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To


Lawrence H. Wharton


 


My dear Lawrence,


A dedication to your noble self has long been overdue; although you have been on our highly exclusive Free List for some time. Was it not you, in the beginning, who officially pronounced the Immortal Works worthy of introduction to the great American Public? . . . But that would be a sordid commercial reason to give for such an occasion as this. So let us say that it is most especially because you have always been our stalwart partner in the reviling of all humbug and ballyhoo; because you were with us not only in the Adventure of the Unspeakable Landlubber, the Retreat from Sarfend, and the Introduction to Total Immersion, but also in many of the scenes which you will find faithfully chronicled in the last story in this volume; and because you concoct such an excellent Salmon Mayonnaise; that this book is offered for your proper admiration.


Ever thine,


Leslie Charteris










Introduction


In 1953, the journalist and author Richard Usborne published a seminal book called Clubland Heroes. It was an affectionate, nostalgia-tinged analysis and celebration of the fictional gentleman-adventurers whose exploits had thrilled him when he was a boy, the protagonists of three immensely popular novelists of the inter-war period: John Buchan’s Richard Hannay, ‘Sapper’s Bulldog Drummond and Dornford Yates’s Jonathan Mansel. 


These characters had a great deal in common. They all enjoyed substantial private means and were rich enough not to let anything as vulgar as earning a living interfere with their adventuring. They were proudly upper-class and, except in Hannay’s case, Public School and Oxbridge. They had all had damned good wars. They drove Rolls-Royces. They were viscerally racist and anti-Semitic. They believed in rough justice, an eye for a tooth, in stepping in where plodding policemen feared to tread, or were unable to tread because of inferior birth and breeding. They regularly bumped off the villains on the grounds – if they thought about it at all – that they were simply saving the hangman the bother. Crucially, they were all members of London Clubs, those exclusive enclaves in the St. James’s area, where the elite lunched and dined in splendour, wreathed in cigar smoke, waited on by silent, obsequious servants.


But there was another writer, competing in the same market, equally successful, equally adored by generations of school-boys. His name was Leslie Charteris and his hero was Simon Templar, the Saint.


Usborne does not ignore Charteris and the Saint entirely. He does something rather more disagreeable: he dismisses them both in a few disparaging lines. The Saint, he feels, is a lesser character than Hannay, Drummond and Mansel; Charteris is a lesser writer than Buchan, ‘Sapper’ and Yates. 


In the strict technical sense, Usborne is right not to include the Saint in his pantheon because Simon Templar would not have been seen dead in one of those stuffy St. James’s clubs. Indeed, throughout the Charteris oeuvre the Saint is devastatingly satirical about the denizens of such places, with their snobbery, prejudices, prudery and superannuated political opinions. (Hannay, Drummond and Mansel were all firmly of the Conservative Right.) But in writing off the Saint as a character and Charteris as a prose stylist, Usborne was wrong.


I first encountered the Saint, as I did the other three, in the 1950s when I was banged up in a prep school in Hertfordshire. Even for that dismal era, the school was a time warp, a little world of its own that would still have been comfortably familiar to Hannay, Drummond and Mansel but which would have excited the Saint’s mockery – and pity for its young inmates.


We were taught to worship Games and (a grimly Protestant) God. In the Cadet Corps we were trained to bayonet the Hun – as per the First World War – rather than the Boche of the Second World War. For competitive events – almost all sporting – the school was divided into sets named after military heroes: Roberts, Kitchener, Haig and Beatty. Our physical horizons were bounded by the red-brick turrets and walls of the school buildings, reminiscent of a Victorian prison, and fenced, gated playing fields and parkland. Beyond lay forbidden territory, strictly out of bounds, inhabited mainly by dangerous ruffians called oiks. Our intellectual horizons were limited to a curriculum designed for a sole purpose: to get one into a decent public school. The food was abominable, the school rules numberless and enforced by the frequent swishing of cane and slipper.         


Into this narrow, isolated realm stepped the Saint. He was dashing, debonair, didn’t give a damn about rules and regulations, lived by his own code, went where he wanted to go, did what he wanted to do, leaving policeman and criminal alike gasping in his wake. He didn’t drive a boring, boxy Rolls-Royce; he drove a sleek, superfast Hirondel. He was a citizen of the world, perfectly at home in any great city where, of course, he would know which was the best hotel and the finest restaurant, and where there was always an old friend to lend a hand in his latest endeavour. He was rich, yes, but the money didn’t come from a country estate or a share portfolio: he earned it by creaming off his usual ten per cent of the booty or scooping a reward. He was a free spirit, open-minded, without a racist or anti-Semitic bone in his immaculately clothed body. His adventures sprang naturally out of his globe-trotting life, his insatiable curiosity about everything and everybody, his infallible nose for a mystery, his quixotic sense of justice. He was witty. He was clever. He had style, panache. He killed, certainly, but mostly in self-defence, and his preferred modus operandi was to step deftly aside and let dog eat dog. He never displayed the sadistic relish of Bulldog Drummond, the patriotic fervour of Richard Hannay, or the Old Testament righteousness of Jonathan Mansel. Most thrilling of all, perhaps, he lived openly with a woman, Patricia Holm, who was not his wife and whose charms could be only furtively and feverishly imagined.


Although I loved reading about Hannay, Drummond and Mansel, they were, in a sense, only Senior Prefects writ large. They conformed to the rules – indeed, they strictly imposed them on others. They would triumph on the cricket field, the football pitch and in the boxing ring and eventually rise to be Head Boy. The Saint, by contrast, might perhaps win the Poetry Prize but would undoubtedly be expelled.


He was completely different. He was a liberator. He pointed a finger, or rather two fingers, with a cigarette held nonchalantly between them, towards a wider, more sophisticated world. He showed that silly or irksome rules could and should be circumvented, pomposity laughed at, an individual path pursued.


So much for the character. What of the literary skills of his creator?


It was only years later, when I had the job of adapting some of the stories for the screen, that I came fully to appreciate what a superb writer Leslie Charteris was.


The first task of the adaptor is to analyse the plot. I quickly discovered that in terms of the overall impact of a given story, the plot plays a relatively minor role. Certainly, the plots are well, often brilliantly, constructed, with all the requisite twists and turns and surprises and – most important – a rigorous logic. But the real fascination lies elsewhere: in description, in the development of a particular situation or scene, above all, in dialogue. The prose is spare and sinewy where the pace of the narrative demands it, but where there is space for a pause, Charteris fills it with paragraph after paragraph, sometimes page after page, of highly entertaining, perfectly honed writing, with a lightness of touch and a refined humour worthy of P.G. Wodehouse. (‘By the tum-tum of  Tutankhaman!’ the Saint exclaims to Mr Teal in the first story in the present collection. Bertie Wooster himself couldn’t have put it better.)


The dyspeptic critic might dismiss all this as mere padding: Charteris either lacked the powers of invention or was simply too idle to construct an elaborate plot and made up for it by shoving in a lot of extraneous guff. This would be to miss the point completely. The minimisation of plot and maximisation of other elements is the warp and woof of the Charteris style. What other thriller writer would think of (or dare to proceed with) spicing up a murder mystery with satirical verse? And the verse itself is worthy of Ogden Nash:


 


Trained from an early age to rule


(At that immortal Public School


Whose playing fields have helped to lose


Innumerable Waterloos),


His brains, his wit, his chin, were all


Infinitesimal . . . 


 


So how does Charteris, the prose stylist, measure up to the writers Usborne set above him? Take ‘Sapper’, the nom-de-plume of an officer-turned-prison governor called H.C. McNeile. His literary skills can most charitably be described as workmanlike. There is none of the verve, vivacity and pure relish for words that you find in Charteris. And the character of Drummond himself verges on the Fascistic. John Buchan is a much better writer, a fine writer in fact, but his plots rely unnervingly on coincidence and his attempts to reproduce the slang of the criminal classes, or even worse of Americans, are embarrassing. Dornford Yates is in a category of his own. He developed a unique style, full of archaisms and purple passages that some admire (I am one of them) and others find ludicrous. His plotting is superb, perhaps because his method was never to know himself, at the end of a day’s writing, what was going to happen next. But he is most definitely an acquired taste.


By any standard, Leslie Charteris is worthy to stand beside Buchan and Yates – and well above ‘Sapper’. And in The Saint and Mr Teal he is on top form. He was twenty-six when he wrote it and it has all the freshness and vigour of an early work. The three stories are exciting, surprising, funny – and great, great fun. The character of the Saint is fully formed, with all the swashbuckling sparkle that kept him alive through the following decades and saw him emerge, in the form of the incomparable Roger Moore, as a globally recognised figure.


In the late 1970s I found myself one day in a remote fishing village on the coast of Brazil. When I told the locals that I was a writer they naturally asked me what I had written. I mentioned various novels and television shows, all of which were met with blank stares. But when I mentioned the Saint faces lit up, recognition was instant. It was smiles and ecstatic cries of ‘El Santo! El Santo!’ all round. The Saint had travelled a long, long way. He is still travelling.


 


John Goldsmith










The Gold Standard










Chapter 1


Simon Templar landed in England when the news of Brian Quell’s murder was on the streets. He read the brief notice of the killing in an evening paper which he bought in Newhaven, but it added scarcely anything to what he already knew.


Brian Quell died in Paris, and died drunk; which would probably have been his own choice if he had been consulted, for the whole of his unprofitable existence had been wrapped up in the pleasures of the Gay City. He was a prophet who was without honour not only in his own country and among his own family, but even among the long-suffering circle of acquaintances who helped him to spend his money when he had any, and endeavoured to lend him as little as possible when he was broke – which was about three hundred days out of the year. He had arrived ten years ago as an art student, but he had long since given up any artistic pretensions that were not included in the scope of studio parties and long hair. Probably there was no real vice in him; but the life of the Left Bank is like an insidious drug, an irresistible spell to such a temperament as his, and it was very easy to slip into the stream in those days before the rapacity of Montmartre patrons drove the tourist pioneers across the river. They knew him, and charmingly declined to cash his cheques, at the Dôme, the Rotonde, the Select, and all the multitudinous boîtes-de-nuit which spring up around those unassailable institutions for a short season’s dizzy popularity, and sink back just as suddenly into oblivion. Brian Quell had his fill of them all. And he died.


The evening paper did not say he was drunk; but Simon Templar knew, for he was the last man to see Brian Quell alive.


He heard the shot just as he had removed his shoes, as he prepared for what was left of a night’s rest in the obscure little hotel near the Gare du Montparnasse which he had chosen for his sanctuary in Paris. His room was on the first floor, with a window opening on to a well at the back, and it was through this window that the sharp crack of the report came to him. The instinct of his trade made him leap for the nearest switch and snap out the lights without thinking what he was doing, and he padded back to the window in his stockinged feet. By that time he had realised that the shots could be no immediate concern of his, for the shots that kill you are the ones you don’t hear. But if Simon Templar had been given to minding his own business there would never have been any stories to write about him.


He swung his legs over the low balustrade and strolled quietly round the flat square of concrete which surrounded the ground-floor skylight that angled up in to it like his own, but all of them except one were in the centre of the well. Other windows opened out on darkness. The lighted window attracted him as inevitably as it would have drawn a moth; and as he went towards it he observed that it was the only one in the courtyard besides his own which had not been firmly shuttered against any breath of the fresh air which, as all the world knows, is instantly fatal to the sleeping Frenchman. And then the light went out.


Simon reached the dark opening, and paused there. He heard a gasping curse; and then a hoarse voice gurgled the most amazing speech that he had ever heard from the lips of a dying man.


‘A mos’ unfrien’ly thing!’


Without hesitation, Simon Templar climbed into the room. He found his way to the door and turned on the lights; and it was only then that he learned that the drunken man was dying.


Brian Quell was sprawled in the middle of the floor, propping himself up unsteadily on one elbow. There was a pool of blood on the carpet beside him, and his grubby shirt was stained red across the chest. He stared at Simon hazily.


‘A mos’ unfrien’ly thing!’ he repeated.


Simon dropped on one knee at the man’s side. The first glance told him that Brian Quell had only a few minutes to live, but the astonishing thing was that Quell did not know he was hurt. The shock had not sobered him at all. The liquor that reeked on his breath was playing the part of an anaesthetic, and the fumes in his brain had fuddled his senses beyond all power of comprehending such an issue.


‘Do you know who it was?’ Simon asked gently.


Quell shook his head.


‘I dunno. Never saw him before in my life. Called himself Jones. Silly sora name, isnit? Jones . . . An’ he tole me Binks can make gold!’


‘Where did you meet him, old chap? Can you tell me what he looked like?’


‘I dunno. Been all over place. Everywhere you could gerra drink. Man with a silly sora face. Never seen him before in my life. Silly ole Jones.’ The dying man wagged his head solemnly. ‘An’ he did a mos’ unfrien’ly thing. Tried to shoot me! A mos’ unfrien’ly thing.’ Quell giggled feebly. ‘An’ he saysh Binks can make gold. Thash funny, isnit?’


Simon looked round the room. There was no trace of the man who called himself Jones – nothing but an ash-tray that had been freshly emptied. Obviously the killer had stayed long enough to obliterate all evidence of his visit; obviously too, his victim had been temporarily paralysed, so that the murderer had believed that he was already dead.


There was a telephone by the door, and for a moment Simon Templar gazed at it and wondered if it was his duty to ring for assistance. The last thing on earth that he wanted was an interview even with the most unsuspecting police officer, but that consideration would not have weighed with him for an instant if he had not known that all the doctors in France could have done nothing for the man who was dying in his arms and did not know it.


‘Why did Jones try to shoot you?’ he asked, and Brian Quell grinned at him vacuously.


‘Because he said Binksh could—’


The repetition choked off in the man’s throat. His eyes wavered over Simon’s face stupidly; then they dilated with the first and last stunned realisation of the truth, only for one horrible dumb second before the end . . .


Simon read the dead man’s name from the tailor’s tab inside the breast pocket of his coat, and went softly back to his room. The other windows on the courtyard remained shrouded in darkness. If anyone else had heard the shot it must have been attributed to a passing taxi; but there is a difference between the cough of an engine and the crack of an automatic about which the trained ear can never be mistaken. If it had not been for Simon Templar’s familiarity with that subtle distinction, a coup might have been inscribed in the annals of crime which would have shaken Europe from end to end – but Simon could not see so far ahead that night.


He left Paris early the following morning. It was unlikely that the murder would be discovered before the afternoon; for it is an axiom of the Quarter that early rising is a purely bourgeois conceit, and one of the few failings of the French hotel-keepers is that they feel none of that divine impulse to dictate the manner of life of their clientèle which has from time immemorial made Great Britain the Mecca of holiday makers from every corner of the globe. Simon Templar had rarely witnessed a violent death about which he had so clear a conscience, and yet he knew that it would have been foolish to stay. It was one of the penalties of his fame that he had no more chance of convincing any well-informed policeman that he was a law-abiding citizen than he had of being elected President of the United States. So he went back to England, where he was more unpopular than anywhere else in Europe.


If it is true that there is some occult urge which draws a murderer back to the scene of his crime, it must have been an infinitely more potent force which brought Simon Templar back across the Channel to the scene of more light-hearted misdemeanours than Scotland Yard had ever before endured from the disproportionate sense of humour of any one outlaw. It was not so many years since he had first formulated the idea of making it his life work to register himself in the popular eye as something akin to a public institution; and yet in that short space of time his dossier in the Records Office had swollen to a saga of debonair lawlessness that made Chief Inspector Claud Eustace Teal speechless to contemplate. The absurd little sketch of a skeleton figure graced with a symbolic halo, that impudent signature with which Simon Templar endorsed all his crimes, had spread the terror of the Saint into every outpost of the underworld and crashed rudely into the placid meandering of all those illustrious members of the Criminal Investigation Department who had hitherto been content to justify their employment as guardians of the Law by perfecting themselves in the time-honoured sport of persuading deluded shop-assistants to sell them a bar of chocolate one minute later than the lawful hours for such transactions. The Robin Hood of Modern Crime they called him in the headlines, and extolled his virtues in the same paragraph as they reviled the C.I.D. for failing to lay him by the heels; which only shows you what newspapers can do for democracy. He had become an accepted incident in current affairs, like Wheat Quotas and the League of Nations, only much more interesting. He stood for a vengeance that struck swiftly and without mercy, for a gay defiance of all dreary and mechanical things.


‘It’s not my fault, sir,’ Chief Inspector Teal stated gloomily, in an interview which he had with the Assistant Commissioner. ‘We aren’t in the Saint’s class, and some day I suppose we shall have to admit it. If this was a republic we should make him dictator and get some sleep.’


The Commissioner frowned. He was one of the last survivors of the old military school of police chiefs, a distinguished soldier of unimpeachable integrity; but he laboured under the disadvantage of expecting professional law-breakers to parade for judgment as meekly as the casual defaulters he had been accustomed to dealing with in Pondicherry.


‘About two months ago,’ he said, ‘you told me that the Saint’s arrest was only a matter of hours. It was something to do with illicit diamonds, wasn’t it?’


‘It was,’ Teal said grimly.


He was never likely to forget the incident. Neither, it seemed, were his superiors. Gunner Perrigo was the culprit in that case, and the police had certainly got their man. The only trouble was that Simon Templar had got him first. Perrigo had been duly hanged on the very morning of this conversation, but his illicit diamonds had never been heard of again.


‘It should have been possible to form a charge,’ insisted the Commissioner, plucking his iron-grey moustache nervously. He disapproved of Teal’s attitude altogether, but the plump detective was an important officer.


‘It might be, if there were no lawyers,’ said Teal. ‘If I went into a witness-box and talked about illicit diamonds I should be bawled out of court. We know the diamonds existed, but who’s going to prove it to a jury? Frankie Hormer could have talked about them, but Perrigo gave him the works. Perrigo could have talked, but he didn’t – and now he’s dead. And the Saint got away with them out of England, and that’s the end of it. If I could lay my hands on him tomorrow I’d have no more hope of proving he’d ever possessed any illicit diamonds than I’d have of running the Pope for bigamy. We could charge him with obstructing and assaulting the police in the execution of their duty, but what in heaven’s name’s the use of running the Saint for a milk-and-water rap like that? It’d be the biggest joke that Fleet Street’s had on us for years.’


‘Did you learn all the facts about his last stunt in Germany?’


‘Yes. I did. And it just came through yesterday that the German police aren’t in a hurry to prosecute. There’s some big name involved, and they’ve got the wind up. If I was expecting anything else, I was betting the Saint would be hustling back here and getting ready to dare them to try and extradite him from his own country – he’s pulled that one on me before.’


The Commissioner sniffed.


‘I suppose if he did come back you’d want me to head a deputation of welcome,’ he said scathingly.


‘I’ve done everything that any officer could do in the circumstances, sir,’ said Teal. ‘If the Saint came back this afternoon, and I met him on the doorstep of this building, I’d have to pass the time of day with him – and like it. You know the law as well as I do. We couldn’t ask him any more embarrassing questions than if he had a good time abroad, and how was his aunt’s rheumatism when he last heard from her. They don’t want detectives here any longer – what they need is a staff of hypnotists and faith healers.’


The Commissioner fidgeted with a pencil.


‘If the Saint came back, I should certainly expect to see some change in our methods,’ he remarked pointedly: and then the telephone on his desk buzzed.


He picked up the receiver, and then passed it across to Teal.


‘For you, Inspector,’ he said curtly.


Teal took over the instrument.


‘Saint returns to England,’ clicked the voice on the wire. ‘A report from Newhaven states that a man answering to Simon Templar’s description landed from the Isle of Sheppy this afternoon. He was subsequently traced to an hotel in the town—’


‘Don’t talk to me like a fourth-rate newspaper,’ snarled Teal. ‘What have you done with him?’


‘On the instructions of the Chief Constable, he is being detained pending advice from London.’


Teal put the receiver carefully back on its bracket.


‘Well, sir, the Saint has come back,’ he said glumly.










Chapter 2


The Assistant Commissioner did not head a deputation of welcome to Newhaven. Teal went down alone, with mixed feelings. He remembered that the Saint’s last action before leaving England had been to present him with a sheaf of information which had enabled him to clean up several cases that had been racking the brains of the C.I.D. for many months. He remembered also that the Saint’s penultimate action had been to threaten him with the most vicious form of blackmail that can be applied to any police officer. But Chief Inspector Teal had long since despaired of reconciling the many contradictions of his endless feud with the man who in any other path of life might have been his closest friend.


He found Simon Templar dozing peacefully on the narrow bed of a cell in Newhaven police station. The Saint rolled up to a sitting position as the detective entered, and smiled at him cheerfully.


‘Claud Eustace himself, by the tum-tum of Tutankhamen! I thought I’d be seeing you.’ Simon looked the detective over thoughtfully. ‘And I believe you’ve put on weight,’ he said.


Teal sank his teeth in a well-worn lump of chewing gum.


‘What have you come back for?’ he asked shortly.


On the way down he had mapped out the course of the interview minutely. He had decided that his attitude would be authoritative, restrained, distant, perfectly polite but definitely warning. He would tolerate no more nonsense. So long as the Saint was prepared to behave himself, no obstacles would be placed in his way; but if he was contemplating any further misdeeds . . . The official warning would be delivered thus and thus.


And now, within thirty seconds of his entering the cell, in the first sentence he had uttered, the smooth control of the situation which he had intended to usurp from the start was sliding out of his grasp. It had always been like that. Teal proposed and the Saint disposed. There was something about the insolent self-possession of that scapegrace buccaneer that goaded the detective into faux pas for which he was never afterwards able to account.


‘As a matter of fact, old porpoise,’ said the Saint, ‘I came back for some cigarettes. You can’t buy my favourite brand in France, and if you’ve ever endured a week of Marylands—’


Teal took a seat on the bunk.


‘You left England in rather a hurry two months ago, didn’t you?’


‘I suppose I did,’ admitted the Saint reflectively. ‘You see, I felt like having a good bust, and you know what I am. Impetuous. I just upped and went.’


‘Pity you didn’t stay.’


The Saint’s blue eyes gazed out banteringly from under dark level brows.


‘Teal, is that kind? If you want to know, I was expecting a better reception than this. I was only thinking just now how upset my solicitor would be when he heard about it. Poor old chap – he’s awfully sensitive about these things. When one of his respectable and valued clients comes home to his native land, and he isn’t allowed to move two hundred yards into the interior before some flat-footed hick cop is lugging him off to the hoosegow for no earthly reason—’


‘Now you listen to me for a minute,’ Teal cut in bluntly. ‘I didn’t come here to swap any funny talk of that sort with you. I came down to tell you how the Yard thinks you’d better behave now you’re home. You’re going loose as soon as I’ve finished with you, but if you want to stay loose you’ll take a word of advice.’


‘Shall I?’


‘That’s up to you.’ The detective was plunging into his big speech half an hour before it was due, but he was going to get through it intact if it was the last thing he ever did. It was an amazing thing that even after the two months of comparative calm which he had enjoyed since the Saint left England, the gall of many defeats was as bitter on his tongue as it had ever been before. Perhaps he had a clairvoyant glimpse of the future, born out of the deepest darkness of his subconscious mind, which told him that he might as well have lectured a sun-spot about its pernicious influence on the weather. The bland smiling composure of that lean figure opposite him was fraying the edges of his nerves with all the accumulated armoury of old associations. ‘I’m not suggesting,’ Teal said tersely. ‘I’m prophesying.’


The Saint acknowledged his authority with the faintest possible flicker of one eyebrow – and yet the sardonic mockery of that minute gesture was indescribable.


‘Yeah?’


‘I’m telling you to watch your step. We’ve put up with a good deal from you in the past. You’ve been lucky. You even earned a free pardon, once. Anyone would have thought you’d have been content to retire gracefully after that. You had your own ideas. But a piece of luck like that doesn’t come twice in any man’s lifetime. You’d made things hot enough for yourself when you went away, and you needn’t think they’ve cooled off just because you took a short holiday. I’m not saying they mightn’t cool off a bit if you took a long one. We aren’t out for any more trouble.’


‘Happy days,’ drawled the Saint, ‘are here again. Teal, in another minute you’ll have me crying.’


‘You shouldn’t have much to cry about,’ said the detective aggressively. ‘There’s some excuse for the sneak-thief who goes on pulling five-pound jobs. He hasn’t a chance to retire. You ought to have made a pretty good pile by this time—’


‘About a quarter of a million,’ said the Saint modestly. ‘I admit it sounds a lot, but look at Rockefeller. He could spend that much every day.’


‘You’ve had a good run. I won’t complain about it. You’ve done me some good turns on your way, and the Commissioner is willing to set that in your favour. Why not give the game a rest?’


The bantering blue eyes were surveying Teal steadily all the time he was speaking. Their expression was almost seraphic in its innocence – only the most captious critic, or the most overwrought inferiority complex could have found anything to complain about in their elaborate sobriety. The Saint’s face wore the register of a rapt student of theology absorbing wisdom from an archbishop.


And yet Chief Inspector Claud Eustace Teal felt his mouth drying up in spite of the soothing stimulus of spearmint. He had the numbing sensation of fatuity of a man who has embarked on a funny story in the hope of salvaging an extempore after-dinner speech that has been falling progressively flatter with every sentence, and who realises in the middle of it that it is not going to get a laugh. His own ears began to wince painfully at the awful dampness of the platitudes that were drooling inexplicably out of his own mouth. His voice sounded like the bleat of a lost sheep crying in the wilderness. He wished he had sent someone else to Newhaven.


‘Let me know the worst,’ said the Saint. ‘What are you leading up to? Is the Government proposing to offer me a pension and a seat in the House of Lords if I’ll retire?’


‘It isn’t. It’s offering you ten years’ free board and lodging at Parkhurst if you don’t. I shouldn’t want you to make any mistake about it. If you think you’re—’


Simon waved his hand.


‘If you’re not careful you’ll be repeating yourself, Claud,’ he murmured. ‘Let me make the point for you. So long as I carry on like a little gentleman and go to Sunday School every week, your lordships will leave me alone. But if I should get back any of my naughty old ideas – if anyone sort of died suddenly while I was around, or some half-witted policeman lost sight of a packet of illicit diamonds and wanted to blame it on me – then it’ll be the ambition of every dick in England to lead me straight to the Old Bailey. The long-suffering police of this great country are on their mettle. Britain has awoken. The Great Empire on which the sun never sets—’


‘That’s enough of that,’ yapped the detective.


He had not intended to yap. He should have spoken in a trenchant and paralysing baritone, a voice ringing with power and determination. Something went wrong with his larynx at the crucial moment.


He glared savagely at the Saint.


‘I’d like to know your views,’ he said.


Simon Templar stood up. There were seventy-four steel inches of him, a long lazy uncoiling of easy strength and fighting vitality tapering down from wide square shoulders. The keen tanned face of a cavalier smiled down at Teal.


‘Do you really want them, Claud?’


‘That’s what I’m here for.’


‘Then if you want the news straight from the stable, I think that speech of yours would be a knockout at the Mothers’ Union.’ The Saint spread out his arms. ‘I can just see those kindly, wrinkled faces lighting up with the radiant dawn of a new hope – the tired souls wakening again to beauty—’


‘Is that all you’ve got to say?’


‘Very nearly, Claud. You see, your proposition doesn’t tempt me. Even if it had included the pension and the peerage, I don’t think I should have succumbed. It would make life so dull. I can’t expect you to see my point, but there it is.’


Teal also got to his feet, under the raking twinkle of those very clear blue eyes. There was something in their mockery which he had never understood, which perhaps he would never understand. And against that something which he could not understand his jaw tightened up in grim belligerence.


‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You’ll be sorry.’


‘I doubt it,’ said the Saint.


On the way back to London Teal thought of many more brilliant speeches which he could have made but he had not made any of them. He returned to Scotland Yard in a mood of undiluted acid, which the sarcastic comments of the Assistant Commissioner did nothing to mellow.


‘To tell you the truth, sir, I never expected anything else,’ Teal said seriously. ‘The Saint’s outside our province, and he always has been. I never imagined anyone could make me believe in the sort of story-book Raffles who goes in for crime for the fun of the thing, but in this case it’s true. I’ve had it out with Templar before – privately. The plain fact is that he’s in the game with a few high-falutin’ ideas about a justice above the Law, and a lot of superfluous energy that he’s got to get rid of somehow. If we put a psychologist on to him,’ expounded the detective, who had been reading Freud, ‘we should be told he’d got an Œdipus Complex. He has to break the law just because it is the law. If we made it illegal to go to church, he’d be heading a revivalist movement inside the week.’


The Commissioner accepted the exposition with his characteristic sniff.


‘I don’t anticipate that the Home Secretary will approve of that method of curtailing the Saint’s activities,’ he said. ‘Failing the adoption of your interesting scheme, I shall hold you personally responsible for Templar’s behaviour.’


It was an unsatisfactory day for Mr Teal from every conceivable angle, for he was in the act of putting on his hat preparatory to leaving Scotland Yard that night when a report was brought to him which made his baby blue eyes open wide with sheer incredulous disgust.


He read the typewritten sheet three times before he had fully absorbed all the implications of it, and then he grabbed the telephone and put through a sulphurous call to the department responsible.


‘Why the devil didn’t you send me this report before?’ he demanded.


‘We only received it half an hour ago, sir,’ explained the offending clerk. ‘You know what these country police are.’


Chief Inspector Claud Eustace Teal slammed back the receiver, and kept his opinion of those country police to himself. He knew very well what they were. The jealousy that exists between the provincial C.I.D.’s and Scotland Yard is familiar to anyone even remotely connected with matters of criminal investigation: on the whole, Teal could have considered himself fortunate in that the provincial office concerned had condescended to communicate with him at all on its own initiative, instead of leaving him to learn the news from a late evening paper.


He sat on in his tiny office for another hour, staring at the message which had filtered the last ray of sunshine out of his day. It informed him that a certain Mr Wolseley Lormer had been held up in broad daylight in his office at Southend that afternoon and robbed of close on two thousand pounds by an intruder whom he never even saw. It would not have been a particularly remarkable crime by any standards if the caretaker who discovered the outrage had not also discovered a crude haloed figure chalked on the outer door of Mr Lormer’s suite. And the one immutable fact which Chief Inspector Teal could add to the information given him was that at the very time when the robbery was committed the Saint was safely locked up in Newhaven police station – and Mr Teal was talking to him.










Chapter 3


One of the charms of London, as against those of more up-to-date and scientific cities, is the multitude of queer little unscientific dwellings which may be found by the experienced explorer who wanders a mere hundred yards out of the broad regular thoroughfares and pries into the secrets of dilapidated alleys and unpromising courtyards. At some time in the more recent history of the city there must have been many adventurous souls who felt the urge to escape from the creeping development of modern steam-heated apartments planned with Euclidean exactitude and geometrically barren of all individuality. Wherever a few rooms with an eccentric entrance could be linked up and made comfortable, a home was established which in the days when there came a boom in such places was to repay a staggering percentage to the originality of its creators.


With his infallible instinct for these things, Simon Templar had unearthed this very type of ideal home within a matter of hours after he returned to London. His old stronghold in Upper Berkeley Mews which he had fitted up years ago with all the expensive gadgets essential to a twentieth-century robber baron, had been the centre of an undue amount of official curiosity just before he embarked on his last hurried trip abroad. It no longer had any ingenious secrets to conceal from the inquisitive hostility of Scotland Yard; and the Saint felt in the mood for a change of scene. He found a suitable change in a quiet cul-de-sac off the lower end of Queen’s Gate, that broad tree-lined avenue which would be a perfect counterpart of the most Parisian boulevard if its taxis and inhabitants were less antique and moth-eaten. The home of his choice was actually situated in a mews which ran across the end of the cul-de-sac like the cross-bar of a T, but some earlier tenant had arranged to combine respectability with a garage on the premises, and had cut a street door and windows through the blank wall that closed the cul-de-sac, so that the Saint’s new home was actually an attractive little two-storeyed cottage that faced squarely down between the houses, while the garage and mews aspect was discreetly hidden at the rear. It was almost perfectly adapted to the Saint’s eccentric circumstances and strategic requirements; and it is a notable fact that he was able to shift so much lead out of the pants of the estate agents concerned that he was fully installed in his new premises within forty-eight hours of finding that they were to let, which anyone who has ever had anything to do with London estate agents will agree was no mean piece of lead-shifting.


Simon was personally supervising the unpacking of some complicated electrical apparatus when Mr Teal found him at home on the third day. He had not notified his change of address and it had taken Mr Teal some time to locate him; but the Saint’s welcome was ingenuous cordiality itself.


‘Make yourself at home, Claud,’ he murmured. ‘There’s a new packet of gum in the sitting-room, and I’ll be with you in two minutes.’


He joined the detective punctually to a second, dusting some wood shavings from his trousers, and there was nothing whatever in his manner to indicate that he could anticipate any unpleasantness. He found Teal clasping his bowler hat across his stomach and gazing morosely at an unopened package of Wrigley’s Three Star which sat up sedately in the middle of the table.


‘I just came in,’ said the detective, ‘to tell you I liked your alibi.’


‘That was friendly of you,’ said the Saint calmly.


‘What do you know about Lormer?’


Simon lighted a cigarette.


‘Nothing except that he’s a receiver of stolen goods, an occasional blackmailer, and a generally septic specimen of humanity. He’s quite a small fish, but he’s very nasty. Why?’


Teal ignored the question. He shifted a wad of gum meditatively round his mouth, and then swept the Saint’s face with unexpectedly searching eyes.


‘Your alibi is good enough,’ he said, ‘but I’m still hoping to learn some more about your friends. You used to work with four of ’em, didn’t you? I’ve often wondered how they all managed to reform so quickly.’


The Saint smiled gently.


‘Still the same old gang theory?’ he drawled. ‘If I didn’t know your playful ways so well, Claud, I’d be offended. It’s not complimentary. You must find it hard to believe that so many remarkable qualities can be concentrated under one birth certificate, but as time goes on you may get used to the idea. I was quite a prodigy as a child. From the day when I stole the corsets off my old nannie—’


‘If you’re getting another gang together, or raking up the old lot,’ Teal said decisively, ‘we’ll soon know all about it. What about that girl who used to be with you – Miss Holm, wasn’t it? What’s her alibi?’


‘Does she want one? I expect it could be arranged.’


‘I expect it could. She landed at Croydon the day before we found you at Newhaven. I’ve only just learned that. Lormer never saw the man who knocked him out and emptied his safe, so just in case it wasn’t a man at all—’


‘I think you’re on the wrong line,’ said the Saint genially. ‘After all, even a defective – detective – has got to consider probabilities. In the old days, before all this vulgar publicity, I could put my trade-mark on every genuine article; but you must admit that times have changed. Now that every half-wit in the British Isles knows who I am, is it likely that if I contemplated any crimes I’d be such a fool as to draw Saints all over ’em? D’you think you could make any jury believe it? I’ve got a reputation, Claud. I may be wicked, but I’m not waffy. It’s obvious that some low crook is trying to push his stuff on to me.’
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