asked in a tone of sweet innocence. Manton appeared not to hear this remark, his mind being busy elsewhere, and Cordari contented

  himself with mouthing a short but pungent comment.




  







  Chapter Four




  Much of the next two days was spent in Manton’s office, working out details of the plan.




  It was decided that Cordari should be metamorphosed into Rafaele Skourasi, of Italian–Lebanese parentage, and that he should rent a room above a Turkish Cypriot tailor’s shop just

  off Wardour Street. Furthermore, that in about ten days’ time he should be brought up at West End Court on a charge of drug peddling. Not too serious a one (otherwise Lord Droxford might

  refuse him bail), but with a quiet hint, to anyone who might be interested, that he was in the big money. It was also arranged that he was to get Rex Turnbull to defend him.




  It was on an afternoon when they were leaving Manton’s office after one of these planning sessions that Cordari turned to Swift and said:




  ‘You know, Kevin, if we really want to find out about Mendolia we ought to plant someone right on him. At the moment we only get bits of information via informants, who are all people way

  outside his life merely picking up and passing on odd scraps which are at best second and third hand.’




  Swift shot his companion a sidelong glance as they walked together down the corridor.




  ‘What do you have in mind?’ he asked.




  ‘Mendolia’s a notorious womanizer and I don’t see why we shouldn’t try to supply him with a new girl-friend. The turnover rate is pretty high, from all accounts, and all

  we’ve got to do is put our candidate where he’s bound to notice her.’




  ‘Rather like recommending a victim for an Old Testament sacrifice, isn’t it?’




  ‘Not if you choose the right person.’




  ‘Who do you suggest?’




  ‘My sister-in-law,’ said Cordari coolly.




  Swift gaped at him. ‘Are you serious?’




  ‘Absolutely. She’s just the girl for the job. She’s a reasonable good-looker and she has an insatiable craving for excitement. Heaven knows how many different things she

  hasn’t tried her hand at since she left school. But she’s always throwing them up because life gets dull. Why, only yesterday she asked me about joining the police, and actually

  she’d be jolly good if they didn’t keep her in an office, but gave her a bit of cloak-and-dagger stuff to do.’




  ‘How old is she?’




  ‘Twenty-five, I think. I know she’s a year or two older than my wife.’




  ‘And not married, I gather?’




  ‘Nope. But not exactly an innocent.’




  ‘And you think we could plant her as Mendolia’s next girl?’




  ‘We could have a darned good try.’




  ‘If she agrees.’




  ‘Yes, if she agrees. But knowing Pamela, my bet is she’ll jump at it.’




  When they left the Yard that evening, Swift accompanied Cordari home.




  Pamela Stoughton shared a small flat with a girl-friend about a mile from where the Cordaris lived in Wimbledon, and they decided to call there on their way. As they approached the place, Swift,

  whose manner had been getting increasingly worried, slowed down.




  ‘Look, Roy, there’s the hell of a difference between knocking around with a run of boy-friends and becoming a gangster’s mistress. All the difference, in fact, between the

  enthusiastic amateur and the professional. Are you quite sure this is a good idea?’




  ‘If Pamela doesn’t want to play, nothing we can say will make her,’ Cordari said. ‘Whether or not she becomes his mistress will be her concern. She’s able to look

  after herself all right. It won’t be the first time she’s coped with a predatory male. Anyway, don’t worry; no harm in mentioning it and seeing how she reacts.’




  Swift smiled wryly and gave a faint shrug. For the present there was nothing he could do except reserve judgment.




  They arrived at the house and climbed three flights of stairs to the top flat. Cordari pressed the bell and a voice at once shouted:




  ‘Hold it a tick, I’ve got no clothes on.’




  ‘Come as you are; it’s only the police,’ Cordari called back through the letter-box.




  ‘Why, Roy, what a pleasant surprise,’ Pamela Stoughton said, opening the door a moment later. She was wearing a full-length house-coat with the minimum number of buttons done up, and

  her hair was falling loosely around her shoulders. Swift decided it was pretty hair; perhaps even her best feature. She was on the tall side, though well proportioned, and, in brief, looking

  pleasingly feminine. She now peered past her brother-in-law. ‘And you’ve brought a handsome visitor, too.’




  ‘Meet Kevin Swift. He’s also at the Yard,’ Cordari said. She and Swift shook hands. ‘Well, come on in and have a drink.’




  ‘That’s what we came for.’




  ‘But didn’t think to bring a bottle of anything with you, I suppose? No, well, that restricts your choice to beer or something labelled sherry type.’




  As soon as they’d got their drinks and sat down, Cordari explained the object of their visit. He was careful, however, to make no mention of his own or Swift’s real roles in the

  matter. He just said it was thought that Mendolia might be the boss of a racket to smuggle wanted men out of the country and that . . . well it would be too wonderful if Pamela felt like

  helping . . . though, of course, it was entirely up to her, as there might be risks attached, and it was all highly unorthodox, so . . . Long before Cordari had finished speaking, Swift knew what

  her reply was going to be.




  ‘Couldn’t be better,’ she said when he’d given her an edited account of things. ‘Saves me going along to the Labour Exchange.’




  ‘Aren’t you still working at that dress shop?’




  ‘Got the sack today. I was rude to a customer—the customer . . . a dripping dowager . . . the old bitch!’




  ‘You’re hopeless, Pamela,’ Cordari said with obvious pride. ‘Anyway, since you’re game, we’d now better think of ways of palming you off on

  Mendolia,’




  ‘Leave it to me to do some quiet reconnoitring first. I’d like to find out something about his current tastes.’




  ‘How’ll you do that?’ Swift asked.




  She looked at him in surprise.




  ‘Much the same way as you people discover these things. I’ve not worked in a couple of shady night clubs without learning a trick or two.’




  Cordari gave Swift an amused, what-did-I-tell-you look and got up.




  ‘By the way, I’m afraid this isn’t a very well-paid job, my pet,’ he said.




  ‘Is it paid at all?’




  ‘No. We can probably tide you over a few days, but not more.’




  ‘If Joe Mendolia’s girl-friends want for anything,’ she said crisply, after a moment’s silence, ‘they probably deserve to.’




  After leaving Pamela they walked on to Cordari’s home, which was about half a mile away. It was a small, new semi-detached house, neat and unoriginal in appearance. As he turned his key

  and pushed open the front door, Cordari called out:
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