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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our

  series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of

  second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have

  been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous

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




  THE STIPENDIARY MAGISTRATE wrapped up the Leon Crow case for delivery to the Assizes. The police did not

  oppose bail. They were not vindictive. Crow was an old man rich in property, and he loved his wealth too much to run away and leave it. His bail was fixed at a substantial sum, and he put up the

  money himself. He had to. Not one man among the millions of a great city and its environs would be surety for him.




  After the summary trial, Detective Chief Inspector Martineau and Detective Sergeant Devery walked from the Magistrate’s Court to the C.I.D. office. The case against Leon Crow, receiver of

  stolen property, was their particular pigeon.




  ‘He’ll get five years,’ said Devery.




  ‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ his superior replied. ‘And that’s as it should be. It’s taken us a longer time than that to nail him.’




  ‘Well, we’ve got him right. It gives me great satisfaction to restrain the liberty of a man like that. I wonder how many years he’s been swindling honest burglars.’




  ‘Too many,’ said Martineau.




  They strolled on in the mild sunshine of an April morning, two very tall men. Devery was well-built, lithe, dark-haired and handsome. Martineau, older and more powerfully made, was moderately

  handsome, too, in the way that a head carved in granite may be handsome. And his surprisingly blond hair, greying at the temples, gave him an appearance of somewhat rugged distinction. In good grey

  suits, and good felt hats carelessly worn, both men were dressed with the intention of being inconspicuous. But their profession had marked them. In stamp and style they were unmistakably

  policemen.




  Devery had more to say about Leon Crow, but Martineau scarcely listened. Now that the Crow case was finished until the Assizes, he had other things on his mind. And one thing in particular. Last

  night a detective inspector of Headquarters C.I.D. had failed to report off duty. And this morning, when Court began, he had still been missing.




  ‘I wonder what can have happened to old Mick,’ he remarked, with a frown of concern.




  ‘It’s a rum do, sir,’ the young sergeant answered. ‘But I don’t think we need worry. The job he’s on doesn’t warrant any rough stuff.’




  That was true. Inspector Robert McQuade, naturally nicknamed “Mick” after the famous brand of tobacco, was engaged in the prosaic business of unearthing evidence in the case of a

  swindling stockbroker. Hailing from Liverpool, and belonging in fact to that race of people known as the Liverpool Irish, he was a brilliant policeman of varied and sometimes unsuspected talents.

  He had, among other things, a qualification in accountancy. He was the obvious man to take on the stockbroker, who was proving himself to be a very slippery client. Very slippery, but physically

  harmless. It was hardly probable that McQuade had come to harm following the path of duty.




  Still, McQuade was missing. He had not been home all night. His daughter, who had kept house for him since the death of her mother, was reported to be “in a state.” Martineau had

  known McQuade for a very long time, and he liked him a lot. He was really worried.




  In the Criminal Investigation Department Martineau went to his own office. He sat down at his desk and wondered if Detective Chief Superintendent Clay would still be upstairs, making his daily

  report to the Chief Constable. He buzzed the chief clerk on the intercom.




  ‘Martineau here,’ he said. ‘Is Clay still up there?’




  ‘No, Harry, he isn’t,’ was the reply. ‘He’s just run downstairs. There’s hell on. They’ve found poor old Mick.’




  Martineau’s heart turned over. ‘Where?’ he wanted to know.




  ‘In the river. He’s at the mortuary now.’




  ‘What’s the cause of death? Drowning?’




  ‘I don’t know. I only got half the tale. There’s a devil of a flap on.’




  ‘Thanks, Bert,’ said Martineau. He rang off, and no sooner had he done so than the intercom buzzed again.




  ‘Martineau,’ Clay’s voice rasped. ‘I want you. NOW!’




  ‘Yessir. Right away,’ said the chief inspector.




  He pushed back his chair and reached for his hat. As he strode through the long main office of the C.I.D., men raised their eyes from their work and looked at him expectantly. They knew that

  something was in the wind, and Martineau was the man for storms. This man had a reputation, even among hardened policemen. He was direct in nature and action, and his level glance showed it. But he

  was direct without being naive. The cunning of an experienced detective is the cunning of a thousand criminals. That direct glance of Martineau’s could peel away pretence like a

  surgeon’s knife seeking the way to malignancy.




  He knocked and entered Clay’s office. He found the C.I.D. chief pacing about, not in thought but in sheer agitation. Clay turned at his entry, and his eyes were wild. He was furiously

  angry, and deeply hurt.




  ‘There’s a car waiting,’ he said. ‘Have you heard?’




  Martineau nodded, and turned to the door. The two men left the building, the stout superintendent stepping out to match his subordinate’s long stride. No further words were spoken until

  they were in the car, and then Martineau said quietly, ‘I don’t know any details.’




  Clay emitted a heartbroken snort. ‘Shot,’ he said. ‘Shot and dumped in the river. And somebody did a Gutteridge on him.’




  Martineau was appalled. The classic case of Police Constable Gutteridge is still remembered in England. It embodies the application of criminal superstition; savage superstition based on the

  uneasy belief that a murdered man’s eyes retain after death the image of the last thing he saw, the face of his killer. The man who murdered P.C. Gutteridge afterwards shot out his eyes.




  ‘He’ll be a mess,’ Clay went on. ‘You and I will have to do the official identification of the body. We can’t let that daughter of his see him with half his head

  blown off.’




  Martineau did not reply because, at the moment, there was nothing to be said. His mind was busy scanning a mental picture gallery of the faces of people who might have cause or desire to kill

  Mick McQuade. He saw no likely suspect. As a detective McQuade naturally had had enemies in those shady regions which men call the underworld, but Martineau could think of no enemy who would take

  such a drastic vengeance. So far as he knew, nobody hated McQuade enough to take the risk of killing him.




  At the mortuary they saw McQuade’s body. They looked at the powder-burned eye sockets, for eyes there were none. They talked with the police surgeon, who was certain of the cause of death

  but as yet uncertain of the time. McQuade had been shot through the heart, and he had been dead when the two bullets were fired into his eyes. ‘Sometime yesterday, fairly late in the

  day,’ the doctor concluded. ‘I may be able to give you a more exact time after the post-mortem.’




  The two policemen had expected him to say something like that. Because the body had been lying in cold river water, neither temperature nor rigor was a reliable guide for the doctor.

  After the police had discovered the time of McQuade’s last meal, and after he had examined the contents of the stomach, it was probable that he would be able to give a more accurate estimate

  of the hour of death.




  Clay gave instructions for McQuade’s clothes to be sent to the forensic laboratory. He watched Martineau gather together the contents of the pockets, then he turned away with a sigh.




  ‘Nothing more to do here,’ he said. ‘We’ll go back to the office and see if we can fill in the poor man’s day for him. We might find something that way.’




  ‘You know what’s missing from this lot, don’t you?’ said Martineau.




  ‘I know. His official pocket-book. The murderer has seen that off, just to make it harder for us. We’ll have to go back to his last report, and start from there. A job for you,

  Martineau.’




  ‘You’re giving me the case, sir?’




  ‘Of course. You’re—you’re not busy with anything else, are you?’




  He had been about to say that Martineau was the best man he had. He had refrained. He seldom praised a man to his face.




  ‘Thank you, sir,’ said Martineau. If he had been the sort of man to make wild statements, he would have said that he would see McQuade’s murderer hanged if he had to work on

  the job for the rest of his life. That certainly was his frame of mind. It was Clay’s attitude, too. Each guessed what the other was thinking, but neither made any comment.




  They returned to Headquarters, and Martineau set to work. He studied the bulky file relating to the case of John Bassey, the unjust stockbroker. There were many people involved in the case, and

  many statements had already been taken. Martineau called in Devery, and they perused the statements with the object of discovering the names of men and women from whom statements had not yet been

  taken. Some of these would be people whom McQuade had interviewed on the day of the murder.




  Lists of names were made, and the two men began to make inquiries by telephone. In two hours they had filled in McQuade’s day until half-past six in the evening, but they could get no

  information about his movements after that time. The detective inspector’s last interview had been with Bassey’s accountant.




  ‘Did he say where he was going after he left you?’ Martineau asked, over the phone.




  ‘He did,’ the accountant replied. ‘He said he was going to get a sandwich in Ella’s bar at the Northland Hotel. I asked him if it was the end of his day’s work and

  he said, “No. Not quite”.’




  ‘Nothing more explicit than that?’




  ‘Nothing more. I got the impression that he wasn’t a very voluble man.’




  ‘No, he wasn’t. More’s the pity. If you remember anything at all, let me know, will you?’




  ‘I certainly will,’ said the accountant with feeling. Apparently the news of McQuade’s murder had shocked him.




  Martineau phoned the Northland Hotel in Lacy Street, and spoke to Frank Horton, the manager.




  ‘No,’ said Horton. ‘I don’t remember seeing Mr. McQuade, but I’ll speak to Mrs. Bowie. He usually goes into the lounge bar when he comes in here.’




  ‘Put Mrs. Bowie on, will you?’ Martineau asked.




  ‘You want to speak to her yourself? Certainly.’




  A minute later Ella Bowie, the barmaid, came on to the phone.




  ‘Hello, Ella,’ the policeman said. ‘I’m trying to find out where Mick McQuade was last night. Was he in your bar at all?’




  ‘I couldn’t tell you, Mr. Martineau. I don’t remember.’




  ‘Now, Ella,’ came the gentle rebuke. ‘I don’t think you’re telling me the truth.’




  ‘Why wouldn’t I tell you the truth? I can’t be expected to remember all the fellows who come in here for a drink.’




  ‘You rather liked McQuade, didn’t you?’




  ‘What do you mean, “liked”?’




  ‘You’ll get the details when you see your evening paper. He’s dead, Ella. I’m not chasing him around for drinking on duty. I’m trying to find out who killed

  him.’




  Ella’s reaction to the news was normal for her. She was an attractive woman, but a tough one. She did not scream or express great horror. Martineau merely heard the quick catch of her

  breath, and then there was silence for a little while.




  ‘I understand,’ she said quietly. ‘Yes, Mick came in here about six o’clock last night. He had a ham sandwich and a wedge of pork pie, and two glasses of beer. I

  don’t think it was more than two.’




  ‘Were you talking to him?’




  ‘For a minute or two. He said he was busy, so I guessed he was on duty. I said, “What poor fellow are you after now?” and he said, “I’m not after a poor fellow,

  I’m after a rich fellow”.’




  ‘Did he mention any names, or any place?’




  ‘No. I thought he was gently pulling my leg, like he does—used to do. He was a good sort. Oh dear!’




  Martineau thought he heard a sob.




  ‘Yes, we’ll all miss him,’ he said. ‘Did he say anything else?’




  ‘Not about where he was going, or who he was seeing.’




  ‘No, I don’t suppose he would. Did he seem to be worried or depressed about anything?’




  ‘No, he was just the same as usual.’




  ‘Did he speak to anyone else in the bar?’




  ‘No. None of his friends were here.’




  ‘How about enemies? Were there any shady types in the bar?’




  ‘No. I’ll tell you who they were.’ She mentioned half-a-dozen names, and he wrote them down.




  ‘How long did he stay?’ he asked.




  ‘About half-an-hour.’




  ‘Left at six-thirty. Thanks, Ella.’




  ‘That’s all right. Anything I get to know, I’ll tell you.’




  ‘Good girl. Cheerio.’




  Martineau put down the telephone, and sat staring at his notes. He realized that he was at the beginning of a really difficult investigation. But there was no question of calling in Scotland

  Yard. Like a few more of the bigger police forces of England, Granchester City never asked for the Yard’s murder specialists to be sent to their assistance. They had their own crack homicide

  men—of whom Martineau was one—and they had their own forensic laboratory. Moreover, their homicide men had one important qualification which a Scotland Yard man could not have in

  Granchester: a knowledge of the town and its criminals.




  Martineau reflected that, so far, three little facts had been established. McQuade had taken food between six and six-thirty last night, he had been alive at six-thirty, and after that time he

  had intended to follow up some part of his inquiry. Well, that was a start. A start to a long, hard job. In the first place, every person connected with the Bassey case would have to be

  interrogated; every person whom McQuade had interviewed, or had been about to interview. And yet, considering the nature of the Bassey case, it was very probable that the murderer had not the

  slightest connection with it.




  Martineau picked up the telephone again, and began to make calls which would result in appointments. ‘I’d better be having a look at some of these characters,’ he murmured.




  





  Chapter Two




  DURING THE FOLLOWING day, which was a Wednesday, Martineau and Sergeant Devery interviewed and eliminated from the McQuade job a number of people

  involved in the Bassey case. They saw perhaps one-third of the many people with whose money and shares Bassey had been juggling. Others they would see in due time. Some people were genuinely not

  available when they called, and some appeared to be wilfully elusive. Apparently these latter, for reasons of their own, did not wish to be brought into the case at all. Martineau ticked off their

  names with a grim smile. He reflected that they would evade him for a little time only. Eventually he would get around to them all.




  Bassey himself had an unassailable and completely credible alibi. Moreover he was a middle-aged, flabby, irresolute man so cowed by the effect of the ruin he had wrought that it was almost

  impossible to imagine him committing or instigating any action so violent as murder by shooting. Neither did he have any discernible motive. Much of the evidence against him was already safely

  filed at Police Headquarters. The death of one investigating officer could not save him from the law’s punishment.




  That was Wednesday, a day of negative progress, and then on Thursday morning there was a happening which caused Martineau temporarily to forget the McQuade job. He received a call which sent him

  hurrying to the Granchester branch of the Northern Counties Bank, where he had a small current account. The manager, a man he knew well, was waiting for him.




  ‘One of the cashiers drew my attention to this,’ he said. ‘If he hadn’t happened to know that you were a police officer, I don’t suppose he would have

  bothered.’




  “This” was a paying-in slip, crediting Martineau with fifty pounds. The signature at the foot of the slip was so badly written as to be almost undecipherable, but it could have been

  “L. Crow.”




  The manager went on: ‘This fellow mentioned casually to the cashier that there was no need for you to be notified, because you were expecting the money. But yours being a vulnerable

  profession, I thought you’d better be told straight away.’




  ‘You thought dead right,’ said the policeman. ‘When was the money paid in?’




  The bank manager was a small, stout man with a ruddy face and very shrewd eyes. The eyes were appraising Martineau coolly, and no doubt the brain behind them was wondering a little. ‘About

  half-an-hour ago,’ he replied.




  ‘Well, I’m not expecting any money from anybody. This looks like some sort of plant. Can I see the cashier?’




  The manager nodded. He pressed a button on his desk, and a minute later a young bank clerk appeared. He was holding a bundle of notes in his hand. ‘Yes, sir?’ he said. And,

  ‘Good morning, Mr. Martineau.’




  ‘A good morning to you,’ said Martineau. ‘And before we go any further, many thanks for drawing attention to this paying-in slip. Is that the money?’




  ‘Yes. I put it on one side, just in case.’




  ‘Used one-pound notes, I see. Anything remarkable about them?’




  ‘No. They’re perfectly good soiled notes. I haven’t found any suspicious marks on them.’




  ‘There won’t be any. No point in it. Normally these notes would get lost among the rest of your takings. I don’t think we need to examine the notes, but can you describe the

  man who handed them over?’




  ‘A scruffy old—a rather shabby, elderly man. Well turned sixty, I’d say. Small and thin, with grey hair and an unhealthy complexion.’




  ‘A grey sort of complexion?’




  ‘That’s right. And he had pinkish eyes. Pink-rimmed, I mean. And a long, thin nose. He reminded me of a grey ferret.’




  “That sounds like Leon Crow, all right,” said Martineau, but he said it to himself. Aloud he asked, ‘How was he dressed?’




  ‘A dark suit, shiny in places. And a bowler hat which was badly in need of brushing.’




  Martineau made notes. ‘Would you know him again?’




  ‘I certainly would.’




  ‘Fine. Now I think I’d better have all this down on paper, while the going is good.’




  He took a brief statement from the clerk, then he put his book in his pocket. ‘I can’t thank you enough,’ he said. ‘This could have been serious for me. Look after that

  paying-in slip, will you? It might turn out to be Exhibit A.’




  ‘I’ll see to it myself,’ said the manager.




  ‘And mum’s the word.’




  ‘Oh certainly. We never talk about the affairs of our clients. You should know that.’




  Martineau grinned and said, ‘Sorry.’ He left them then, and returned to Headquarters. He never used a typewriter, and he did not want any C.I.D. clerk to see the statement he had

  taken, so he made a copy of it in longhand and added his own report. With the documents in his hand he strode to Clay’s office. ‘Somebody’s sniping at me,’ he said.




  Sitting as solid as a barrel behind his desk, Clay looked at the chief inspector, and at the papers in his hand. ‘All right, what is it?’ he asked in his discouraging way.




  Martineau gave him the papers, and he began to read. ‘You’re one of these strong, stylish and damned illegible writers,’ he grumbled, but thereafter he was silent until he had

  read to the end.




  ‘And I presume you weren’t expecting this money?’ was his first comment.




  ‘I certainly was not! You should know me better than that.’




  ‘Yes. And anyway you wouldn’t be such a fool as to make any crook moves with Crow as your partner. He’s trying to do you, right enough.’




  ‘I don’t see why. Crow wouldn’t part with fifty quid just for the pleasure of seeing me get sent to gaol and lose my job. But how could he stand to gain?’




  ‘He could gain by discrediting the main police witness. And that could raise a suspicion in the minds of judge and jury that the whole of the police evidence is faked or

  exaggerated.’




  ‘Even with Devery still giving evidence?’




  ‘I’m only stating a possibility. Or shall we say I’m trying to think the thoughts of Leon Crow. I’m not saying that it would actually turn out that way.’




  ‘But all the evidence is in. There is no more to come. So, even if I were a bribe-taker, for what purpose could Crow be bribing me?’




  ‘Couldn’t there be a made-up tale about new evidence? Crow could say you went to him and told him what this new evidence was, telling him at the same time that it would put a year or

  two on his sentence. He could allege that you had undertaken to forget about this new evidence for a consideration. For two instalments of fifty pounds, say.’




  ‘And let him put it in my bank account? I’d be a mug!’




  ‘And who would there be to come forward and give evidence that you were not such a mug? Crow could say that he insisted on that sort of transaction as some sort of security for

  himself.’




  ‘You’re beginning to convince me. When asked about this so-called new evidence he could refuse to answer the question, on the grounds that such an answer would incriminate him. That

  refusal would strengthen his case against me, but it wouldn’t make him any little white hen in the eyes of the judge.’




  ‘Agreed. But that wouldn’t mean much to him in his present position. He’s trying to get away with the main job. He hasn’t a cat-in-hell chance, but he probably thinks he

  has.’




  ‘Happen he has a false witness or two. Against me.’




  ‘Happen so.’




  ‘The dirty little rat! Ye gods, what’s the world coming to? There aren’t any honest crooks nowadays.’




  ‘It’s fact. They’ll do anything rather than take their medicine.’




  ‘So what do we do? Let Crow make his next move and then nail him?’




  Clay looked at Martineau. ‘Do you want to be smeared?’ he asked.




  ‘Heaven bless all bank clerks. I have already reported the matter to the police authority. I’m in the clear.’




  ‘That’s what you think. Rumour is a dangerous thing. If Crow gets his squawk in, word might get around that he corrupted you, and that the Chief Constable and I rigged the job to

  clear you. You know what people are. It might be said that we also had a finger in the pie.’




  ‘I can’t credit that.’




  ‘All right, look at it another way. It could be said that you arranged to accept the money, then got cold feet.’




  Martineau sighed. ‘You’re right, of course,’ he conceded. ‘But I do hate to see Crow getting away with it. Maybe I’m prejudiced, but I think he should be punished

  in some way.’




  Clay beamed craftily. ‘You know how he likes money. I’m going to see that he doesn’t get his fifty jimmy o’goblins back. That’ll punish him plenty.’




  Martineau grinned. ‘Do I go and pull him in?’




  ‘You do not. You’ll have nothing more to do with this. I’ll send somebody to pick up Crow, and I’ll talk to him.’




  ‘Happen that would be wiser,’ Martineau admitted.




  ‘We’re not going to waste a lot of time over this. We’ve got to clear the murder of one of our own men. You’d better go and be getting on with it.’




  ‘Very good, sir,’ said Martineau. He took his leave. On the way back to his own office he saw Devery working at a typewriter, catching up with the paper work arising from the

  previous day’s inquiries. He remembered that Devery also was an important witness in the Crow case.




  He stopped beside the sergeant. ‘Do you have a bank account?’ he asked abruptly.




  Devery was startled. He stared, and then he said, ‘Yes, sir. For a bob or two. Nothing wonderful.’




  ‘Which bank?’




  ‘Yorkshire Penny.’




  ‘Nip round there straight away, and get to know the state of your account. If it’s bigger than it ought to be, ask to see all recent paying-in slips.’




  ‘Well, certainly. But why?’




  ‘Somebody might be trying to do you a thick ’un, that’s why. You do as I say, and don’t utter a word about it to anybody.’




  ‘Very well, sir,’ said the sergeant, still slightly bewildered. His agile brain had not yet begun to guess at the reasons for Martineau’s order. Later, but not much later, he

  would be extremely curious. He was a young man who liked to know what was going on.




  





  Chapter Three




  IN THE INTERROGATION ROOM Superintendent Clay sat and stared at a man whom he considered to be of the lowest of a very low form of life. Not only was

  Leon Crow a capitalist of crime and a receiver of goods well knowing them to be stolen, he was a polluter and perverter of youth. In his time he had tempted many a foolish young man to begin a life

  of crime and vice. For years the patient police had been stalking him. They had never doubted that they would finally catch him, and now they had him.




  The two men sat and faced each other across a bare table. In a corner behind Crow a clerk sat at a small table, waiting to take notes. A big detective stood with his back to the door. They were

  the only people in the room, and the tables and chairs were the only furniture. There were no windows in the room, and the floor and walls were bare except for two ventilators. A strong light shone

  down upon the table in the middle, and it showed every line of Crow’s face. The “grill room” was a place to make a suspect yearn desperately to see God’s sunshine and the

  free outdoors.




  Clay stared for a little while longer. It was part of the “treatment.” The recipient of the stare began to shuffle his feet uneasily on the concrete floor. Then Clay spoke. ‘I

  suppose you know why you’re here.’




  The red-rimmed eyes were wary. ‘I don’t know a thing. I’m waiting for you to tell me.’




  Clay sighed heavily, and said, ‘One thing I can’t bear is corruption in a police force. When I find it in my own department I’ll root it out, no matter who suffers.’




  He paused, as if awaiting comment. But Crow said nothing. He watched, like a cornered rat watching a big dog.




  Clay went on, ‘That goes for the man who corrupts the policeman. He gets it in the neck, too, as far as I can give it. But the policeman comes first. He’s betraying the entire force.

  There is absolutely no excuse for him.’




  Again he paused, and still there was no comment, but the red eyes blinked under his hard glance. ‘So,’ he said slowly, ‘I’ve got you, and I’ve got a man called

  Martineau. For what little service did you pay him fifty pounds?’




  Crow grinned nervously. ‘It was a gift,’ he said. ‘I like Martineau. He’s what I call an honest copper. He gave me a fair crack of the whip.’




  ‘I daresay he did. He also nailed you proper. He’s seen to it that you’re going to get what’s coming to you. You wouldn’t give him fifty pounds for that.’




  ‘And yet strangely enough I have given it to him.’




  ‘You never gave away fifty pence in your life, never mind fifty pounds. Come on, why did you pay that money to Martineau.’




  ‘I’ve told you already. It was a gift.’




  ‘Did Martineau know you were going to put the money into his account?’




  ‘That’s a difficult question to answer.’




  ‘I’ll bet it is. Answer it.’




  ‘No. I’ll have to have time to think about that one.’




  ‘I think I know what you mean. You want to see how the job is going. Well, you won’t have long to wait. Tell me this, would it hurt you to know that Martineau is not going to be

  allowed to keep your money?’




  Crow tried to seem indignant. ‘Why can’t he keep it? It was my money and I gave it to him.’




  ‘I’ll tell you why. Except in very special circumstances, police officers are not allowed to accept gifts in money or in kind from members of the public. Martineau will have to

  return the money to you, or else he will have to hand it over to some approved charity. In the latter event your fifty pounds will have been wasted, from your point of view.’




  ‘I’m no philanthropist. If Martineau can’t keep it, I want my money back.’




  It was Clay’s turn to grin. ‘I hope you get it.’




  ‘Look here,’ said Crow with sudden boldness. ‘You tell me something for a change. How did you find out about the money so quickly?’




  ‘Easy. The bank notified Martineau. He got cold feet. He came to me and said he knew nothing about the money.’




  ‘And do you believe that?’




  ‘I don’t know what to believe. I’m just trying to get the truth of it. One thing seems fairly clear.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘He intends to leave you holding the baby. He’s backing out—if he ever was in.’




  ‘And will he get away with it?’




  Clay shrugged. ‘I suppose so. He came straight from the bank to me. Without other evidence, I don’t see how we can get at him.’




  There was a brief silence. Crow’s eyes glittered with the intensity of his thoughts. He looked at Clay as if he were trying to read his mind.




  ‘Are you trying to lead me up the garden?’ he asked suddenly.




  ‘Certainly I am. Then, now, and all the time. But I’ll tell you this straight. If I can’t get you and I can’t get Martineau, I’ll see that I get your fifty pounds

  for charity.’




  ‘What are you really after?’




  ‘I’m after seeing that a corrupt policeman goes out on his ear—if he is corrupt. I’m also after seeing that you get punished in some way for bribing him or trying

  to bribe him.’




  ‘And if I can prove that he got the money from me by a sort of threat, what then?’




  ‘Then you walk out of here, and you get your money back.’




  ‘And Martineau?’




  ‘He gets the sack at the very least. It depends how strong the case is.’




  Again Crow sat in desperate thought. Clay waited patiently. The trap was set; the rat was sniffing at it.




  Crow appeared to make up his mind. ‘There is other evidence,’ he said. ‘Plenty of it, if you’re prepared to believe me.’




  ‘I wouldn’t swing a cat on your unsupported word.’




  ‘It isn’t unsupported. I took precautions.’




  ‘I’m glad to hear it. Tell me your tale.’




  ‘Well, Martineau phoned me last night.’




  ‘What time?’




  ‘Half-past ten. From a public call box.’




  ‘How do you know that?’




  ‘I heard him press Button A.’




  ‘All right. Go on.’




  ‘He asked me if I was alone. I wasn’t alone, but I said I was.’




  ‘Why did you say that?’




  ‘I don’t know. Caution, I suppose.’




  ‘I get you. Continue.’




  ‘He said he wanted to see me, right away. He said it was important, for me. I said I’d see him, and he said he’d be round in five minutes.’




  ‘And was he?’




  ‘Less than five minutes. I only just managed to get my friends out of sight in time.’




  ‘How many friends?’




  ‘Two.’




  ‘A good thing they happened to be with you, wasn’t it?’




  ‘It was. Martineau didn’t give me time to arrange for anybody to be there.’




  ‘No. It sounds as if he was taking reasonable precautions. What had he to say?’




  ‘He said he had some new evidence against me. He told me what it was.’




  ‘What was it?’




  ‘You think I’d tell you? Not likely!’




  ‘All right. Go on.’




  ‘He said that this new evidence would get me another couple of years, if it was submitted. He said that it could get mislaid.’




  ‘If what?’




  ‘If I would contribute a hundred pounds to a police charity.’




  ‘What police charity?’




  Crow grinned. ‘The Inspector Martineau Benevolent Fund.’




  ‘I see. And did you agree?’




  ‘No. A hundred nicker is a lot of lolly. But I did agree to give him fifty. He wanted it in one-pound notes, and he wouldn’t give me a receipt. I baulked at that. I told him,

  “You think you can just come here and walk away with fifty jimmies, and me without a bit of proof you’ve got it? Do you think I fell off a flitting, or summat?” He said well that

  was the way it had to be, and I said not bloody likely. But we eventually settled that I should pay it into his bank account. He was a fool to agree to that, but I expect he wanted the

  money.’




  ‘And your friends were listening all the time?’




  ‘Yes, behind the kitchen door. They heard every word.’




  ‘Who are they?’




  ‘Aha. They’re my couple of aces. I’ll produce them when the time comes.’




  ‘Both men of upright character, are they? A couple of aldermen, maybe?’




  ‘Not quite that. But they’ll do.’




  ‘You know what this means, don’t you? Your refusal to give the names of witnesses here and now leads to the natural conclusion that you haven’t any witnesses, and that you need

  time to find some. It also leads to the conclusion that the sort of witnesses you’ll find won’t be worth a tuppenny damn, anyway. It won’t do.’




  ‘All right, I’ll tell you their names. Vincent Leary and Amos Gee.’




  ‘A couple of tea-leaves!’ Clay scoffed. ‘Those two couldn’t tell the truth if their lives depended on it.’




  ‘Every man tells the truth at some time in his life. This is their time. They’re ready and willing.’




  Clay pretended to become thoughtful. He pondered. ‘Assuming that they are telling the truth, your witnesses aren’t so good,’ he said. ‘They both have records as

  long as York Road. If we go all the way against Martineau his counsel will make mincemeat of both of them. He might get away with it.’




  ‘So, what is likely to happen?’




  ‘Full inquiries will be made. If there is a case against Martineau, we have three alternatives. We can make him stand trial and perhaps go to gaol. But that would be very bad for the

  reputation of the force and, as I said, he might get away with it. The other two possibilities are dismissal from the force or resignation as an alternative to dismissal. Either of those would be

  heavy punishment for a man of Martineau’s rank and service. Also, we would be rid of a venal officer, and there would be no public scandal.’




  ‘I suppose that would be better for everybody,’ said the little fence mildly.




  Clay regarded him grimly. ‘Better for you, you mean. You’d get out of the job scot-free.’




  Crow nodded coolly. ‘And I’d get my money back. You’d make him restore it to me.’




  ‘Happen,’ said Clay. ‘And happen not.’ He turned to the others in the room. They had already been warned that the matter was absolutely confidential, and such a warning

  from a man with Clay’s power in the force was sufficient to ensure their silence. To the clerk he said, ‘All right, go and type it out.’ To the detective he said, ‘Get some

  paper and write down what you can remember of the interview you’ve just heard. You can do it in the waiting room.’ To Leon Crow he said, ‘You will sit in the waiting room until

  I’ve made one or two more enquiries. This officer will sit with you—just to make sure you don’t steal the radiator.’




  The last remark startled Crow. It was as if a stolid old bulldog had suddenly shown his teeth. His eyes glittered as he looked at Clay. His sudden uneasy doubt was visible, his thought obvious:

  Had he been led up the garden path, after all? Had this stout, blunt-spoken old policeman made a mug of Leon Crow?




  ‘Come on, you,’ said the detective, moving across the room with a suggestion of menace.




  Crow rose hurriedly, and went out with the officer. Clay remained in thought for a little while, then he got up and followed. In the C.I.D. he encountered the detective inspector on duty.




  ‘I want Vince Leary and Amos Gee, for interrogation,’ he growled. ‘Suspicion of conspiracy, if they try to be awkward.’




  ‘Certainly, sir, I’ll see to it,’ said the inspector, as if it were simply a matter of sending out for two cups of tea.




  One hour later, Amos Gee sat waiting in the police station, wondering which of his recent crimes had been traced home to him. Half-an-hour after that, Vincent Leary was brought in, in a similar

  state of apprehension. When the two men saw each other, their doubts were resolved. They knew what it was all about.




  Clay was so confident of his ability to handle these two men that he did not trouble to interview them separately, nor did he trouble to take them into the interrogation room. He had them

  brought into his office, and he sat frowning at them as they stood before his desk. The men were notorious petty thieves. They were the scum of their own degraded world. They had not the

  intelligence to devise a plan for an important crime, and they had not the nerve to commit such a crime even if they had had the intelligence.
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