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  Chapter One




  AT TEN O’CLOCK on a Wednesday morning in September, Detective Chief Superintendent Clay was requested to present

  himself at the Chief Constable’s office. He went there at once. He was head of the C.I.D. of the Granchester City force, but that did not make him big enough to be able to keep the chief

  waiting.




  He was ushered into the office, and for a wonder neither the First nor Second Assistant Chief Constable was present. Only the Old Man and a civilian were there. Clay knew the civilian by sight

  and reputation. The name was Lansdowne, he believed. A person of influence in the town, he surmised. When Lansdowne needed to speak to any sort of official, it would never occur to him to approach

  anybody lower than the head man. He was that sort of fellow, seemingly.




  “Mr. Rupert Lansdowne, Chief Superintendent Clay,” the chief said, without rising.




  “How do you do, sir?” Clay said. There was no handshake. Lansdowne half rose, nodded, and sat down again. He was rather pale, apparently nervous or upset about something. Normally,

  the policeman guessed, he would have a healthy color. He was tallish and strongly built, well fed but not paunchy. His white shirt was immaculate, and in those circumstances he was obviously not

  conscious of the excellence of his dark suit. In age, he appeared to be in the late forties.




  “Sit down, Superintendent,” the chief invited. Clay took a low-backed chair near the end of the big desk. He sat, square, solid and black-browed, with fists like small hams closed

  round the ends of the chair arms. His small dark eyes looked steadily at his chief.




  The chief went on: “Mr. Lansdowne is a friend of mine, but his business here this morning is official. Very serious business, and a very sad business for us if what he says is

  true.”




  “I’ve told you nothing but the truth, Chief,” Lansdowne said quietly. “And the whole truth as I remember it.”




  “I don’t doubt your truthful intentions,” was the cool reply. “But we can always hope there’s been a mistake. Tell your story to the Superintendent. I’ll

  listen again. A slight variation—something else you remember—might be of help. We’ll have it on tape this time.”




  Lansdowne looked alarmed. “Is that necessary?”




  “It is, unless you want a clerk taking it down. Damn it, Rupert, I won’t blackmail you.”




  “Of course not,” Lansdowne said. He sighed. “I’m out of my depth. I didn’t realize.”




  The chief nodded, not without sympathy. “Mr. Lansdowne is being blackmailed,” he said. From the desk in front of him he picked up an envelope by one corner. The envelope had been

  opened. “ ’Ware fingerprints,” he said as he passed it to Clay.




  The detective held the envelope by its edges and let some photographs slide smoothly out onto the desk. Handling them gingerly, he inspected each one. There were five of them, typical blackmail

  pictures: Lansdowne and a shapely girl in naked intimacy in a bedroom.




  Clay was expressionless, but his glance flicked once toward Lansdowne’s face before he started to edge the photographs back into the envelope. Lansdowne flushed painfully.




  “Who’s the girl?” Clay asked coolly, and the chief reached to start a tape recorder.




  “She said her name was Vanessa.”




  “You know her well?”




  “No. I met her only once.”




  “Where?”




  “In a public bar. The Blackthorn Inn.”




  “H’m. It’s supposed to be respectable, but naughty girls creep in there occasionally. How did you meet her?”




  “I was at the bar, and a young fellow started a conversation. He wasn’t my sort, but I answered him, not wanting to be uncivil. I was about to finish my drink and leave the place

  when the girl came up as if she knew him. She spoke to me too, as if she assumed we were together. I was more forthcoming with her: she was a very attractive. Eventually the young chap went away

  and left us together.”




  “Did you ask her if she knew the man?”




  “As a matter of fact I did. She said she didn’t know him, but she’d talked to him once or twice before.”




  “Did she say she used the Blackthorn regularly?”




  “She said she went in there only occasionally.”




  “What was the man like?”




  “Medium height and build. Decently dressed, not flashy at all. Dark hair and eyes, rather swarthy skin, very good teeth. Perhaps twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old.”




  “Foreign?”




  “No, no. Quite English. He spoke well, but there was just a trace of local accent.”




  “You didn’t get his name?”




  “No. It wasn’t mentioned.”




  “All right. So you got friendly with the girl. Where did she take you?”




  “Mossbank. A street of Victorian-type detached houses, mostly turned into flats, I expect.”




  “You went with the girl to a flat?”




  “Yes. It was quite well furnished. Better than I expected.”




  “How did you go? Taxi?”




  “No. In my car. There was a place to park at the side of the house.”




  “Did she give you a drink?”




  “Yes. Then we went into the bedroom, and stayed a while. Then I got dressed and gave her a fiver, and came away.”




  “And that was that. Did she tell you anything about herself?”




  “Not a thing, except that her name was Vanessa. In the car she did say the flat was her own.”




  “Did you give your name?”




  “I did not. I said ‘Call me Bill.’ ”




  “Could you go back to the flat?”




  “I’m not sure. There are several streets pretty much alike, all branching off Derbyshire Road. Remember I went there in the dark. Still, I could put you somewhere near.”




  “We’ll try that later. Now, the blackmail.”




  “I received some photographs—not those, but similar—in the post at my home three weeks and a day afterward. I remember it was a Saturday morning and it ruined my week end.

  There was also a note in pencil, block letters, signed ‘Mr. Meachum’ in block letters. It said that I could have the negatives for two thousand pounds, and if I was agreeable to that, I

  must go and pretend to make a phone call in a public box at the North Midland Station on Monday lunchtime at one o’clock exactly, by the station clock. Then I would receive further

  instructions.”




  “You kept the note?”




  “No. I burned note, pictures, and everything. I wasn’t thinking about a police investigation at that time.”




  “A pity. Did you go to the North Midland?”




  “Yes. I went as instructed, stayed in a phone box a little while, then came away.”




  “Did you see anyone watching you? Anything suspicious at all?”




  “I saw something rather odd. There was a man at the bookstall, looking over magazines. I recognized his face. I’d seen it a few times in newspapers. Then I recalled the name. It was

  Inspector Martineau, the detective.”




  Clay did not blink. “And that’s all you saw?”




  “All that seemed worth remembering. There were lots of people about, of course.”




  “I see. What next?”




  “I got a phone call the following day, at the office, in the name of Meachum. A man’s voice. He asked if we were talking through a switchboard, and I said we were. He asked if I had

  a private line, and I said I had. I gave him the number and he called me again. He seemed to be using a public telephone. I heard the pip-pip-pip.”




  “What did he say?”




  “He said: ‘No extension to this one?’ and I said No. He said: ‘All right. Eleven o’clock next Sunday morning. There’s a quiet corner in Marina Park, the

  farthest away from the main gate. There’s a seat, near to a lot of bushes, and near the seat there’s a litter bin. Put four hundred used fivers in that bin at exactly eleven

  o’clock, then come away. You can get them into a big envelope, I dare say. You’ll get the negatives in the post the following morning.’ ”




  “Did he say anything else?”




  “Yes. He said: ‘If you’re thinking about going to the police you’re wasting your time. We’ve got them sweetened.’ I said I hadn’t thought about the

  police, and I would bring the money as instructed. That was all that was said.”




  “H’m. What was the voice like?”




  “Quite deep. Definitely a grown man. It wasn’t a cultured voice, but I couldn’t place the accent. There was no accent, really.”




  “Somebody who’s been around and mixed with all sorts since he was a lad. Did he sound as if he’d read a book?”




  “Oh yes. I wouldn’t say he was backward or illiterate.”




  “So you took the money to the park Sunday morning?”




  “Yes. It was raining and I didn’t see a soul in the park. I put the money in the bin and came away.”




  “In a big envelope?”




  “Yes. I went out of the park and got into my car, but I didn’t drive away at once. I sat thinking about things, wondering if I would get those negatives. I was there about five

  minutes, and I was just starting my car when I saw Martineau again.”




  “The man you thought was Martineau.”




  “Have it your own way. I’m pretty sure. He came round the corner from Marina Park Road.”




  “As if he’d been hiding near the place where you left the money, then picked it up and went out by the far gate, then walked round the outside of the park?”




  “Yes. That’s what I thought. He saw my car and stopped, then snapped his fingers as if he’d just remembered something, and turned and went back round the corner.”




  “What did you do?”




  “Nothing. I was beginning to think that some members of the C.I.D. were blackmailing me. It made me feel pretty helpless. I sat a little while and then I went home. On Monday morning I

  received the negatives as promised. I burned them.”




  “Didn’t you at any time ask this Mr. Meachum what he intended to do with the negatives if you refused to pay him money?”




  “No. But I found out later.”




  “You mean that wasn’t the end of it?”




  “No. He called me on my private line on Tuesday morning. He said he’d found another set of prints, and thought they should be worth two thousand. He said: ‘Sunday morning

  again. Same place, same time.’ ”




  “You agreed?”




  “I asked him how long this would go on. He said: ‘Don’t worry, my dear sir. Not much longer. We know when to stop.’ ”




  “So you paid again?”




  “Yes. And I saw Martineau again. Before I put the money in the bin I looked around and saw him peeping through the shrubs. I pretended I hadn’t seen him. I let go of the money and

  went away. On Monday morning I got the prints, but this time I kept them. Those are they. And then I saw Martineau again.”




  “When?”




  “Monday lunchtime, about five minutes to one. If the weather is at all decent I always walk from the office to the club for lunch. It’s only about half a mile. I was walking along

  Percy Street when Martineau came off a side street in front of me, across the road. He walked about fifty yards along Percy Street, then went into the Rock Safety Deposit place. I went into the

  bookshop nearly opposite, and I’d been in there about five minutes when he came out of the Rock place, and went back the way he’d come.”




  “One moment. Do you always walk the same way to lunch?”




  “Yes. Invariably.”




  “Thank you. Please continue.”




  “Well, I went to lunch. Then on Tuesday, yesterday, I had another phone call. This man calling himself Meachum said it was time to close the deal. He said he’d met a very nice girl

  and wanted to take her to the south of France. He said: ‘Look. Word of honor. I have just three sets of prints left. For ten thousand nicker’—he said

  ‘nicker’—‘you can have the lot, and the job will be finished.’ I said it was too much. I couldn’t lay hands on so much money. That’s when I found out about

  the exposure part. He said: ‘Look, sir. We know you can pay. Next Sunday as usual. Same place, same time. If the money isn’t delivered, one set of prints each will go to your wife, your

  son, and your daughter. And they’ll be delivered in such a way that you can’t possibly intercept.’ Then he rang off.”




  “So here you are.”




  “Yes. You have until Sunday to do something, or else I shall have to pay. But I think you have a good chance. I happen to know something about the Rock Safety Deposit place. Their security

  is first class. If Martineau has a box there, they’ll have an identity card in the pigeonhole which bears his number. His photograph and signature will be on that card. These are checked

  every time he opens his box. When you see that picture you’ll know whether or not I’m right about Martineau.”




  “The man you believe to be Martineau, how far away from you was he on each of the occasions you saw him?”




  “Outside the park, perhaps thirty yards. Inside, about twenty yards, though I’ll admit his face was partly obscured by greenery. When I first saw him in Percy Street he was about

  thirty yards away. But I’m quite sure of him. My eyes are good. I never need to wear glasses.”




  “Can you still read a car number plate at thirty-five yards?”




  “Yes. I can. And now I think I’ve told you all there is.”




  But Clay had not quite finished. He wanted to know how “Martineau” had been dressed. The answers were depressing. The clothes described were of the neat, normal, masculine sort which

  the real Martineau usually wore.




  “Thank you, Rupert,” the chief said as he stopped the tape. “We’ll do everything we can for you, whether or not one of our own men is involved. And of course, you can

  rely on our discretion.”




  Lansdowne thanked him and departed. When he had gone the two senior police officers stared at each other in silence for a little while.




  “What a mess,” the chief said. “What a bloody mess.”




  “If you’ll pardon me, sir,” Clay growled, “it sounds like a put-up job. Straight or crooked, Martineau isn’t an ass. He wouldn’t have paraded himself

  in front of Lansdowne like that. Lansdowne wouldn’t have seen a glimmer of him.”




  “I agree that it looks fishy. And anyway I can hardly believe that Martineau would culpably involve himself in anything of the sort. But we have received a complaint from a responsible

  source, backed by some evidence. We shall have to investigate it as fully as if it were a complaint against—against a stranger. We will have to do our duty, Superintendent.”




  “Of course, sir.” Clay was rock steady. “We owe it to Martineau if he’s innocent. We owe it to the force—and to Mr. Lansdowne—if he isn’t.”




  “So where do we start?”




  “First of all, sir, will you tell me all you know about Mr. Lansdowne?”




  





  Chapter Two




  THE CHIEF said: “I’ve known Lansdowne ever since I came to take over here. I met him at the Granchester Club.

  He’s a member and past president there. He’s a big man in golf, and he is also president of the county Rugby Union Association. He is chairman of Lansdowne Furnaces, and so was his

  father. He has never interested himself in freemasonry or in municipal affairs, but he carries a lot of wool on his back and he knows everyone who matters. He has a son, Rupert, who has just

  entered the firm, I believe. He’s about twenty-two or twenty-three. The daughter is about nineteen, just left school I suppose. His wife is a very nice woman. She’s been quite ill

  recently, I understand.”




  “What about the man himself?”




  “Quite good company, normally. He is known as a jolly decent fellow. In spite of this business, I would say he was the soul of honor. Honorable men do occasionally get themselves into

  scrapes, you know.”




  “That is so, sir. I’ve been thinking that Superintendent Curtis worked in the front office when he was a sergeant. He can put the contents of that tape down on paper, and he can also

  take a formal statement from Mr. Lansdowne.”




  “Yes. But there is something we must do at once,” the chief said decisively. “It seems rough, but it is the only way. I am going to get Martineau up here and have him wait

  outside while you and Curtis search his office. If you don’t find anything, I shall put the case to him and ask his permission to search his house. If he refuses that, you will get a warrant

  and search the house anyway.”




  “Yes, sir.” The tough C.I.D. man was sick at heart, but his face was wooden.




  “Very well. Away you go.”




  Clay went downstairs, and was relieved that he did not pass Martineau on the way up. He went into the office of Superintendent of Division Curtis, and said tersely: “Come on. We’ve

  got to search Martineau’s office. Chief’s orders. I’ll explain later. Bring your gloves.”




  Curtis was human, though certain of his subordinates had sometimes doubted it. “What’s up?” he asked in dismay. “Is Martineau in trouble?”




  “He is indeed, and let us hope we can get him out of it. Now come on, and say nothing outside. At the moment it’s dead confidential.”




  They went along the corridor to the C.I.D. In the main office, three detectives were working at the long desk. When the two senior officers entered, they stared momentarily and then became

  deeply immersed in their own business. But when Clay and Curtis headed for Martineau’s door Detective Sergeant Devery said: “Pardon me, sir. The Chief Inspector has just gone

  out.”




  “Thank you,” Clay said. He and Curtis entered the office and closed the door. Outside, Detective Constable Ducklin looked at his colleague Cassidy with raised eyebrows. Sergeant

  Devery merely frowned in a puzzled way.




  “Now then, what are we looking for?” Curtis asked.




  “Anything that shouldn’t be here. It might be money or it might be naughty pictures. If there is anything at all.”




  Clay started on the desk, of which none of the drawers was locked. Curtis began with the collection of books on police investigation, criminal law, and general reference. Five minutes later he

  said: “There’s something here.”




  He was holding a homely, solid little volume called The Constable’s Guide to His Daily Work. The book had fallen open in his gloved hand.




  Clay came and looked. His voice was bitter when he spoke. “Same sort of envelope,” he said. “Woolworth’s, I expect. Slide the pictures out onto the desk.”




  There were fifteen photographs in the envelope, and nothing else. Clay sighed. “A lovely, lovely plant. And now I think I know who is behind it. I’ll bet Martineau hasn’t

  opened that old book since he took over the office. Somebody wanted to be sure he wouldn’t find those pictures.”




  “Is somebody trying to put him in the middle?”




  “And how, as they say. And they’re making a bloody good job of it. I shall begin believing it myself in a minute.”




  “For keeping filthy pictures?”




  “No. It’s blackmail. We’d better make a thorough search.”




  They searched, but found nothing else which could be connected with the investigation. “Come on,” Clay said. “We’ll have to take these up to the Chief.”




  He folded a report sheet around the book, and the two men departed. In the anteroom to the chief’s office Martineau was waiting. “What’s going on?” he asked when they

  entered.




  Clay did not look at him, but went to the chief’s door and knocked. Curtis made a sort of answer by putting a finger to his lips and shaking his head.




  Inside, with Martineau shut out, Clay put the partly wrapped book on the desk in front of the Old Man. As the wrapping fell away he warned: “It will have to be examined for prints,

  sir.”




  “What’s in it?”




  “A similar sort of envelope, sir, and fifteen similar pictures. Three complete sets.”




  “You have both looked at them?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Then I don’t want to see them. Get Martineau in here. You two will remain. We will keep this in A Division as long as we can.”




  It was Curtis who went to call Martineau. When he entered, the others were told to be seated. He remained standing, like a defaulter.




  “Chief Inspector,” the chief began, “I have received a serious complaint today. It is a criminal complaint, of blackmail. There is an allegation that you are involved. What

  have you to say?”




  Any man who has been a policeman for twenty years has had his share of hard knocks. Martineau had had more than his share. His hard, rather handsome face was impassive as he considered his

  answer. He did not even look surprised.




  “I have not been involved in a blackmail case for a number of years, sir. And in any criminal case of any sort I have always been on the side of the law.”




  “So you deny the allegation?”




  “I do, sir, emphatically. And I would like to know more about it.”




  “I’ll play you a tape, and we’ll all listen. One voice you may recognize. I’ll tell you the name of the other man in a little while. Er, you’d better sit down. You

  can make notes if you like.”




  The tape began to run, and the four men listened to it in silence. Martineau’s expression changed only a little; it hardened as he began to realize how much in earnest the complaint had

  been.




  The chief stopped the tape at the end of its run, and said: “In addition, there are three sets of blackmail pictures which have been found in your office. They’re in this book.

  Superintendent, let him look at them without touching them.”




  Martineau was impassive as he looked at the prints which Clay held for him. He asked: “They were in that book?”




  “Yes.”




  “I don’t think I have ever opened it. I have one at home, but I doubt if I have consulted it since I was a P.C.”




  “Have you any questions?”




  “Who is the man?”




  “Rupert Henry Ince Lansdowne, chairman of Lansdowne Furnaces. But you will not approach him. If you wish to question him I will arrange for you to meet him in this building.”




  “Will I be allowed to investigate this matter myself?”




  “You must know that on the evidence we have at this moment I have no alternative but to suspend you from duty. There will be a Board of Inquiry as soon as is necessary. Tomorrow perhaps.

  In the meantime, myself or Curtis or Clay will be available to you, and will take all possible steps to follow up your ideas and suggestions. If these allegations can be disproved, they will be. If

  there is additional evidence one way or the other, we shall try to find it. And we shall try. I give you my word on it. Do you mind if I ask you one or two questions?”




  “No, sir.”




  “Have you been conducting any investigations or observations in or around Marina Park recently?”




  “No, sir. I haven’t been near Marina Park for months.”




  “Do you have a box at the Rock Safe Deposit?”




  “No, sir.”




  “Have you been there lately?”




  “No. I have never been in there.”




  “Do you know Rupert Lansdowne?”




  “I can’t say, until I see him. I certainly don’t know him by name, though I’ve heard of his firm and I know where it is.”




  There was silence in the room as the chief searched his mind for further questions. Martineau could have asked a question, but refrained. He and everyone else in the room knew that this was a

  criminal matter, and not merely disciplinary. He realized, without asking, that the chief intended to delay as long as possible before putting one of his senior officers on a criminal charge. Or at

  least he was in no hurry.




  “Well, that’s about all, then,” the chief said. “Unless anyone has something else to say.”




  Apparently nobody had. Martineau asked: “I am suspended, sir?”




  “I’m afraid so.”




  The chief inspector rose. “Just one thing,” he said. “I would like to be searched, since you’ve searched my office. Then you’ll know that I’m not carrying a

  safe-deposit key and a bundle of fivers.”




  “Certainly,” the chief said. He looked at Clay. Clay looked at Curtis. Reluctantly Curtis searched Martineau.




  When that was over, Martineau said: “With your permission I’ll be going,” and at the chief’s nod he turned away.




  When he was at the door the Chief spoke. “Martineau.”




  The suspended man stopped, and looked back.




  “Martineau,” the chief said, and for the first time his distress was perceptible. “I’m sorry. But there is no other way I can handle it.”




  “I understand, sir,” Martineau replied, and he even achieved a smile. “Good day, gentlemen.”




  





  Chapter Three




  MARTINEAU went down to his own office. He was too good a policeman to pick up his hat and walk out of the building without

  first attending to certain matters. He called in Sergeant Devery.




  “Sergeant,” he said coolly, “I’ve been suspended from duty. You’ll have to do the best you can with the Ainsworth job. On that Larceny Bailee you’ll have to

  sends somebody to take my statement. These here—” he began to spread out files along the desk—“will give you all we have on main jobs outstanding. You should be able to

  manage all right, even if they don’t send someone to take over.”




  Devery was not looking at the files. Normally self-possessed, he was now staring with his mouth open.




  “Suspended, sir? You?” he blurted.




  “That’s what I said.”




  “Have you been thumping somebody?”




  “No. It’s more serious than that. If you want to know all about it, you’ll have to come and see me at home.”




  “Can I help in any way?”




  “I don’t know. We’ll have to see.”




  “I’ll come tonight, sir, if I may.”




  Devery’s astonishment and concern were helping the D.C.I. to maintain an air of jaunty nonchalance. “Sure, why not?” he replied. “But now I’m off.

  Cheerio.”




  He departed, and as he left the main C.I.D. office he called to the detectives there, “Cheerio, men,” and they looked after him in surprise. But as he walked along the corridor to

  the front office a frown of worry grew on his face. During his service there had been two previous attempts to get him into serious trouble, but neither of them had been as well planned as this

  attempt seemed to be. He knew that his livelihood was in danger—everything that he had worked for, more than twenty years. Whether or not the chief, Clay, Curtis or any other officers

  believed or disbelieved, they had to seek the evidence and present it, and someone else would pass judgment on it.




  He thought briefly about his colleagues, and especially about those subordinate to him. It was a hard world, and fellows had to take what was going. If a D.C.I. lost his job, there would be

  promotions all round. D. I. Pearson to D.C.I., probably. Devery to D.I. Cassidy or Ducklin to detective sergeant. All good fellows, but not sentimental. Would they break their necks to establish

  the innocence of a man who stood in the way of promotion? A man who had been bossing them around for years?




  “All right, Harry boy,” he told himself grimly. “Times like these are when you find out who are your friends.”




  A minute later he knew that he had at least one friend. Clay was waiting by the open door of his office.




  “Oh, Martineau,” he said gruffly. “Come in here a minute.”




  He held the door and closed it when his subordinate had entered. “It won’t do any harm to talk this over,” he growled, waving to a chair. “It’s just about the most

  hellish thing I ever heard of.”




  “It looks a bit nasty to me, too.”




  “Nasty? Have you considered all the points?”




  “I think so.”




  “Well, I’ll run over them in case you’ve missed any. First they find a fellow who looks like you, and happen they do him up to make him even more like you. Then they make a

  proper goat of this fellow Lansdowne. Then they let him see this double of yours who calls himself Meachum, but not too close, you’ll notice. They get two thousand quid for the first touch,

  and they let him see this Meachum again, and again not close up. Then they work him for another two thou, and again he sees Meachum, this time looking through a rhododendron. Then they know he goes

  past the Rock Safety Deposit every day to lunch, so Meachum waits till he comes along and lets himself be seen going in there, again not too close up. Then comes the crunch, the ten thousand touch.

  If he pays, that’s fine: they’ll raise the price next time. But they have a damned good idea he won’t pay so much. He’ll go to the police, and they’re ready. Those

  fifteen photos are in your office already, in a book you don’t open once in ten years.”
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