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Introduction


It was Roger Moore, you know, who gave me my first experience with that debonair, buccaneering gentleman we know as the Saint. Those TV episodes, though broadcast in black and white, were likely the most colourful thing in my young life. They introduced me to a world of adventure, of excitement, of dastardly devilish plots and incredible heroics. I was only four years old when the ITC TV series ended, so I was getting my thrills several years after the fact with the re-runs. It never mattered to me that this was an old series, since the best shows are never really re-runs. Each time they are shown they come to life with their freshness and impeccable storytelling; somehow they become new again.


It wasn’t until years later and the 1978 TV series, The Return of the Saint, which starred Ian Oglivy in the title role (these were in colour though not nearly as colourful as the earlier series) that I discovered the real Saint. It was an article in, of all things, Look-In magazine which mentioned the Charteris novels and started me down the road of true saintly discovery. I liked the Oglivy series and still hold a soft spot for the show, but the original run coincided with me reading the original novels and the TV series felt rather lightweight in comparison.


I think it was The Saint in New York that gave me my first taste of the literary character and it’s no exaggeration to say that it knocked me off my feet. I couldn’t believe how gritty the book was, and just how hardboiled a character Simon Templar was. I’ve since re-read that novel several times, most recently before penning this introduction, and the book still has the power to create unparalleled excitement in the reader which is surely the hallmark of great writing.


I followed up that first reading of The Saint in New York by getting my hands on every Saint title I could find: believe me, this wasn’t easy, and often involved hunting through rows upon rows of second-hand books in the local market. Soon afterwards I discovered the RKO movies courtesy of the BBC, which often showed them on its second channel. I was a member of the Saint Club for a few years and thanks to that club I became pen pals with several like-minded fans and was told of an old radio series, which starred Vincent Price as the Saint. 


That Simon Templar certainly did get around.


Of course, over the years, the character has popped up in almost every form of media you can think of, and he will continue to pop up from time to time. For just like Sherlock Holmes, Dracula, James Bond and only a select few others, the Saint belongs to that band of characters who have lived on long after their creators, and continue to thrive, prosper even, as they are discovered by generation after generation.


Charteris made his leading character an anti-hero, which means the books work perfectly in our cynical times, and Templar is indeed a hero for this age. It’s just a pity he isn’t around to tackle our corrupt politicians and greedy bankers, as I’m sure he’d want to. The Saint in Westminster, anyone!


Simon Templar AKA the Saint may be independently rich, but he was and remains very much a champion of the underdog; a man of the people; truly a modern-day Robin Hood.


So please read on, surrender yourself to the skills of a master storyteller, and enjoy.


Gary Dobbs










Foreword1


I couldn’t, even if I wanted to, pretend that this novel came off my typewriter yesterday. I am notoriously not a writer of historical stories, except those which have acquired that aura simply by being around so long; and the date of this one is implicit from the first pages of the first chapter.


It was conceived, and worked out, during the latter days of Prohibition in America, that Noble Experiment which ended in 1933 – which the most simple arithmetic shows to have been a fair while ago. And no revision, even if I wanted to attempt one, could possibly transfer it to a later day.


So I can only hope that all those readers who were not even born when it happened will accept the background, which is actually about as authentic as any fictional background can be; I can vouch for this, because I was there, antique as I am. I don’t say that the plot had any factual foundation, as many of my plots have. But the kind of activities, the places, and the people who frequented them, are not nearly as far-fetched as they may seem today. In fact, more than one of them really lived then, and might be recognised by a few old-timers through his thin disguise.


 


  


 


 


 


1 From the 1964 edition published in both the USA and the UK










Prologue


 


The letter was delivered to the Correspondence Bureau in Centre Street. It passed, as a matter of routine, through the Criminal Identification Bureau, the Criminal Alien Investigation Bureau, and the Main Office Division. And in the end it was laid on the desk of Police Commissioner Arthur J. Quistrom himself – it was a remarkable document by any standards, and even the studiously commonplace prose of its author could not make it uninteresting.


 


Metropolitan Police,


Special Branch,


Scotland House,


London, S.W.1.


 


Chief of Police,


New York City.


 


Dear Sir,


We have to inform you that there are reasons to believe that SIMON TEMPLAR, known as ‘The Saint,’ is at present in the United States.


No finger-prints are available; but a photograph, description, and record are enclosed.


As you will see from the record, we have no grounds on which to institute extradition proceedings; but it would be advisable for you, in your own interests, to observe Templar’s activities carefully if you are successful in locating him.


Faithfully yours,


C. E. Teal,


Chief Inspector.


 


The first enclosure came under the same letterhead.


 


Simon Templar (‘The Saint’).


DESCRIPTION: Age 31. Height 6 ft. 2 in. Weight 175 lbs. Eyes blue. Hair black, brushed straight back. Complexion tanned. Bullet scar through upper left shoulder; 8-in. scar right forearm.


SPECIAL CHARACTERISTICS: Always immaculately dressed. Luxurious tastes. Lives in most expensive hotels and is connoisseur of food and wine. Carries firearms and is expert knife-thrower. Licensed air pilot. Speaks several languages fluently. Known as ‘The Saint’ from habit of leaving drawing of skeleton figure with halo on scenes of crimes (specimen reproduced below).


 


RECORD:


First came to our attention five years ago as unofficial agent concerned with recovery of quantity of bullion stolen from Confederate Bank of Chicago and transported to this country. Was successful and claimed reward, leaving arrest of thieves to our own agent, Inspector Carn.


For some time afterwards, with assistance of four accomplices, became self-appointed agent for terrorising criminals against whom we had been unable to secure evidence justifying arrest. Real identity at this time remained a mystery. Activities chiefly directed against vice. Was instrumental in obtaining arrest and conviction of leaders of powerful drug ring. Believed to have instigated murder of Henri Chastel, white slave trafficker, in Athens, at same period. Admitted killing of Golter, anarchist, in frustrating attempted assassination of Crown Prince Rudolf during state visit to London, following year.


Kidnapped Professor K. B. Vargan while War Office was considering purchase of Vargan’s ‘electron cloud.’ Vargan was later killed by Norman Kent, member of Templar’s gang, Kent himself being killed by Dr Rayt Marius, foreign Secret Service agent also trying to secure Vargan’s invention. Motive, established by Templar’s subsequent letter published in the Press, was alleged to be prevention of use in threatened war of what Templar thought to be inhuman method of slaughter. Both Templar and Marius escaped and left England.


Three months later Templar reappeared in England in connection with second plot organised by Marius to promote war, which was unknown to ourselves. Marius finally escaped again and has not been heard of since; but intrigue was exposed and Templar received free pardon for frustrating attempt to wreck Royal train.


Subsequently continued campaign of fighting crime by criminal methods. Obtained evidence in several cases and secured arrests; also believed, without proof, to have caused deaths of Francis Lemuel, vice trader, Jack Farnberg, gunman, Ladek Kuzela, and others. Suspicion also exists in murder of Stephen Weald, alias Waldstein, and disappearance of Lord Essenden, during period when Templar was working to clear reputation of the late Assistant Commissioner Sir Francis Trelawny, under direct authority of present Chief Commissioner Sir Hamilton Dorn.


Activities continued until he left England again six months ago.


Most of the exploits mentioned above, as well as many others of which for obvious reasons we have no definite knowledge, have also been financially profitable; and Templar’s fortune, acquired by these means, has been credibly estimated at £500,000.


Is also well known to police of France and Germany.


 


The photograph followed; and at the end of the sheaf were clipped on the brief reports of the departments through which the information had already been passed.


 


BUREAU OF CRIMINAL IDENTIFICATION:


No record. Copies of photograph and description forwarded to Albany and Washington.


 


BUREAU OF CRIMINAL ALIEN INVESTIGATION:


Inquiries proceeding.


 


MAIN OFFICE DIVISION:


Inquiries proceeding.


 


The Commissioner put up a hand and scratched his grey head. He read the letter through a second time, with his bushy eyebrows drawn down in a frown that wrinkled the bridge of his nose. His faded grey-blue eyes had flabby pouches under them, like blisters that have been drained without breaking the skin; and his face was lined with the same weariness. A grim embittered soul-weariness that was his reward for forty years of the futile battle with lawlessness – a lawlessness that walked arm in arm with those who were supposed to uphold the law.


‘You think this may have something to do with the letter that was sent to Irboll?’ he said, when he had finished the second reading.


Inspector John Fernack pushed back his battered hat and nodded – a curt phlegmatic jerk of his head. He stabbed at another paper on the Commissioner’s desk with a square stubby forefinger.


‘I’m guessing that way. See the monicker Scotland Yard says this guy goes under? The Saint, it says. Well, look at this drawing. I’m not much on art, and it looks to me like this guy Templar ain’t so hot either; but the idea’s there. See that figger. The sort of things kids draw when they first get hold of a pencil – just a circle for a head, and a straight line for the body and four more for the arms and legs, but you can see it’s meant to be sumpn human. An’ another circle floating on top of the head. When I was a kid I got took to a cathedral, once,’ said Fernack, as if he were confessing some dark blot on his professional career, ‘an’ there were a lot of paintings of people with circles round their heads. They were saints, or sumpn; and those circles was supposed to be haloes.’


The Commissioner did not smile.


‘What’s happening about Irboll?’ he asked.


‘He comes up in the Court of General Sessions to get his case adjourned again this afternoon,’ said Fernack disgustedly. He spat, with a twisted mouth, missing the cuspidor. ‘You know how it is. I never had much of a head for figgers, but I make it this’ll be the thirty-first or maybe the thirty-second time he’s been adjourned. Considering it’s only two years now since he plugged Ionetzki, we’ve still got a chance of seeing him on the hot seat before we die of old age. One hell of a chance!’


Fernack’s lips thinned into a hard down-drawn line. He leaned forward across the desk, so that his big clenched fists crushed against the mahogany; and his eyes bored into Quistrom’s with a brightness like the simmer of burning acid.


‘There’s times when I wish I knew a guy like this Saint was here in New York – doing things like it says in that dossier,’ he said. ‘There’s times when for two cents I’d resign from the Force and do ’em myself. I’d sleep better nights if I knew there was things like that going on in this city.


‘Ionetzki was my side-kick, when I was a lieutenant in the Fifth Precinct – before they pushed me up here to headquarters. A square copper – and you know what that means. You’ve been through the works. You know what it’s all about. Harness bull – gumshoe – precinct captain – you’ve been through it all, like the rest of us. Which makes you about the first Commissioner that hasn’t had to start learning what kinda uniform a cop wears. Don’t get me wrong, Chief. I’m not handin’ you any oil. But what I mean, you know how a guy feels – an’ what it means to be able to say a guy was a square copper.’


Fernack’s iron hands opened, and closed again on the edge of the desk.


‘That’s what Ionetzki was,’ he said. ‘A square copper. Not very bright; but square. An’ he walks square into a hold-up, where another copper might’ve decided to take a walk round the block and not hear anything. An’ that yellow rat Irboll shoots him in the guts.’


Quistrom did not answer; neither did he move. His tired eyes rested quietly on the tensed face of the man standing over him – rested there with a queer sympathy for that unexpected outburst. But the weariness in the eyes was graven too deep for anything to sweep it away.


‘So we pull Irboll in,’ Fernack said, ‘and everybody knows he did it. And we beat him up. Yeah, we sweat him all right. But what the hell good does that do? A length of rubber hose ain’t the same as a bullet in the guts. It doesn’t make you die slowly, with your inside burning and your mouth chewed to rags so you won’t scream out loud with the agony of it. It doesn’t leave a good woman without her man, an’ good kids without a father. But we sweat him. And then what?


‘There’s some greasy politician bawling out some judge he’s got in his pocket. There’s a lawyer around with habeas corpus – bail – alibis – anything. There’s trials – with a tame judge on the bench, an’ a packed jury, an’ a district attorney who’s taking his cut from the same place as the rest of ’em. There’s transfers and objections and extraditions and adjournments an’ re-trials and appeals. It drags on till nobody can scarcely remember who Ionetzki was, or what happened to him. All they know is they’re tired of talking about Irboll.


‘So maybe they acquit him. And maybe they send him to jail. Well, that suits him. He sits around and smokes cigars and listens to the radio; and after a few months, when the newspapers have got something else to talk about, the governor of the jail slips him a free pardon, or the parole board gets together an’ tells him to run along home and be a good boy or else . . . An’ presently some other good guy gets a bullet in the guts from a yellow rat – an’ who the hell cares?’


Quistrom’s gaze turned downwards to the blotter in front of him. The slope of his broad shoulders was an acquiescence, a grim tight-lipped acceptance of a set of facts which it was beyond his power to answer for. And Fernack’s heavy-boned body bent forward, jutting a rock-like jaw that was in strange contrast to the harsh crack in his voice.


‘This guy, the Saint, sends Irboll a letter,’ Fernack said. ‘He says that whether the rap sticks or not, he’s got a justice of his own that’ll work where ours doesn’t. He says that if Jack Irboll walks outa that court again this afternoon, with the other yellow rats crowding round him and slapping him on the back and looking sideways at us an’ laughing out loud for us to hear – it’ll be the last time it happens. That’s all. A slug in the guts for another slug in the guts. An’ maybe he’ll do it. If half of what that letter you’ve got says is true, he will do it. He’ll do just what I’d of done – just what I’d like to do. An’ the papers’ll scream it all over the sky, and make cracks about us being such bum policemen that we have to let some free-lance vigilante do a job for us that we haven’t got the brains or the guts to do. An’ then my job’ll be to hunt that Saint guy down – take him into the back room of a station house and sweat a confession outa him with a baseball bat – put him in court an’ work like hell to send him to the chair – the guy who only did what you or me would of done if we weren’t such lousy white-livered four-flushers who think more about holding down a pay check than getting on with the work we’re paid to do!’


The Commissioner raised his eyes.


‘You’d do your duty, Fernack – that’s all,’ he said. ‘What happens to the case afterwards – that case or any other – isn’t your fault.’


‘Yeah – I’d do my duty,’ Fernack jeered bitterly. ‘I’d do it like I’ve always done it – like we’ve all been doing it for years. I’d sweep the floor clean again, an’ hand the pan right back to the slobs who’re waitin’ to throw all the dirt back again – and some more with it.’


Quistrom picked up the sheaf of papers and stared at them. There was a silence, in which Fernack’s last words seemed to hum and strain through the room, building themselves up like echo heaped on re-echo, till the air throbbed and thundered with their inaudible power. Fernack pulled out a handkerchief suddenly and wiped his face. He looked out of the window, out at the drab flat façade of the Police Academy and the grey haze that veiled the skyscrapers of upper New York. The pulse of the city beat into the room as he looked out, seeming to add itself to the deadened reverberations of the savage denunciation that had hammered him out of his habitual restraint. The pulse of traffic ticking its way from block to block, the march of twelve million feet, the whirr of wheels and the mighty rhythm of pistons, the titter of lives being made and broken, the struggle and the majesty and the meanness and the splendour and the corruption in which he had his place . . .


Quistrom cleared his throat. The sound was slight, muted down to a tone that was neither reproof nor concurrence; but it broke the tension as cleanly as a phrased speech. Quistrom spoke a moment afterwards.


‘You haven’t found Templar yet?’


‘No.’ Fernack’s voice was level, rough, prosaic in response as it had been before; only the wintry shift of his eyes recalled the things he had been saying. ‘Kestry and Bonacci have been lookin’ for him. They tried most of the big hotels yesterday.’


Quistrom nodded.


‘Come and see me the minute you get any information.’


Fernack went out, down the long bare stone corridor to his own office. At three-thirty that afternoon they fetched him to the court-house to see how Jack Irboll died.


The Saint had arrived.










Chapter 1


How Simon Templar Cleaned his Gun, and Wallis Nather Perspired


1


The nun let herself into the tower suite of the Waldorf Astoria with a key which she produced from under the folds of her black robe – which even to the most kindly and broad-minded eye would have seemed somewhat odd. As she closed the door behind her she began to whistle – which even to the most kindly and broad-minded eye would have seemed still odder. And as she went into the sitting-room she caught her toe in a rug, stumbled, and said ‘God damn!’ in a distinctly masculine baritone, and laughed cheerfully an instant afterwards – which would doubtless have moved even the most kindly and broad-minded eye to blink rapidly and open itself wide.


But there was no such inquiring and impressionable eye to perform these acrobatics. There was only a square-chinned white-haired man in rimless spectacles, sitting in an easy chair with a book on his lap, who looked up with a nod and a quiet smile as the nun came in.


He closed his book, marking the place methodically, and stood up – a spare vigorous figure in grey homespun.


‘All right?’ he queried.


‘Fine,’ said the nun.


She pushed her veil back from a sleek black head, unbuttoned things and unhitched things, and threw off the long stuffy draperies with a sigh of relief. She was revealed as a tall wide-shouldered man in a blue silk shirt and the trousers of a light fresco suit – a man with gay blue eyes in a brown piratical face, whose smile flashed a row of ivory teeth as he slapped his audience blithely on the back and sprawled into an armchair with a swing of lean athletic limbs.


‘You took a big chance, Simon,’ said the older man, looking down at him; and Simon Templar laughed softly.


‘And I had breakfast this morning,’ he said. He flipped a cigarette into his mouth, lighted it, and extinguished the match with a gesture of his hand that was an integral part of the smile. ‘My dear Bill, I’ve given up recording either of those earth-shaking events in my diary. They’re things that we take for granted in this life of sin.’


The other shook his head.


‘You needn’t have made it more dangerous.’


‘By sending that note?’ The Saint grinned. ‘Bill, that was an act of devotion. A tribute to some great old days. If I hadn’t sent it, I’d have been cheating my reputation. I’d have been letting myself down.’


The Saint let a streak of smoke drift through his lips, and gazed through the window at a square of blue sky.


‘It goes back to some grand times – of which you’ve heard,’ he said quietly. ‘The Saint was a law of his own in those days, and that little drawing stood for battle and sudden death and all manner of mayhem. Some of us lived for it – worked for it – fought for it. One of us died for it . . . There was a time when any man who received a note like I sent to Irboll, with that signature, knew that there was nothing more he could do. And since we’re out on this picnic, I’d like things to be the same – even if it’s only for a little while.’


He laughed again, a gentle lilt of a laugh that floated through the room like sunshine with a flicker of steel.


‘Hence the bravado,’ said the Saint. ‘Of course that note made it more difficult – but that just gave us a chance to demonstrate our surpassing brilliance. And it was so easy. I had the gun under that outfit, and I caught him as he came out. Just once . . . Then I let out a thrilling scream and rushed towards him. I was urging him to repent and confess his sins while they were looking for me. There was quite a crowd around, and I think nearly all of them were arrested.’


He slipped an automatic from his pocket and removed the magazine. His long arm reached out for the cleaning materials on a side table which he had been using before he went out. He slipped a rectangle of flannelette through the loop of a weighted cord and pulled it through the barrel, humming musically to himself.


The white-haired man paced over to the window and stood there with his hands clasped behind his back.


‘Kestry and Bonacci were here today,’ he said.


The Saint’s humming continued for a couple of bars. He moistened his cleaning rag with three measured drops of oil.


‘Too bad I missed them,’ he murmured. ‘I’ve always wanted to observe a brace of your hard boiled New York cops being tactful with an innocent suspect.’


‘You may get your chance soon enough,’ said the other grimly, and Simon chuckled.


As a matter of fact, it was not surprising that Inspector John Fernack’s team had failed to locate the Saint.


Kestry and Bonacci had had an interesting time. Passing dutifully from one hostelry to another, they had trampled under their large and useful feet a collection of expensive carpets that would have realised enough for the pair of them to retire on in great comfort. They had scanned registers until their eyes ached, discovering some highly informative traces of a remarkable family of John Smiths who appeared to spend their time leaping from one hotel to another with the agility of influenza germs, but finding no record of the transit of a certain Simon Templar. Before their official eyes, aggravating the aforesaid ache, had passed a procession of smooth and immaculate young gentlemen technically described as clerks but obviously ambassadors in disguise, who had condescendingly surveyed the photograph of their quarry and pityingly disclaimed recognition of any character of such low habits amongst their distinguished clientèle. Bell-boys in caravanserai after caravanserai had gazed knowingly at the large useful feet on which the tour was conducted, and had whispered wisely to one another behind their hands. There had been an atmosphere of commiserating sapience about the audiences of all their interviews which to a couple of seasoned sleuths professedly disguised as ordinary citizens was peculiarly distressing.


And it was scarcely to be expected that the chauffeur of a certain William K. Valcross, resident of the Waldorf Astoria, would have swum into their questioning ken. They were looking for a tall dark man of about thirty, described as an addict of the most luxurious hotels; and they had looked for him with commendable doggedness, refusing to be lured into any by-ways of fantasy. Mr Valcross, being indubitably sixty years old and by no stretch of imagination resembling the photograph with which they had been provided, they passed him over without loss of time – and, with him, his maidservant, his manservant, his ox, his ass, and the stranger within his gates.


‘If they do find me,’ remarked the Saint reflectively, ‘there will probably be harsh words.’


He squinted approvingly down the shining barrel of his gun, secured the safety catch, and patted it affectionately into his pocket. Then he rose and stretched himself, and went over to the window where Valcross was standing.


Before them was spread out the ragged panorama of south Manhattan, the wonder island of the West. A narrow hump of rock sheltered from the Atlantic by the broad shoulder of Brooklyn, a mere ripple of stone in the ocean’s inroads, on which the indomitable cussedness of Man had elected to build a city – and, not contented with the prodigious feat of overcoming such a dimensional difficulty at all, had made monuments of its defiance. Because the city could not expand laterally, it had expanded upwards; but the upward movement was a leap sculptured in stone, a flight born of necessity that had soared far beyond the standards of necessity, in a magnificent impulse of levitation that obliterated its own source. Molehills had become mountains in an art begotten of pure artifice. In the shadow of those grey and white pinnacles had grown up a modern Baghdad where the ends of the earth came together. A greater Italian city than Rome, a greater Irish city than Dublin, a greater German city than Cologne; a city of dazzling wealth whose towers had once looked like peaks of solid gold to hungry eyes reaching beyond the horizons of the old world; a place that had sprung up from a lonely frontier to a metropolis, a central city, bowing to no other. A place where civilisation and savagery had climbed alternately on each other’s shoulders, and reached their crest together . . .


‘This has always been my home,’ said Valcross, with a queer softness.


He turned his eyes from east to west in a glance that swept in the whole skyline.


‘I know there are other cities; and they say that New York doesn’t represent anything but itself. But this is where my life has been lived.’


Simon said nothing. He was three thousand miles from his own home; but as he stood there at the window he saw what the older man was seeing, and he could feel what the other felt. He had been there long enough to sense the spell that New York could lay on a man who looked at it with a mind not too tired for wonder – the pride and amazement at which cynical sophisticates laughed, which could still move the heart of a man who was not ashamed to sink below the surface and touch the common humanity that is the builder of cities. And because Simon could understand, he knew what was in the other’s mind before it was spoken.


‘I have to send for you,’ Valcross said, ‘because there are other people, more powerful than I am, who don’t feel like that. The people to whom it isn’t a home, but a battlefield to be looted. That is why you have to come here, from the other side of the world, to help an old man with a job that’s too big for him.’


He turned suddenly and looked at the Saint again, taking him in from the sweep of his smoothly-brushed hair to the stance of his tailored shoes – the rakish lines of the dark reckless face, the level mockery of the clear blue eyes, the rounded poise of muscular shoulders and the curve of the chest under the thin jaunty shirt, the steady strength of one brown half-raised hand with the cigarette clipped lightly between the first two fingers, the lean fighter’s hips and the reach of long immaculate legs. No man whom he had ever known could have been so elegantly at ease and at the same time so alert and dangerous – and he had known many men. No other man he had known could ever have measured up in his judgment to the stature of devil-may-care confidence that he had demanded in his own mind and set out to find – and Valcross called himself a judge of men.


His hands fell on the Saint’s shoulders; and they had to reach up to do it. He felt the slight supple stir of the firm sinews, and smiled.


‘You might do it, son,’ he said. ‘You might clean up this rotten mess of crooks and grafters that’s organising itself to become the biggest thing this city of mine has ever had to fight. If you can’t do it, I’ll let myself be told for the first time that it’s impossible. Just be a little bit careful. Don’t swagger yourself into a jail or a shower of bullets before you’ve had a chance to do any good. I’ve seen those things happen before. Other fellows have tried – bigger men than you, son – stronger men than you, braver men than you, cleverer men than you—’


The Saint smiled back.


‘Admitting for the moment that they ever lived,’ he remarked amiably, ‘you never saw anyone luckier than me.’


But his mind went back to the afternoon in Madrid when Valcross had sat next to him in the Plaza de Toros, and had struck up a conversation which had resulted in them spending the evening together. It went back to a moment much later that night, after they had dined together off the indescribable sucking pig at Botins, when they sat over whiskies and sodas in Valcross’s room at the Ritz; when Valcross had admitted that he had spent three weeks chasing him around Europe solely to bring about that casual encounter, and had told him why. He could hear the old man’s quiet voice as it had spoken to him that night.


‘They found him a couple of weeks later – I don’t want to go into details. They aren’t nice to think about, even now . . . Two or three dozen men were pulled in and questioned. But maybe you don’t know how things are done over there. These men kept their mouths shut. Some of them were let out. Some of them went up for trial. Maybe you think that means something.


‘It doesn’t. This business is giving work to all the gangsters and gunmen it needs – all the rats and killers who found themselves falling out of the big money when there was nothing more to be made out of liquor. It’s tied up by the same leaders, protected by the same crooked politicians – and it pays more. It’s beating the same police system, for the same reason the old order beat it – because it’s hooked up with the same political system that appoints police commissioners to do as they’re told.


‘There wasn’t any doubt that these men they had were guilty. Fernack admitted it himself. He told me their records – everything that was known about them. But he couldn’t do anything. They were bailed out, adjourned, extradited, postponed – all the legal tricks. In the end they were acquitted. I saw them walk out of the court grinning. If I’d had a gun with me I’d have tried to kill them then.


‘But I’m an old man, and I wasn’t trained for that sort of thing. I take it that you were. That’s why I looked for you. I know some of the things you’ve done, and now I’ve met you in the flesh. I think it’s the kind of job you might like. It may be the last job you’ll ever attempt. But it’s a job that only an outlaw can do.


‘I’ve got plenty of money, and I’m expecting to spend it. You can have anything you need to help you that money will buy. The one thing it won’t buy is safety. You may find yourself in prison. You’re even more likely to find yourself dead. I needn’t try to fool you about that.


‘But if you can do your justice on these men who kidnapped and killed my son, I’ll pay you one million dollars. I want to know whether you think it’s worth your while – tonight.’


And the Saint could feel the twitch of his own smile again, and hear himself saying: ‘I’d do it for nothing. When do we go?’


These things came back to him while Valcross’s hands still rested on his shoulders; and it was the first time since that night in Madrid that he had given any thought to the magnitude of the task he had undertaken.
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Simon Templar had been in New York before; but that was in the more spacious and leisurely days when only 8.04 of the gin was amateur bath-tub brew, before the Woolworth Building was ranked as a bungalow, when law-breakers were prosecuted for breaking the law more frequently than for having falsified their income-tax returns. Times Square and 42nd Street were running a shabby second to the boardwalk at Coney Island; the smart shops had moved off the Avenue one block east to Park; and the ever-swinging doors of the gilded saloons that had formerly decorated every street corner had gone down before that historic wave of righteousness which dyed the Statue of Liberty its present bilious shade of green.


But there was one place, one institution, that the Saint could have found in spite of far more sweeping changes in the geography of the city. Lexington Avenue could still be followed south to 45th Street; and on 45th Street Chris Cellini should still be entertaining his friends unless a tidal wave had removed him catastrophically from the trade he loved. And the Saint had heard no news of any tidal wave of sufficient dimensions for that.


In the circumstances, he had less than no right to be paying calls at all; in a city even at that moment filled with angry and vigilant men who were still searching for him, he should have stayed hidden and been grateful for having any place to hide; but it would have taken more than the combined dudgeon of a dozen underworlds and police forces to keep him away. He had to eat; and in all the world there are no steaks like the steaks that Chris Cellini broils over an open fire with his own hands. The Saint walked with an easy swinging stride, his hands tucked in his trouser pockets, and the brim of his hat tilted at a reckless angle over his eyes. The lean brown face under the brim of the hat was open for all the world to see; the blue eyes in it were as gay and careless as if he had been a favoured member of the Four Hundred sauntering forth towards an exclusive cocktail party; only the slight tingling in his superb lithe muscles was his reward for that light-hearted defiance of the laws of chance. If he was interfered with on his way – that would be just too bad. The Saint was prepared to raise merry hell that night; and he was sublimely indifferent to the details of where and how the fun broke loose.


But nobody interfered with him on that passage. He turned in, almost disappointed by the tameness of the evening, before the basement entrance of a three-storey brownstone house, and pressed the bell at the side of the iron-barred door. After a moment the inner door opened, and the silhouette of a stocky shirt-sleeved man came out against the light.


‘Hullo, Chris,’ drawled the Saint.


For a second or two he was not recognised; and then the man within let out an exclamation.


‘Buon Dio! And where have you been for so many years?’


A bolt was drawn, and the portal was swung inwards. The Saint’s hand was taken in an iron grip; another hand was slapping him on the back; his ears throbbed to a rich jovial laughter.


‘Where have you been, eh? Why do you stay away so long? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming, so I could tell the boys to come along?’


‘They aren’t here tonight?’ asked the Saint, spinning his hat dexterously on to a peg.


Chris shook his head.


‘You ought to of telephoned, Simon.’


‘I’m just as glad they aren’t here,’ said the Saint, looking at him; and Chris was serious suddenly.


‘I’m sorry – I forgot . . . Well, you know you will be all right here.’ He smiled, and his rich voice brightened again. ‘You are always my friend, whatever happens.’


He led the Saint down the passage towards the kitchen, with a brawny arm around his shoulders. The kitchen was the supplement to the one small dining-room that the place boasted – it was the sanctum sanctorum, a rendezvous that was more like a club than anything else, where those who were privileged to enter found a boisterous hospitality undreamed of in the starched expensive restaurants, where the diners are merely so many intruders, to be fed at a price and bowed stiffly out again. Although there were no familiar faces seated round the big communal table, the Saint felt the reawakening of an old happiness as he stepped into the brightly-lighted room, with the smell of tobacco and wine and steaming vegetables and the clatter of plates and pans. It took him back at one leap to the ambrosial nights of drinking and endless argument, when all philosophies had been probed and all the world’s problems settled, that he had known in that homely place.


‘You’ll have some sherry, eh?’


Simon nodded.


‘And one of your steaks,’ he said.


He sat back and sipped the drink that Chris brought him, watching the room through half-closed eyes. The flash of jest and repartee, the crescendo of discussion and the ring of laughter, came to his ears like the echo of an unforgettable song. It was the same as it had always been – the same humorous camaraderie presided over and kept vigorously alive by Chris’s own unchanging geniality. Why were there not more places like that in the world, he began to wonder – places where a host was more than a shopkeeper, and men threw off their cares and talked and laughed openly together, without fear or suspicion, expanding cleanly and fruitfully in the glow of wine and fellowship?


But he could only take that in a passing thought; for he had work to do that night. The steak came – thick, tender, succulent, melting in the mouth like butter; and he devoted himself to it with the whole-hearted concentration which it deserved. Then, with his appetite assuaged, he leaned back with the remains of his wine and a fresh cigarette to ponder the happenings of the day.


At all events he had made a good beginning. Irboll was very definitely gone; and the Saint inhaled with deep contentment as he recalled the manner of his going. He had no regrets for the foolhardy impulse that had made him attach his own personal signature uncompromisingly to the deed. Some of the terror that had once gone with those grotesque little drawings still clung to them in the memories of men who had feared them in the old days; and with a little adroit manipulation much of that terror could be built up again. It was good criminal psychology, and Simon was a great believer in the science. Curiously enough, that theatrical touch would mean more to a brazen underworld than anyone but an expert would have realised; for it is a fact that the hard-boiled gangster constitutes a large proportion of the dime novelette’s most devoted public.


At any rate, it was a beginning. The matter of Irboll had been disposed of; but Irboll was quite a minor fish in the aquarium. Valcross had been explicit on that point. The small fry were all right in their appointed place: they could be neatly dismembered, drenched in ketchup and tabasco, exquisitely iced, and served up for a cocktail – on the way. But one million dollars of anybody’s money was the price of the leaders of the shoal; and apart from the simple sport of rod and line, Simon Templar had a nebulous idea that he might be able to use a million dollars. Thinking it over, he had some difficulty in remembering a time when he could not have used a million dollars.


‘If you offered me a glass of brandy,’ he murmured, as Chris passed the table, ‘I could drink a glass of brandy.’


There was a late edition of the World Telegram abandoned on the chair beside him, and Simon picked it up and cast an eye ever the black banner of type spread across the front page. To his mild surprise he found that he was already a celebrity. An enthusiastic feature writer had launched himself on the subject with justifiable zeal; and even the Saint was tempted to blush at the extravagant attributes with which his modest personality had been adorned. He read the story through with a quizzical eye and the faintest suspicion of a smile on his lips.


And then the smile disappeared. It slid away quite quietly, without any fuss. Only the lazy blue gaze that scanned the sheet steadied itself imperceptibly, focusing on a name that had cropped up once too often.


He had been waiting for that – searching, in a detached and comprehensive way, for an inspiration that would lead him to a renewal of the action – and the lavish detail splurged upon the circumstances of his latest sin by that enthusiastic feature writer had obliged. It was, at least, a suggestion.


That smile came back as he stood up, draining the glass that had been set in front of him. People who knew him said that the Saint was most dangerous when he smiled. He turned away and clapped Chris on the shoulder.
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