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Introduction


In a career that has had its share of honours and great privileges, few have been as personally meaningful to me as this: the honour and privilege of having words of mine placed within a book by the immortal Leslie Charles Bowyer-Yin, aka Leslie Charteris. So far, only being asked to collaborate posthumously with Robert A. Heinlein has been more flattering and validating.


Mr Heinlein wrote the first book I ever read, Rocket Ship Galileo, at age six. But it wasn’t long after that before some kind librarian handed me my first Saint book, The Brighter Buccaneer, and it had a similar impact on me. It contained, for instance, a song lyric I can still quote from memory, nearly sixty years later:


 


And if red blood runs thin with years


—by God! if I must die—


I’ll kiss red lips, and drink red wine,


 And let the rest go by, my son


And let the rest go by . . .


 


Those lines just keep getting better with the passage of time. As do they all; it is no accident that the hero of my novel Mindkiller is named Norman Kent, after the unforgettable character in the Saint novel The Saint Closes the Case.


At this remove, I can no longer recall what it was like not to be a Saint fan. It was the second time in my life that I ever made note of the author’s name, went back to the library and said, “Do you have any more by this guy?”  


And by the time their copious supply ran out, I had discovered second-hand bookstores. I still have most of my original copies of the saga, and my copy of The Saint Sees It Through is a 1962 paperback from a New York publisher that imaginatively called itself Fiction Publishing Company, and charged 50¢ for the book. Even at 1962 prices, it was a steal. (I suspect their rights to the title may have been just a teensy bit clouded.) The NY Times said of it, “Never a dull moment.”


For one thing, it is one of the last of the cascade of Saint books which was written entirely, teeth and toenails, by Mr Charteris himself, rather than by one of the several writers, perfectly competent craftsmen one and all, who tackled the character under his supervision after he himself decided that enough was a great plenty. (A decision I support more and more as my own favorite characters begin to reach ages scarcely distinguishable from my own. Robert Heinlein said, “It is amazing how much mature wisdom resembles being too tired.”) 


I’ve never read a Saint book I didn’t enjoy, regardless of actual author, for Mr Charteris created a character and a template and most of all, a sensibility that . . . well, I suppose it’s possible that someone could screw up just about anything. But happily, to my knowledge, nobody ever did let down the Saint.  


At least, not until Hollywood got hold of him. The only Saint film I can stand to watch again is The Saint in New York, starring Louis Hayward as Mr Templar, with a good script adapted from Mr Charteris’s novel by Charles Kaufman and Mortimer Offner. It was the first of RKO’s eight Saint films, released in 1938, and unfortunately, Mr Hayward did not play the Saint again until 1953, having been replaced by the wildly miscast George Sanders and later by Hugh Sinclair. In all fairness, neither actor got a script as good as Mr Hayward had. (I look forward with cautious optimism to the newest Saint TV series, starring Adam Rayner: he seems to me better cast than either Roger Moore or Ian Ogilvy. I admit I wince a bit at the prospect of Patricia Holm as a martial arts expert – but it’s certainly no worse than Robert Downey Jr. portraying Sherlock Holmes as one, and we’ve managed to survive that.)


But upon accepting the assignment to produce this foreword, I naturally made haste to re-read The Saint Sees It Through with close attention. I wanted to find and draw to your attention some special excellence of this particular book, some aspect in which it stood out even in the large and distinguished family of its related volumes.


No easy task. Ingenious plot, constructed with the intricacy and technical elegance of a Swiss watch? Check. Characters as colorful as an explosion in a rainbow factory, yet as believable as your Aunt Matilda? Check. Startling and thrilling surprises that seem utterly inevitable in retrospect? Check. Interesting insights into criminal psychology? Check. All absolutely predictable in anything written by the master.


Approximately two thirds of the way through, on page 102 of my ancient paperback copy, I found what I was looking for: what the late great Anthony Boucher once called “a pun of singular terror and beauty.”  


I have acquired a small reputation as a punster myself – but no atrocity I have ever perpetrated comes close to matching the one that lurks in wait for you in this volume. Believe me, you’ll know it when you come to it. It is spoken by a character obviously created purely to deliver that line: a New York cab driver who plays no other part in the story. New York City itself might have been created just to birth this one abomination, and if so, it was a good investment.


After all, as John Lennon famously said, the success of a pun is in the oy of the beholder.


I hope you will enjoy The Saint Sees It Through as much, and for as long, as I have.


 


Spider Robinson
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How Simon Templar spent a Night Out, and Avalon Dexter took Him Home


1


Simon Templar lighted another cigarette, took a sip of his latest and most anæmic-looking highball, and reflected with considerable gloom that if the vanquishing of villains required any man like himself to endure certain unpleasantnesses and discomforts, there must be a lot of more attractive and entertaining places to endure them in than a joint with a name like Cookie’s Cellar, situated in a rejuvenated basement in the East Fifties of New York City, U.S.A.


Such, for instance, as any reasonably busy boiler factory in any moderately insalubrious zone of reconversion.


For instance, in the boiler factory he would not have been offered Little Neck clams to whet his appetite. But then, after succumbing to the temptation, he would not have been faced with a soup plate full of water enlivened with a few fragments of weary ice among which floated, half-submerged, four immature bi-valves which had long ago decided that the struggle for existence was not worth it. In the boiler factory, he would not have been able to order a rare filet mignon; but then, he would probably have had a real appreciation of the lunch in his plastic pail.


In the boiler factory there might have been a continual cacophony of loud and nerve-racking noises; but it was very doubtful whether they could have achieved such pinnacles of excruciating ingenuity as were being scaled by the five frenetic sons of rhythm who were blowing and thumping their boogie-woogie beat on the orchestra dais. There might have been smoke and stench in the air; but they would have been relatively crisp and fresh compared with the peculiarly flat sickly staleness of the vaporised distillate of cigars, perfume, and sweat that flowed through the happy lungs of Cookie’s clientele.


There might have been plenty of undecorative and even vicious men to look at; but they would not have been undecorative and vicious in the sleek snide soft way of the chair-polishing champions who had discovered that only suckers work. There might have been a notable dearth of beautiful women who wore too little, drank too much, and chattered too shrilly; and it would have been a damn good thing.


But Simon Templar, who was known as the Saint in sundry interesting records, sat there with the patience of a much more conventional sanctity, seeming completely untouched by the idea that a no-girl no-champagne customer taking up a strategic table all by himself in that jam-packed bedlam might not be the management’s conception of a heaven-sent ghost . . .


‘Will there be anything else, sir?’ asked a melancholy waiter suggestively, and the Saint stretched his long elegantly tailored legs as best he could in the few square inches allotted to him.


‘No,’ he said. ‘But leave me your address, and if there is I’ll write you a postcard.’


The melancholy one flashed him a dark glance which suggested that his probable Sicilian ancestry was tempted to answer for him. But the same glance took in the supple width of the Saint’s shoulders, and the rakish fighting lines of a face that was quite differently handsome from other good-looking faces that had sometimes strayed into Cookie’s Cellar, and the hopeful mockery of translucent blue eyes which had a disconcerting air of being actively interested in trouble as a fine art; and for some reason he changed his mind. Whereby he revealed himself as the possessor of a sound instinct of self-preservation, if nothing else.


For those rather pleasantly piratical features had probably drifted in and out of more major forms of trouble than those of any other adventurer of this century. Newspaper reproductions of them had looked out from under headlines that would have been dismissed as a pulp writer’s fantasy before the man whom they accoladed as the Robin Hood of modern crime arrived to make them real. Other versions of them could have been found in the police files of five continents, accompanied by stories and suspicions of stories that were no less startling if much more dull in literary style; the only thing lacking, from the jaundiced view-point of Authority, was a record of any captures and convictions. There were certain individual paladins of the Law, notably such as Chief Inspector Claud Eustace Teal, of Scotland Yard, and Inspector John Henry Fernack, of New York’s Centre Street, whose pet personal nightmares were haunted by that impudent smile; and there were certain evil men who had thought that their schemes were too clever to be touched by justice who had seen those mocking blue eyes with the laughter chilling out of them, the last thing before they died.


And now so many of those things were only memories, and the Saint had new enemies and other battles to think of, and he sat in Cookie’s Cellar with as much right and reason as any law-abiding citizen. Perhaps even with more; for he was lucky enough never to have heard of the place before a man named Hamilton in Washington had mentioned it on the ’phone some days before.


Which was why Simon was there now with absolutely no intention of succumbing to the campaign of discouragement which had been waged against him by the head waiter, the melancholy waiter, the chef, and the chemist who measured out eye-droppers of cut liquor behind the scenes.


‘Are you waiting for somebody, sir?’ asked the melancholy waiter, obtruding himself again with a new variation on his primary motif; and the Saint nodded.


‘I’m waiting for Cookie. When does she do her stuff?’


‘It ain’t hardly ever the same twice,’ said the man sadly. ‘Sometimes it’s earlier and sometimes it’s later, if you know what I mean.’


‘I catch the drift,’ said the Saint kindly.


The orchestra finally blew and banged itself to a standstill, and its component entities mopped their brows and began to dwindle away through a rear exit. The relief of relative quiet was something like the end of a barrage.


At the entrance across the room Simon could see a party of salesmen and their lighter moments expostulating with the head waiter, who was shrugging all the way down to his outspread hands with the unmistakable gesture of all head waiters who are trying to explain to an obtuse audience that when there is simply no room for any more tables there is simply no room for any more tables.


The melancholy waiter did not miss it either.


‘Would you like your check, sir?’ he inquired.


He put it down on the table to ease the decision.


Simon shook his head blandly.


‘Not,’ he said firmly, ‘until I’ve heard Cookie. How could I look my friends in the eye if I went home before that? Could I stand up in front of the Kiwanis Club in Terre Haute and confess that I’d been to New York, and been to Cookie’s Cellar, and never heard her sing? Could I face—?’


‘She may be late,’ the waiter interrupted bleakly. ‘She is, most nights.’


‘I know,’ Simon acknowledged. ‘You told me. Lately, she’s been later than she was earlier. If you know what I mean.’


‘Well, she’s got that there canteen, where she entertains the sailors – and,’ added the glum one, with a certain additionally defensive awe, ‘for free.’


‘A noble deed,’ said the Saint, and noticed the total on the check in front of him with an involuntary twinge. ‘Remind me to be a sailor in my next incarnation.’


‘Sir?’


‘I see the spotlights are coming on. Is this going to be Cookie?’


‘Naw. She don’t go on till last.’


‘Well, then she must be on her way now. Would you like to move a little to the left? I can still see some of the stage.’


The waiter dissolved disconsolately into the shadows, and Simon settled back again with a sigh. After having suffered so much, a little more would hardly make any difference.


A curly-haired young man in a white tuxedo appeared at the microphone and boomed through the expectant hush: ‘Ladies and gentlemen – Cookie’s Cellar – welcomes you all again – and proudly presents – that sweet singer of sweet songs . . . Miss – Avalon – Dexter! Let’s all give her a nice big hand.’


We all gave her a nice big hand, and Simon took another mouthful of his diluted ice-water and braced himself for the worst as the curly-haired young man sat down at the piano and rippled through the introductory bars of the latest popular pain. In the course of a reluctant but fairly extensive education in the various saloons and bistros of the metropolis, the Saint had learned to expect very little uplift, either vocal or visible, from sweet singers of sweet songs. Especially when they were merely thrown in as a secondary attraction to bridge a gap between the dance music and the star act, in pursuance of the best proven policy of night club management, which discovered long ago that the one foolproof way to flatter the intellectual level of the average habitué is to give him neither the need nor the opportunity to make any audible conversation. But the Saint felt fairly young, in fairly good health, and fairly strong enough to take anything that Cookie’s Cellar could dish out, for one night at least, buttressing himself with the knowledge that he was doing it for his Country . . .


And then suddenly all that was gone, as if the thoughts had never crossed his mind, and he was looking and listening in complete stillness.


And wondering why he had never done that before.


The girl stood under the single tinted spotlight in a simple white dress of elaborate perfection, cut and draped with artful artlessness to caress every line of a figure that could have worn anything or nothing with equal grace.


She sang:


 


‘For it’s a long, long time


From May to December,


And the days grow short


When you reach November . . .’


 


She had reddish-golden-brown hair that hung long over her shoulders and was cut straight across above large brown eyes that had the slightly oriental and yet not-oriental cast that stems from some of the peoples of eastern Europe. Her mouth was level and clean-cut, with a rich lower lip that warmed all her face with a promise of inward reality that could be deeper and more enduring than any ordinary prettiness.


Her voice had the harmonic richness of a ’cello, sustained with perfect mastery, sculptured with flawless diction, clear and pure as a bell.


She sang:


 


‘And these few precious days


I’d spend with you;


These golden days


I’d spend with you.’


 


The song died into silence; and there was a perceptible space of breath before the silence boiled into a crash of applause that the accompanist, this time, did not have to lead. And then the tawny hair was waving as the girl bowed and tossed her head and laughed; and then the piano was strumming again; and then the girl was singing again, something light and rhythmic, but still with that shining accuracy that made each note like a bubble of crystal; and then more applause, and the Saint was applauding with it, and then she was singing something else that was slow and indigo and could never have been important until she put heart and understanding into it and blended them with consummate artistry; and then again; and then once more, with the rattle and thunder of demand like waves breaking between the bars of melody, and the tawny mane tossing and her generous lips smiling; and then suddenly no more, and she was gone, and the spell was broken, and the noise was empty and so gave up; and the Saint took a long swallow of scarcely flavoured ice-water and wondered what had happened to him.


And that was nothing to do with why he was sitting in a high-class clip joint like Cookie’s Cellar, drinking solutions of Peter Dawson that had been emasculated to the point where they should have been marketed under the new brand name of Phyllis Dawson.


He looked at the dead charred end of a cigarette that he had forgotten a long time ago, and put it down and lighted another.


He had come there to see what happened and he had certainly seen what happened.


The young piano-player was at the mike again, beaming his very professional beam.


He was saying: ‘And now – ladies and gentlemen – we bring you – the lady you’ve all been waiting for – in person – the one and only . . .’


‘Lookie, lookie, lookie,’ said the Saint to himself, very obviously, but with the very definite idea of helping himself back to reality – ‘here comes Cookie.’


2


As a raucous yowl of acclamation drowned out the climax of the announcement, Simon took another look at the table near the dais from which Cookie arose, if not exactly like Venus from the foam, at least like an inspired hippopotamus from a succulent wallow.


It was a table which he had observed during a previous casual survey of the room, without recognising Cookie herself as the third person who had joined it – a fact which the melancholy waiter, doubtless with malice aforethought, had carefully refrained from pointing out to him. But the two other people at it he had been able to place on the flimsier pages of a scrap-book memory.


The more feminine of the two, who wore the trousers, could be identified as a creature whose entrance to life had been handicapped by the name of Ferdinand Pairfield. To compensate for this, Mr Pairfield had acquired a rather beautifully modelled face crowned with a mop of strikingly golden hair which waved with the regularity of corrugated metal, a pair of exquisitely plucked eyebrows arching over long-lashed soulful eyes, a sensuously chiselled mouth that always looked pink and shining as if it had been freshly skinned, and a variety of personal idiosyncrasies of the type which cause robustly ordinary men to wrinkle their nostrils. Simon Templar had no such commonplace reactions to personal whimsy; he had enough internal equanimity to concede any human being the right to indulge in any caprice that looked like fun to him, provided the caprice was confined to the home and did not discombobulate the general populace: but he did have a rather abstract personal objection to Ferdinand Pairfield. He disliked Mr Pairfield because Mr Pairfield had elected to be an artist, and moreover to be a very dexterous and proficient artist whose draughtsmanship would have won the approval of Dürer or Da Vinci. There was only one thing wrong with the Art of Ferdinand Pairfield. At some point in his development he had come under the influence of Dadaism, Surrealism, and Ultimate Googooism; with the result that he had never since then been able to paint a woman except with breasts that came out like bureau drawers, apexed with nipples that took the form of rattlesnakes, put-and-take tops, bottle-openers, shoe-horns, faucets, bologna sausage, or very small Packard limousines.


The other half of the duo was a gaunt, stringy-haired woman with hungry eyes and orange lipstick, whom he identified as Kay Natello, one of the more luminous of the most luminiscent modern poets. The best he could remember about her was a quote from a recent volume of hers, which might as well be reprinted here in lieu of more expensive descriptions:


 


FLOWERS


I love the beauty of flowers,


germinated in decay and excrement,


with soft slimy worms,


crawling


caressingly


among the tender


roots.


 


So even I carry within me


decay and excrement:


and worms


crawl


caressingly


among the tender roots of my


love.


 


Between them they made a rather fine couple; and Simon realised how Cookie could have been the idol of both of them, if there were any foundation to the casual whispers he had been able to hear about her since he discovered that she was destined to enter his life whether he wanted it or not.


He looked for Cookie again, remembering that he was not there for fun.


She was sitting at the piano now thumping the keys almost inaudibly while she waited for the informed applause to die away, with a broad and prodigiously hospitable smile on her large face.


She must have weighed more than two hundred and fifty pounds. The expansive grossness of her features was slightly minimised by a pompadoured convict coiffure which reduced the breadth of her face for as long as it lasted, but below that she was built like a corseted barrel. Her Brobdingnagian bosom bloused up from a skin of appalling sequins that shimmered down in recognisable ridges over the steatopygous scaffolding that encased her hips. As much as any other feature you noticed the hands that whacked uninhibitedly over the keyboard: large, splay-fingered, muscular, even with the incongruous vermilion lacquer on the nails they never looked like a woman’s hands. They were the hands of a stevedore, a wrestler, or – for that matter – a strangler. They had a crude sexless power that narrowed down through the otherwise ludicrous excesses of her figure to give a sudden sharp and frightening meaning to the brash big-hearted bonhomie of her smile.


It was a strange and consciously exaggerated sensation that went through the Saint as he analysed her. He knew that some of it came from the electric contrast with the impression that Avalon Dexter had left on him. But he could make use of that unforeseen standard without letting it destroy his judgment, just as he could enlarge upon intuition only to see the details more clearly. He knew that there were not enough ingredients in the highballs he had drunk there to warp his intelligence, and he had never in his life been given to hysterical imaginings. And yet with complete dispassionate sanity, and no matter where it might go from there, he knew that for perhaps the first time in a life that had been crossed by many evil men he had seen a truly and eternally evil woman.


Just for a moment that feeling went over him like a dark wave; and then he was quite cool and detached again, watching her make a perfunctory adjustment to the microphone mounted in front of her.


‘Hullo, everybody,’ she said in a deep commanding voice. ‘Sorry I’m late, but I’ve been taking care of some of our boys who don’t get too much glory these days. I’m speaking of the plain ordinary heroes who man our merchant ships. They don’t wear any brass buttons or gold braid, but war or no war they stay right on the job. The Merchant Navy!’


There was a clatter of approbation to show that the assembled revellers appreciated the Merchant Navy. It left no room for doubt that the hearts of Cookie’s customers would always be in the right place, provided the place was far enough from the deck of an oil tanker to give them a nice perspective.


Cookie heaved herself up from the piano bench and pointed a dramatic finger across the room.


‘And I want you to meet two of the finest men that ever sailed the seven seas,’ she roared. ‘Patrick Hogan and Axel Indermar. Take a bow, boys!’


The spotlight plastered two squirming youths at a side table, who scrambled awkwardly and unwillingly to their feet. Amid more spirited clapping, the spotlight switched back to Cookie as she sat down, again and thumped out a few bars of Anchors Aweigh with a wide grin which charmingly deprecated her own share in bringing the convoy home.


‘And now,’ she said, with a cascade of arpeggios, ‘as a tribute to our guests of honour, let’s start with Testy Old William, the Nautical Man.’


Overlapping a loyal diminuendo of anticipatory sniggers and applause from the initiated, she broadened her big jolly smile and launched into her first number.


Simon Templar only had to hear the first three lines to know that her act was exactly what he would have expected – a repertoire of the type of ballad which is known as ‘sophisticated’ to people who like to think of themselves as sophisticated. Certainly it dealt with sundry variations on the facts of life which would have puzzled a clear-thinking farm hand.


It was first-class material of its kind, clever and penetrating to the thinnest edge of utter vulgarity; and she squeezed every last innuendo out of it as well as several others which had no more basis than a well-timed leer and the personal psychoses of the audience. There was no doubt that she was popular: the room was obviously peppered with a clique of regular admirers who seemed to know all her songs by heart, and who burst into ecstatic laughter whenever she approached a particularly classic line. Consequently, some of her finest gems were blanketed with informed hilarity – a fact which must have saved many an innocent intruder much embarrassment. But she was good; she had good material, she could sell it, she could get away with almost anything behind that big friendly bawdy boys-in-the-lavatory-together smile, and beyond any question she had more than enough of that special kind of showmanly bludgeoning personality that can pound an audience into submission and force them to admit that they have been wonderfully entertained whether they enjoyed it or not.


And the Saint hated her.


He hated her from a great distance; not because of that first terrible but immaterial intuition, which was already slipping away into the dimmer backgrounds of his mind, nor in the very least because he was a prude, which he was not.


He hated her because dominantly, sneakingly, overwhelmingly, phony-wittily, brazenly, expertly, loudly, unscrupulously, popularly, callously, and evilly, with each more ribald and risqué number that she dug out of her perfertile gut, she was destroying and dissecting into more tattered shreds a few moments of sweetness and sincerity that a tawny-maned nobody named Avalon Dexter had been able to impose even on the tired and tawdry café aristocracy who packed the joint . . .


‘I brought you a double, sir,’ said the melancholy waiter, looming before him again in all the pride of a new tactic. ‘Will that be all right?’


‘That,’ said the Saint, ‘must have been what I was waiting for all evening.’


He controlled the pouring of water into the glass, and tasted the trace of liquid in the bottom. It had a positive flavour of Scotch whisky which was nostalgically fascinating. He conserved it respectfully on his palate while Cookie blared into another encore, and looked around to see whether by any chance there might be a loose tawny mane anywhere within sight.


And, almost miraculously, there was.


She must have slipped out through another door, but the edge of the spotlight beam clipped her head for an instant as she bent to sit down. And that was the instant when the Saint was looking.


The detail that registered on him most clearly was the table where she sat. It was another ring-side table only two spaces away from him, and it happened to be one table which had never been out of the corner of his eye since he had accepted his own place. For it was the table of the one man whom he had really come there to see.


It gave him a queer feeling, somehow, after all that, to see her sitting down at the table of Dr Ernst Zellermann.


Not that he had anything solid at all to hold against Dr Zellermann – yet. The worst he could have substantially said about Dr Zellermann was that he was a phony psychiatrist. And even then he would have been taking gross chances on the adjective. Dr Zellermann was a lawful M.D. and a self-announced psychiatrist, but the Saint had no real grounds to insult the quality of his psychiatry. If he had been cornered on it, at that moment, he could only have said that he called Dr Zellermann a phony merely on account of his Park Avenue address, his publicity, and a rough idea of his list of patients, who were almost exclusively recruited from a social stratum which is notorious for lavishing its diamond-studded devotion on all manner of mountebanks, yogis, charlatans, and magnaquacks.


He could have given equally unreasonable reasons why he thought Dr Zellermann looked like a quack. But he would have had to admit that there were no proven anthropological laws to prevent a psychiatrist from being tall and spare and erect, with a full head of prematurely white and silky hair that contrasted with his smooth taut-skinned face. There was no intellectual impossibility about his wide thin-lipped mouth, his long thin aristocratic nose, or the piercing grey eyes so fascinatingly deep-set between high cheekbones and heavy black brows. It was no reflection on his professional qualifications if he happened to look exactly like any Hollywood casting director’s or hypochrondrias society matron’s conception of a great psychiatrist. But to the Saint’s unfortunate scepticism it was just too good to be true, and he had thought so ever since he had observed the doctor sitting in austere solitude like himself.


Now he had other reasons for disliking Dr Zellermann, and they were not at all conjectural.


For it rapidly became obvious that Dr Ernst Zellermann’s personal behaviour pattern was not confined to the high planes of ascetic detachment which one would have expected of such a perfectly-groomed mahatma. On the contrary, he was quite brazenly a man who liked to sit thigh to thigh with his companions. He was the inveterate layer of hands on knees, the persistent mauler of arms, shoulders, or any other flesh that could be conveniently touched. He liked to put heads together and mutter into ears. He leaned and clawed, in fact, in spite of his crisply patriarchal appearance, exactly like any tired businessman who hoped that his wife would believe that he really had been kept late at the office.
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