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  Chapter One




  April Evening




  The Chief Constable of Harborough had called his senior officers in conference. They sat now in his office, not comfortably round a table on which they could write and rest

  their arms, but on hard Windsor chairs distributed round the room. The Chief Constable liked it this way because he could sit in majesty behind his big writing-table; he felt there, perhaps, as a

  king does—or used to—on his throne, with quite important people sitting in front of him in much less important seats. No doubt the arrangement gave him confidence—or would have

  done if he had been in need of it, but in fact Mr. Faidlaw was an extremely able man, intelligent, quietly firm, sure of himself and of the men and the one woman who sat in front of him now.




  His Assistant Chief Constable, Mr. Hyde, sat near him in the only reasonably comfortable chair, and in addition to him there were seven Chief Superintendents or Superintendents—six in

  uniform, one in plain clothes—and the Inspector of Women Police. The Chief Constable himself was nearly sixty years old, but the others were appreciably younger, varying from thirty-seven to

  fifty-five. Mr. Faidlaw held definite views on the subject of age; he did not encourage his senior officers to extend their service once they had reached pensionable age. It was a policy not

  entirely popular with the City Watch Committee because it often meant losing good men in their prime—and a swollen pension list; some of the chief officers themselves did not like it, because

  pension is not full pay, and retirement, even busy retirement, is not the same life as that which a responsible senior police officer lives. But Faidlaw believed that a live police force needed the

  incentive of steady and rapid promotion, so, with however much regret, he let his good officers go into retirement, and in front of him now were men in the prime of life, not a hardened artery

  among them, men of good average or above-average intelligence, well-trained and absolutely devoted to their chief. And one very intelligent woman. Altogether a fine, capable team of crime fighters.

  And they needed to be.




  The City of Harborough plays for the east coast of England much the same part, though on a smaller scale, that Liverpool does for the west. True, there is here no Atlantic Ocean, with America

  and Canada beckoning to the great liners and the varied merchant vessels which sail down the Mersey; but there is the North Sea and beyond it Germany with its booming trade, Scandinavia, and even

  Russia—potential customer of boundless possibilities. Still, it is not the harbours and docks that have so miraculously vitalised this east coast city in the post-war years; it is the great

  airport, developed with fine enterprise and courage by the City Council, that has brought prosperity and ever more ambitious plans to the city’s traders. Plans wise and unwise, sound

  investment, risky speculations, the good and the bad all jumbled together in a rush of development that not even the Town and Country Planning Act could control.




  Money has poured into Harborough in the ten years since Eisenhower received the German surrender at Rheims. Money, and people after money, honestly or . . . anyhow, after money. It has been the

  task of Mr. Roger Faidlaw and his officers to keep a step ahead of the less honest seekers after fortune; if not a step ahead, then the shortest possible step behind, so that a blue-clad arm can

  stretch out and a hand come firmly down upon the erring shoulder.




  “There’s just one thing more, gentlemen,” said the Chief Constable at the end of a long hour’s discussion of the current problems. “The press are having another of

  their anti-crime campaigns—you will all have noticed that. ‘Unsolved crime in Harborough,’ ‘What are our police doing?’—all that sort of thing.”




  Mr. Faidlaw gave a rather undignified sniff and paused for a moment.




  “I shouldn’t pay much attention to it,” he went on, “but for one thing—two things, rather. In the first place, the national press have taken it up, one or two of

  them. And secondly, the Post is in it now, which it has not been previously. The proprietor of the Post, as you probably know, is Mr. Herbert Litmore, a man of substance and

  responsibility. I have a good deal of respect for Mr. Litmore.”




  The Chief Constable glanced round the room. One or two of his Superintendents nodded, as if in agreement with this sentiment, but nobody spoke. Probably they felt that press opinions, even those

  expressed by the Harborough Post, were not matters which busy Police Superintendents need waste their time discussing. But Mr. Faidlaw had not finished.




  “The Post’s particular line is the iniquity of Fun Fairs. Apparently the editor—or somebody—thinks that behind the vulgarities and the rigged pin-tables there is

  some organised crime and vice going on. Gambling and pigeon-plucking I can believe, but I am doubtful about the serious vice. One of the things we pride ourselves on in Harborough is the low

  prevalence of offences against women and girls, and for that I think we have in large measure to thank you, Miss Bonny—you and your girls.”




  To her furious annoyance Inspector Bonny realised that she was blushing—blushing with pleasure at this praise from a man she so greatly admired. It was a failing of which she had never

  been able to cure herself and, together with her—she thought—entirely unsuitable Christian and surnames, had been a bane to her career in the police. Her good looks, on the other hand,

  she regarded as an asset; men appreciated good looks in a woman, and June Bonny was quite capable of seeing to it that nothing more than appreciation came into the matter.




  She murmured a quiet “Thank you, sir,” and said no more.




  “Well, however that may be,” went on the Chief Constable, “the Post has turned the heat on to Fun Fairs, and apparently somebody doesn’t like that. Mr. Litmore

  came to see me last night and told me that he had been receiving threatening letters on the subject. He tore the first one up, but the tone of the second one was more aggressive and he brought it

  round here. Nothing very original about it.”




  Mr. Faidlaw picked up a clip which held a half-sheet of paper.




  “Capital letters. DROP YOUR ATTACKS ON FUN FAIRS. IF NOT YOU’LL PAY HEAVY. YOU CAN’T AFFORD TO THROW STONES.”




  He held the clip out towards the officer in plain clothes.




  “There you are, Mr. Dale. I don’t suppose you’ll find any prints to help you, but you’d better work on it. Paper, pen, ink and so on—you know. Now, gentlemen, this

  may just be a joke or a stunt of some kind, but I want it stopped. Will those of you who have Fun Fairs in your Divisions please look into the matter? A word with the proprietors will probably be

  enough. Any questions?”




  No questions.




  “Then that will be the lot. Thank you. Stay behind, Mr. Jonnison, please.”




  The Superintendent who remained in reply to this order was a stockily built man of medium height; he had dark hair and a short dark moustache and was in general a handsome man with a rather hard

  mouth. He had the reputation of taking both himself and his work very seriously and his Chief Constable had a high opinion of him. Superintendent Jonnison was in charge of the Park Division, which

  contained a large proportion of the more desirable residences in Harborough.




  On the walls of the Chief Constable’s office hung photographs of his predecessors, together with a rather crude colour-print of the Queen. There also hung a large-scale map of the City of

  Harborough, showing the Divisions in which the City Police Force was organised. Park (Supt. Jonnison), Central (Chief-Supt. Prince), North Harbour (Supt. Bellamy), Overdale (Supt. Smithy), South

  Mitts (Chief-Supt. Clatt); the last named was the largest, most thickly populated, and the most difficult from a police point of view.




  Mr. Faidlaw walked across to the map and studied it carefully.




  “You’ve got none of these Fairs in your Division, have you, Jonnison?”




  “Only one, sir—the Venusberg in Port Street, just where my boundary joins North Harbour Division. The name’s a bit misleading, really; I don’t think anything very

  exciting goes on there in the Venus line.”




  “Who owns it?”




  “Chap called Oldwistle, sir; quite a character. The Venusberg is only a side-line for him; he has a lot of irons in the fire—shop property, boats, a garage; I’ve an idea he has

  an interest in some Holiday Camps too.”




  Mr. Faidlaw seemed to have lost interest in the subject. He turned away from the map.




  “Mr. Litmore is one of your parishioners, isn’t he?”




  “Yes, sir; got a fine house on the north side of Clitton Park—bit old-fashioned, I believe, but very comfortable.”




  The Chief Constable stood behind his desk, tapping a cigarette thoughtfully on the blotter. He was silent for so long that Jonnison, standing respectfully by the chair on which he had previously

  sat, wondered whether the Chief had forgotten all about him. Mr. Faidlaw’s next words answered that doubt.




  “I have decided to tell you something, Mr. Jonnison, that is known, I believe, only to Mr. Hyde and myself . . . and, of course, to Chief Superintendent Yuke.” (Yuke was the Chief

  Clerk.) “I have a feeling that these letters to Mr. Litmore are genuine, though not necessarily quite what they appear. It seems to me possible that they may involve blackmail, and that is

  why I am going to tell you what very few people indeed know. I needn’t impress on you that it must not, without my permission, go any further.”




  Superintendent Jonnison did not propose to make any comment on that one. Mr. Faidlaw continued:




  “Very early in his life Mr. Litmore blotted his copy-book. He was convicted of a cheque forgery and he went inside for six months. When he came out his firm took him back, and he

  hasn’t put a foot wrong since. That business happened in the South—I forget just where; after a year or two he moved up here, and I don’t believe a whisper of the story came with

  him. Except, of course, to us. Litmore has built himself a reputation of complete integrity and I believe he deserves it; he also has made a lot of money and, with his business interests and

  particularly his newspaper, he has a lot of power—which he uses well. But if somebody has got hold of that forgery story and can prove, or even pretend to prove it, then he is a sitting

  target for blackmail.”




  “I quite see that, sir.”




  Superintendent Jonnison’s expression was normally rather wooden and he did not show any sign of being greatly interested—though no doubt he was.




  “I thought it better to tell you this because if he is being attacked you must have all the necessary information to help you in the matter. And also because now you know there

  are grounds for blackmail you will realise the importance of piping that down as much as you possibly can. Understand?”




  “Perfectly, sir.”




  “Well, all right then. Better see your friend Oldwistle, though I doubt if he’s the type—from what you say—to send anonymous threatening letters.”




  The Chief Constable sat down, flicked a switch on his intercom; Jonnison, recognising the signal, quietly left the office. Out in the open air he looked at his wrist-watch and frowned. He had

  counted on having a clear evening, so far as his work was concerned, but he knew his Chief well enough to realise that Mr. Oldwistle must be seen now; it was past five and the entrepreneur

  was not the type to linger in his office. As it happened, this office—the office of Oldwistle Enterprises—was in the same street as the Venusberg, though the latter was probably only a

  minor operation. In any case the office was in his “parish,” so there was no need for formalities with some other Superintendent.




  Jonnison had not brought his car to Headquarters, and as he walked through the streets he enjoyed the nip of the early April evening with its unmistakable tang of the sea even at this far side

  of the big city. But it was an unconscious enjoyment, as his mind was concentrated on the work ahead of him and he did not notice the gulls swooping low over the houses or the little specks of

  green showing on tree and bush wherever such things grew in the crowded streets.




  Soon they grew more freely, as he reached his own more spacious neighbourhood, with its gardens and well-kept squares, with a hint of a park beyond. But he only touched the fringe of this, and

  for a time plunged back into the busy commercial area through which Port Street ran.




  The office of Oldwistle Enterprises was by no means pretentious, but it was certainly busy. It was an old house, adapted for its present purpose, and what had been the dining-room on the ground

  floor was a general office in which three girl typists, an office-boy and an older man were at work. One of the girls left her chair to attend to Superintendent Jonnison and, appearing in no way

  overawed by his uniform, asked him to take a chair while she enquired if Mr. Oldwistle would see him. Half a minute later she was leading him upstairs.




  The proprietor’s own room was of similar character; no thick-piled carpet but reasonable comfort combined with efficiency. That description might be applied to Sam Oldwistle himself; he

  was a large, clean-shaven man of about fifty, florid and running to fat, with a pair of small, pig-like but normally twinkling eyes. He rose from behind his large desk and came forward to greet his

  visitor with outstretched hand.




  “Well, Mr. Superintendent,” he said; “this is a pleasure. At least, I hope it is. Nothing wrong, eh?”




  “I hope not, sir; just an enquiry I have to make.”




  “Holy Mike, you’ve no need to call me ‘Sir,’ Mr. Jonnison. Sit you down. And we’ll have a drop of Scotch to start us.”




  “Not for me, thanks, Mr. Oldwistle. On duty, you know. But don’t let me stop you.”




  Sam Oldwistle stumped to a corner cupboard, brought out a bottle of Johnny Walker and a syphon, slammed them on his desk and stumped back for two tumblers.




  “When we’ve finished duty,” he said. “Now, what’s the trouble?”




  “You are interested in a Fun Fair, I believe, Mr. Oldwistle.”




  “Call me S . . . oh well, on duty, I suppose. The Venusberg; yes. I own that; what of it?”




  “You may have noticed that the press are playing the subject of crime at the moment. One of them in particular is making a target of Fun Fairs—suggesting that they cover a lot of

  gambling, vice, and so on.”




  The twinkle had left Sam Oldwistle’s eyes.




  “The Post, eh? Yes, I’ve noticed that. You don’t pay any attention to what that old woman says, do you, Mr. Jonnison?”




  “Old woman?”




  “That’s what the Post’s called. Old man really, I suppose—Herbert Litmore. Always up in the air about something—got to sell his stuffy old paper, I

  suppose. Now it’s us—Fun Fairs. Surely to goodness you don’t take what the Post says as evidence? I run the Venusberg straight and decent—bit of fun, of course, bit

  of slap and tickle, bit of a flutter; nothing dirty, nothing against the law. Why should that old so-and-so . . .”




  Sam Oldwistle was working himself up, and Jonnison thought it as well to step in and cool him off.




  “We have no complaints about the working of your Fair, Mr. Oldwistle,” he said; “if we had I should have been to see you before now. The point I’ve come to see you about

  is a bit different. Someone has been writing letters to Mr. Litmore about his paper’s campaign against the Fairs. That wouldn’t be you, would it, Mr. Oldwistle?”




  “Me? Write to that old . . . ? Wouldn’t waste my time. Let his paper say what it likes; it won’t hurt me. Who says I wrote to him?”




  “Nobody has said so. The letters are anonymous. They also contain threats.”




  That seemed to sober down the Fun Fair proprietor a bit. He looked thoughtfully at the Superintendent.




  “I have never written an anonymous letter to anyone in my life,” he said carefully. “I don’t hold with such things. If you are looking for the writer you won’t find

  him here. That’s definite.”




  “Thank you,” said Jonnison. “That’s only what I expected. But can you help me . . . where to look?”




  Oldwistle eyed his visitor thoughtfully, rubbing a fat finger across a fat chin.




  “I won’t say that there hasn’t been some talk about the Post—hot talk too,” he said. “Taking bread out of honest folks’

  mouths—that’s what they’re trying to do. But I don’t hold with threats, no more’n I do with anonymous letters. There’s one or two not so particular, perhaps.

  Mind you, I know nothing—nothing at all—but the men who do least good to our business—the good name of Fun Fairs—and good name counts—are Brackett, of the Red Mill,

  and Hodden; Hodden runs the Arabian Nights and he’s opening a place down by the docks, somewhere; I don’t know what he calls it.”




  Jonnison rose to his feet. That was enough for him to pass on to the Divisional Superintendents concerned; he was quite sure that Oldwistle would tell him no more, except under pressure, and the

  matter did not seem serious enough for anything of that kind. He thanked Oldwistle, again declined a drink, and left.




  He looked in at the Police Station, where he had his own office, for half an hour, clearing up work that had come in during the afternoon, and then set out for home. This was a matter of a mile

  or so away, in the North Harbour area, nearer the sea, and he often walked it, but tonight he had a busy evening ahead of him and he was already late, so he took a trolley-bus.




  The Jonnisons, husband and wife with no children, lived in a small detached house in a good neighbourhood. It was his own house, not one belonging to the Police Authority, of rather better

  quality than that enjoyed by his fellow Superintendents. This was due to the character of Mrs. Jonnison, and to the fact that she had some money of her own; to be exact, it was her house, not

  Superintendent Jonnison’s.




  It was a quarter to seven when Jonnison slipped his latch-key into the “art” door, with its bottle-glass window, and as soon as he was inside he heard his wife’s rather shrill

  voice.




  “Jim! Come up here.”




  With a slight tightening of the mouth Jonnison walked up the stairs and into his wife’s bedroom, the door of which was open.




  “Where on earth have you been? Do you know what time it is? Have you forgotten that we are going to the Yacht Club whist drive to-night?”




  Beryl Jonnison was sitting at her dressing-table, dressing her dark curls. They had been in curlers all day, and part of the reason for her present ill-temper was that she had been caught in

  them by an unexpected visitor to whom she had previously given the impression of being wholly coiffeur-dressed. She was a good-looking woman, with fine dark eyes, her appearance marred only by a

  rather thin mouth. The late thirties, most people credited her with, but in fact she was two years older than her forty-one-year-old husband. These two had been in love with one another when they

  married fifteen years previously, but there was no sign of love, or even affection, on their faces now.




  “I do wish you would be a little more considerate of me, Jim. You know I never look my best if I am hurried, and there will be really important people there to-night. You must have a bath,

  of course—the water’s hot. We will have something light to eat when you are ready. Better get the car out now, before you change. Now do run along. Oh, and switch on my wireless before

  you go.”




  Returning her eyes to the mirror, she did not see the look on her husband’s face as he bent to switch on the table radio beside her bed. The strains of dance-music floated on to the air as

  Jim Jonnison walked downstairs, after carefully shutting the door behind him.




  Beryl, concentrating on the final niceties of make-up, hardly heard the music . . . or anything else until, about ten minutes later, the door opened again and there was her husband, still in

  uniform. She stared at him, her mouth opened to rebuke. . . .




  “I’m sorry, dear, I can’t come to the whist drive.”




  “Can’t come?”




  “No. Dick’s had an accident; he’s in Newcastle Hospital. They can’t tell me much, but he’s in danger. I must get along. And I must go by car; the trains are

  hopeless at this time of evening.”




  “Can’t come? But you must come. I told you . . . there’ll be . . . oh, how can you be so selfish and inconsiderate?”




  “I’m sorry, Beryl. I know it’s a nuisance for you. But Dick’s my brother.”




  His wife’s snort of anger told him what she thought of that as a consideration.




  “I will ring Hickson and tell him to send a car for you. What time? Half-past seven? Perhaps someone will give you a lift back; I doubt if I shall get back before you break

  up—it’s an hour and a half’s run, even at night.”




  Beryl Jonnison sat staring into her mirror, her face stiff with anger. She did not offer to cut her husband a sandwich to take on his drive; she did not even respond when he said again how sorry

  he was to upset her evening and hoped that she would none the less enjoy it. He left her, went to his own room and hurriedly changed his clothes; after a few more necessary preparations he went out

  to the modest Austin car that would not now be taking Mrs. Jonnison to join her important people.




  It was after midnight when he returned, and his wife was already back. He knew this because on the hall table there was a note in her handwriting:




  You are wanted at Police Headquarters. 10:05 p.m.




  





  Chapter Two




  The Same Evening




  Mr. Sam Oldwistle was not a man who allowed his business worries to disturb his private amusements. The visit of the Superintendent of Police and the subject discussed had

  certainly disturbed him, and after Jonnison left he had sat for some time in silence, drumming on his desk with fat, over-beringed fingers; but a glance at his diary told him that he had promised

  to take his wife and two friends to dinner at the Long Dogs Club that evening, and he did not intend to run out on that.




  Ringing for his secretary he polished off the day’s work and soon was gliding home in a flashy-looking cream-and-crimson Jaguar. Within little more than an hour Sam and Jessie

  Oldwistle—Sam in a smart check suit, Jessie in near-mink over silk—had picked up Mr. and Mrs. Lammer-Jones and conveyed them to the Greyhound Racing Stadium on the western outskirts of

  the city.




  Among the so-called “sportsmen” of Harborough there is no more popular way of spending an evening than attendance at “the Dogs,” and for those who could afford it and

  could achieve election the Long Dogs Club, with its excellent restaurant overlooking the track, was the place to watch the racing from—particularly if ladies were of the party. So, at any

  rate, thought Jessie Oldwistle and her friend Penelope Lammer-Jones, for whom the Club represented Society. Not quite the same Society as that which Mrs. Jonnison was at that moment enjoying,

  without her husband, at the whist drive of the Yacht Club—a club of, on the whole, a more active, vigorous type of people, most of whom had a passion for sailing a boat of some kind, and

  which was, moreover, rather more particular about its membership than was this friendly, cheerful affair.




  Mrs. Oldwistle and Mrs. Lammer-Jones were young enough, Jessie a handsome blonde in the early forties, and Penelope a sleek, dark-haired woman of thirty-seven, but they preferred watching to

  doing. Penelope’s husband was a solicitor, a handsome, rosy-cheeked man of forty, who made a very good thing out of the more adventurous activities of his profession and who had, in fact,

  first encountered Penelope when she was in trouble with the police as to the exact character of her manicure establishment. That little trouble had been satisfactorily cleared up, and there were no

  more popular and respected members of the Long Dogs Club than these four who were now settled at a table overlooking the track and getting down to their first bottle of champagne.




  Sam Oldwistle was a good judge of a long dog, both for racing and coursing, and liked to back his fancy when he came to the Stadium. But he believed in a good digestion, and while they ate their

  leisurely dinner he did not, as many others did, make constant sorties to the silver ring where the bookies shouted their odds, or to the telephone which some members used for their more

  substantial transactions. Neither of the ladies took a serious interest in the racing, but they enjoyed the noise and the movement, the bright lights which came on as darkness fell, the flash of

  colours as the dogs streaked round the track, and above all the company in which they found themselves, gay, light-hearted, superficial and even mildly vicious perhaps, but above all jolly and

  good-natured.




  They had eaten a good dinner and were sniffing the bouquet from their brandy goblets when a man, well but quietly dressed, passed their table on his way out of the restaurant. Several diners had

  nodded or spoken to him as he passed, and now Sam Oldwistle, glancing round as he approached, held out a large and friendly hand and halted him.




  “Why, Mr. Shefton,” he said, “you’re not going past without a word for Jessie and me? What say you join us in a spot of brandy?”




  Norris Shefton hesitated, gave a quick glance at his wrist-watch and then smilingly said that he would be delighted to join them for a few minutes. He was a strongly built man of medium height,

  with dark hair and a face of considerable attraction, marred perhaps by a slight fleshiness of the lips, but none the less well equipped to catch the eye. Jessie Oldwistle’s fine eyes

  sparkled with pleasure as she greeted him and introduced him to her friends.




  “You know Mr. and Mrs. Lammer-Jones?”




  Shefton switched his charm across to the dark lady, murmuring that he had not previously had the pleasure of meeting her. The solicitor and he nodded to one another coolly. Fresh coffee was

  brought, an extra goblet, and for ten minutes they chatted gaily about local events and mutual acquaintances. Then Shefton excused himself, saying that he had a tip for the next race and

  couldn’t afford to miss the chance. Laughingly they took leave of one another, and Jessie Oldwistle watched him admiringly as he threaded his way through the tables and disappeared through

  the door that led to the enclosure and the silver ring.




  “Gay lad, that,” said Sam Oldwistle with a chuckle as he finished his brandy. “You know him, Henry, I suppose? Client, perhaps?”




  The solicitor shook his head.




  “On the contrary; been against him in two small matters. Quite trivial, both of them.”




  “Who is he?” asked his wife, in a languid voice that concealed considerable interest.




  “Norris Shefton? Why, he’s quite one of the lads. Stockbroker by profession, but up to lots of games. A warm man, I’d say—eh, Henry?”




  “I wouldn’t know,” said the solicitor, in a dry voice that his wife recognised as not registering enthusiasm. “He is in a good firm; his partner, Mark Jinnery, is a

  first-class man—I fancy that’s where the brains lie.”




  But Sam Oldwistle, mellow with champagne and three-star brandy, was not going to have his admiration of Norris Shefton damped.




  “Well, I call him a warm lad and a gay one,” he declared. “Keeps one or two in training, has an eye for the girls—eh, Jessie?”




  His wife giggled, and hiccoughed regrettably.




  “And whoever would take him to be son-in-law of that old stick-in-the-mud, Litmore?”




  Henry Lammer-Jones smiled.




  “I know what’s biting you there, Sam,” he said. “The Post is having a crack at your Venusberg, eh?”




  Oldwistle banged the table with a large fist.




  “Damned old fool; why can’t he keep his cold nose out of my business? Not that I care; he won’t hurt me. My Venusberg is run straight; bit o’ fun, but all good girls, eh,

  Jessie?”




  For some reason his wife blushed and dropped her eyes.




  “The police’ll find nothing against me, if they come looking for it. But for all that, it’s not good for business, and I don’t say I’m not feeling a bit sore with

  that old fool. Still, I’m not letting that spoil an evening’s fun; what about having a chat with the boys in the ring now, eh?”




  None of the three others was tempted to mingle with the crowd down below, so while the ladies went off to powder their noses, Sam Oldwistle left Henry Lammer-Jones to look after them on their

  return and himself went down and out on to the sloping tarmac enclosure. Here he soon found more friends mostly of a rather humbler calibre than the members dining in the restaurant; associates in

  the varied forms of business with which Oldwistle Enterprises were connected, men in the rough and in the smooth, some with their wives or girl friends but most without, some seriously engaged in

  trying to make money by backing fancied dogs, some by doing business on the side—buttonholing potential customers and jockeying them into a deal while their double whiskies were still

  operating.




  Sam Oldwistle was a popular man; he had friends in every walk of life and he kept the same easy manner for each and all of them. A stroll down the line of bookmakers involved more gossip and

  banter than the laying of serious bets, but Sam had a pound or two on Walk Away for the big race of the evening and stayed below to watch it beaten on the post by the favourite. His trivial loss

  did not, of course, worry Sam; he watched with amusement while the successful punters surged round the bookmakers to draw their short-priced winnings.




  He was contemplating a move towards the kennels to have a word with the trainers he would find there—and perhaps an owner or two—when he felt a hand on his arm and, turning round,

  saw a small man, in high-shouldered, narrow-waisted overcoat, looking up at him.




  “Mr. Oldwistle! Can you spare a minute?”




  There was urgency in the man’s tone, and his shifty little eyes flickered from side to side even while primarily observing the big man to whom he spoke.




  “What is it, Brackett? I’m not doing business at this time o’ night.”




  The proprietor of the Red Mill Fun Fair was not a prepossessing type—small, pasty-faced, with a smear of dark moustache and side-whiskers; he dressed to suit the part. Oldwistle, in fact,

  very seldom did have any business relations with him, but he liked to keep on reasonable terms with his competitors. Seeing a quiet corner near the stand, he led the way to it.




  “Well?”




  “The cops, Mr. Oldwistle; they’ve been nosing round me—asking a lot of awkward questions. They been at you too?”




  Sam ignored that one.




  “If you’ve done nothing wrong they can’t hurt you.”




  Brackett shifted from foot to foot.




  “’Course I’ve done nothing wrong—not that p’raps everything isn’t always exactly to the rules. I’m no worse than any of us is. But it’s these

  ——— newspapers; they’ve got it in for us, some reason, and now I’m as good as told I’ve written threatenin’ letters to that old ———

  Litmore.”




  Some policeman not being quite so discreet as Superintendent Jonnison, thought Sam.




  “Forget it,” he said. “If you run your show straight, as I do, no harm’ll come to you.”




  Brackett eyed him with a none-too-friendly expression.




  “All very well for you, Mr. Oldwistle; you’re a rich man, with a lot of other games to play, but if Litmore sets out to smash the Fairs, some of us’ll go down; and some of us

  won’t go down without a fight. Reub Hodden, now; he’s talking mighty hot; he . . .”




  “Is Hodden here now?” asked Oldwistle quickly.




  Brackett looked round.




  “Well, he was a while ago, but I haven’t seen him in the last hour or so.”




  “Better find him then, Brackett, and tell him from me—and this goes for you too—that if anyone tries any rough stuff with Litmore now that the police have got their eyes open

  there’ll be trouble for all of us. However straight we run, they can make things awkward for us if they want to. And I’m not standing for that. Keep out of trouble—and keep your

  mouths shut; that’s my advice to you, Brackett, and Hodden too.”




  He turned on his heel and strode off towards the entrance to the Club, feeling hotter under the collar than was customary with him. He was conscious of having left his wife and his guests for

  too long; a glance at his handsome gold half-hunter watch told him that it was close on ten o’clock and the last race was just coming up. He glanced towards the line of bookmakers, wondering

  whether to have something on, but the crowd round them was too thick; a sturdy figure working its way out from Joe Tatt’s stand proved to be that of Norris Shefton; the two men nodded, but

  were soon separated. Sam Oldwistle climbed up the stairs, fully expecting a flea in his ear from Jessie, from whom the cheerful effects of champagne and brandy had probably now evaporated.




  Norris Shefton was also feeling wife-conscious. Helen had asked him to accompany her to the Yacht Club whist drive, but Norris, though a keen yachtsman, could honestly plead that he hated

  whist—or bridge, for the matter of that—and he had allowed his wife to go alone. Helen Shefton was one of the “really important people” who, Beryl Jonnison had told her

  husband, “would be there.” It was, in fact, the Sheftons who had got for the Police Superintendent and his ambitious wife the rather unusual honour of membership of the Harborough Yacht

  Club—a club, it is true, not quite so pretentious and exclusive as its name suggested.




  Jim Jonnison was a local man and had sailed small boats all his life; he was now the proud owner of a fourteen-foot International, and he sailed it whenever he got the chance off duty. His wife

  encouraged him, even to the point of occasionally acting as “crew,” because her quick imagination told her that here was a sphere of activity in which she and Jim might meet, on level

  terms, people with whom they would never come in contact ashore. And she had been right; the previous summer the Jonnisons had run into difficulties some way down the coast and the Sheftons, in

  their far more impressive craft, had gone to their rescue. Helen Shefton—a pleasant, unsubtle woman—had liked the Jonnisons, had asked Beryl to tea, and so by degrees had been brought

  about this honour of membership of the Yacht Club. Mrs. Jonnison fostered the friendship for all it was worth, but nothing much more came of it because the husbands did not greatly take to one

  another, and in any case on land, a Superintendent of Police had few opportunities of developing a friendship with a rich and influential stockbroker.




  However, Norris Shefton’s thoughts were not concerned with yachting as he drove his noisy red Sports T.G. through the almost empty streets and out for about three miles west of the city

  where, in the little village of Hickloft, the stockbroker had a small Georgian house that he had picked up as a bargain three years previously and of which so far he had only renovated the outside

  paintwork. Helen constantly urged him to bring the plumbing up-to-date, decorate at least the downstairs rooms and make quite sure that the Georgian sanitary system really was in order—which

  she doubted. But the money to do these things appeared to be always just round the corner, or needed for a particularly promising coup in some unspecified direction, and Helen, though not at all

  happy about it, was too gentle to bring uncomfortable pressure to bear upon her husband.




  She was not at all happy now, as Norris discovered the moment he opened the front door, after garaging the T.G. As he came into the hall she came hurrying out of the drawing-room. Her fair

  early-fading beauty was marred now by the expression of dismay which clouded her blue eyes.




  “Oh, Norris, where have you been so long?” she cried. “The most dreadful thing has happened.”




  





  Chapter Three




  Night Falls




  While Norris Shefton, the Oldwistles and their friends were disporting themselves at “the Dogs,” and Helen Shefton, with Beryl Jonnison and others gaming more

  decorously at the Yacht Club whist drive, Mr. and Mrs. Herbert Litmore had remained quietly at home. Although by no means old—Herbert Litmore had just turned sixty and his wife Agnes

  acknowledged fifty-two—this rather old-fashioned couple liked their evenings to themselves. Herbert Litmore, indeed, looked his age; he had had a hard life, driving himself upwards from a

  poor start, and even now he worked a great deal harder than most men who had achieved their ambition of power and affluence. The important provincial newspaper which he owned was not of his

  creation, but in the seven years since he had bought it he had worked it up into being a power in Harborough and in the north-east of England generally.




  He by no means looked the part of press baron. He was small and dapper, with a smooth, clean-shaven face and rapidly receding grey hair. His eyes were blue and mild, but his mouth told the tale

  both of his struggle and his success; it was firm and indomitable, with lines at the corners which betokened both strain and innate humour. When his blue eyes twinkled, as they often did, the

  hardness of his mouth faded from notice.




  The Litmores dined substantially and in some state, an elderly butler with a young maid attending to their needs. They did not “dress”—people seldom did in Harborough, save for

  state occasions, when they did it thoroughly. But there was never anything lax or careless about their appearance and they treated one another with the courtesy of an older generation. Agnes always

  left Herbert to his glass of port and retired to a drawing-room which was only mildly removed from Victorian. There was no plush, but the curtains were of dark, heavy material, the richly papered

  walls were overcrowded with pictures of too-varied selection; tables and mantelpiece bore ornaments and photographs that most modern housewives, condemned to do their own dusting, had long since

  swept away.




  Agnes Litmore had been a beauty, of the cold, fair type. The sheen had now left her hair, which was shot with silver, and lines showed clearly on her delicate skin. She too had blue eyes and her

  mouth was pleasant, though marred by a suggestion of weakness. As she sat beside the fire, waiting for Herbert to re-join her, her well-shaped hands lay idly in her lap and there was no sign of

  needlework to suggest that she was a busy woman.




  In the dining-room, rich with mahogany, glass and well-cleaned silver, Herbert Litmore allowed himself the rare luxury of a second glass of the Delaforce ’17. He had had a worrying

  day—doubly worrying because of his decision, pondered with due deliberation, to take his worry to the police—or rather, to his friend Roger Faidlaw, the Chief Constable. Herbert Litmore

  seldom took a hurried decision but neither did he linger unduly, vacillating in the counter-winds of indecision. True, he had changed his mind; the first anonymous letter had gone straight into the

  fire, but something about the second one had suggested to him that real menace lay behind the commonplace, unimaginative words. So he had taken it to Roger Faidlaw, and now was not questioning his

  own decision to do so but regretting that such an unpleasant breath should mar the smooth tenor of his mellow life.




  Because it had been mellow; this decade since the war had brought, surprisingly, prosperity to a much-bombed city. An earlier enterprise had boomed with the war demand and Litmore had

  sold sufficient of his holding to buy the Post—and enjoy himself. The birth of his son had, of course, contributed immeasurably to this mellowness; daughters were a delight and a

  comfort and two had long blessed him by their existence; but a son had for years been denied and when, ten years previously, Agnes had—almost “on the post,” as he laughingly told

  her—given birth to a boy, his pride and joy had seemed to him to crown his life.




  Inevitably Agnes Litmore—a religious but not highly cultured woman—had named her son Benjamin, and no less this had, in spite of her protests, deteriorated into Ben. Now the boy was

  ten, had been at school—a day school in the city—for two years and would not at any price countenance the full name. Ben was everything that a proud parent could ask for in an only, a

  late-born son; he was intelligent, adventurous, full of fun, good at games, and of a divine beauty—as Agnes openly and Herbert secretly thought. In any case, he was a jolly-looking boy, with

  short curly brown hair, a straight nose like his mother’s, and free from the spots and blemishes that beset so many of his kind.




  This evening Ben had gone with a friend, Jack Smead, to watch some boxing at the Youth Club gymnasium. Jack was the elder of the two by a couple of years and was in charge—very reliable

  charge—of the outing. Both boys themselves boxed at school, but this was one of the fortnightly boxing competitions organised by the police at the Youth Club; it was for older boys and lads

  shortly going to their National Service, and it encouraged the noble art in Harborough to an extent that was deplored by the weaker sisters. Agnes Litmore hated Ben’s boxing, fearing that his

  beautiful nose would be broken, his white teeth knocked out, or he himself turned into a pugnacious little tough. Her husband, on the other hand, believed profoundly in boxing as a means of

  teaching not only self-defence, but good temper, courage and chivalry. Quietly he withstood Agnes’s objections and encouraged the boy, not only to box himself, but to go to these Youth Club

  occasions and mix with other boys in varied walks of life.
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