

      

         

            

         

      


   





The Saint Steps In


 


 


Leslie Charteris


 


Series Editor: Ian Dickerson


 


 


[image: Mulholland_PB]


 


 


www.mulhollandbooks.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 1944 by Hodder & Stoughton


 


This paperback edition first published in 2013 by Mulholland Books


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


1


 


Copyright © Interfund (London) Ltd 2013


Originally registered in 1943 by Leslie Charteris


Introduction © Peter Robinson 2013


 


Cover artwork by Andrew Howard


www.andrewhoward.co.uk


 


The right of Leslie Charteris to be identified as the Author of the Work has


been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and


Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored


in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without


the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in


any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and


without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real


persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Paperback ISBN 978 1 444 76632 5


eBook ISBN 978 1 444 76633 2


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk










To Betty


for more reasons than I can remember


and more than I ever want to forget










Introduction


‘Sanctity does have its rewards.’


Whenever I think of the Saint, I can’t help but remember those magical Saturday mornings of my adolescence. In the early sixties, one of the highlights of my week was a Saturday morning visit to Stringers Book Exchange, in the bustling Kirkgate Market in Leeds. I would wander down the aisles listening to the stall holders shouting out their sales pitches for housewares and bolts of cloth, assailed on all sides by the smells of slightly rotten fruit and vegetables, perhaps stopping to pick up the latest Record Song Book or Melody Maker at the news stand, then I would wander on past the glistening slabs of marbled red meat displayed on the butchers’ stalls, and finally get to Stringers, where box after box of paperback books lay spread out on the trestle tables. 


The system was simple: Whatever you bought, you could bring back when you had finished it and get half the price you paid for it against a new purchase. Even back then, I liked to hang on to most of the books I bought, so I don’t think I took full advantage of the exchange feature. I was usually on the lookout for anything exciting – horror stories, spy stories, science fiction and crime thrillers, mostly. One of my favourites was the Saint. My eagle eye was always scanning the stacks for the stick figure with the halo, and I’m quite certain that The Saint Steps In was among one of the many Leslie Charteris books I bought there and didn’t take back to exchange. 


For me, the Saint beats his countless competitors – the Toff, the Baron, Sexton Blake, Bulldog Drummond et al – hands down, and he has remained one of the most enduring and best loved figures in popular culture. I wish I still had my tattered old Saint paperback collection today, but after so many years and so many moves, covering two continents, it’s a wonder I have anything left from those days at all. But now, after so many years out of print, when they were available only in obscure omnibus editions, and practically impossible to find at even the most accommodating of second-hand book shops, it’s good to have the whole series coming back in handsome and accessible paperback editions. At last, the Saint receives his due.


Many people will remember the TV series, starring Roger Moore, which aired from 1962 to 1969. Good as the series was, and terrific as Sir Roger was in the title role, which fit him far more comfortably than did James Bond, there remains a huge difference between the TV Saint and the character in the books. Though most of the early black and white episodes were based on Charteris’ stories, they were adapted by a number of different screen writers and, as happens in the world of TV, often ended up being changed beyond recognition. The later, colour episodes were almost all based on original scripts, and though the Saint remained elegantly roguish and debonair throughout, he lacked some of the rougher and more foolhardy edges his character demonstrated in the books. 


The Saint in the books is much more violent, for example. In The Saint Steps In, Simon Templar is quite happy to keep on beating a man to a pulp, and perhaps even to pour boiling water and nitric acid over his feet, to get information, but we are given to believe that he only does that to people he knows would do the same to him! And he swears like a trooper. Charteris never gives us the actual words, of course, but his description of the string of expletives Templar unleashes when he loses a suspect is unmistakable. There was definitely a whiff of the London underworld about Simon Templar when he first emerged in the late 1920s, along with that ‘faint hint of mockery behind his clear blue eyes,’ and it stays with him throughout the series, despite the veneer of civilisation and the expensive tastes. Though he is on the side of the law, he isn’t above bending it to suit his own particular sense of justice, and while he might have played Robin Hood on occasion, his lifestyle is certainly lavish, to say the least!


Though television may capture some of the witty banter of Charteris’ dialogue, it cannot reproduce the energy and playfulness of his use of language in general. He clearly loved words, loved puns, alliteration and metaphors, and his books are peppered with them. A lunch at the Grand Central Station Oyster Bar, for example, becomes, ‘He was driven by pangs of purely prosaic hunger to the Oyster Bar, where he took his time over the massacre of several inoffensive molluscs.’ As teenagers, we used to repeat these phrases to one another, and they never failed to provoke howls of laughter.


Leslie Charteris moved to the U.S.A. in 1932. His first book to be set there was The Saint in New York (1935), which was followed by a number of European adventures before he returned to the U.S.A. for The Saint in Miami (1940), then The Saint Goes West (1942), which immediately precedes The Saint Steps In, which finds him moving between Washington DC, New York and Stamford, Connecticut. The book was originally serialised in Liberty Magazine in 1942, and published in volume form a year later by Hodder in the U.K. 


The plot, such as it is, wouldn’t be out of place in an Alfred Hitchcock movie: North by Northwest, for example. A beautiful but straitlaced and enigmatic young woman called Madeline Gray comes to ask for Simon Templar’s help when she receives a threatening note. It appears that her father has invented a form of synthetic rubber that would be useful for the war effort – not to mention immensely profitable to whoever possesses it after the war – and she wants to make sure it ends up in the right hands. The formula becomes what Hitchcock called the ‘McGuffin,’ the highly sought after documents or plans that set the events of the plot in motion. Everybody wants them, but we don’t always know why, or even what they are. Soon, Templar gets a threatening note too, and then there is a scuffle in the street when it appears that someone is trying to abduct Madeline. When Templar and Madeline get to Stamford, they find that her father is missing, and then the plot thickens . . .


In contrast to Madeline Gray, we also meet the rather less wholesome Andrea Quennel, who has ‘the build and beauty and colouring that Wagner was probably dreaming of before the divas took over.’ Charteris clearly enjoyed writing his descriptions of Andrea, especially her clothes, and this is where he gets to show off his love of metaphor to best advantage. ‘She wore a soft creamy sweater that clung like suds to every curve of her upper sculpture, and her lips were full and inviting.’ Charteris also has an eye for the nuances. Later in the book, Andrea wears a kind of dress that ‘would get by anywhere between a ballroom and a boudoir and still always have a faint air of belonging somewhere else.’ Throughout the book, Andrea offers the Saint anything he wants, and Madeline withholds herself.


By the time of the events recounted in The Saint Steps In (1943), Simon Templar is ruing the fact that he is now far more widely known than he used to be. This he blames on the war. Instead of donning a military uniform in order to serve the Allies against the Axis powers, he has so far worked mostly behind the scenes, and has had to forge working relationships with government departments and security agencies he would once have shied away from. His new found fame doesn’t seem to do him much harm, although he laments being ‘almost legal,’ as he still manages to carry on much as he likes. The only difference is that now he does it with the cooperation of the authorities. In The Saint Steps In, he even works with the F.B.I. How ironic Inspector Teal would find that!


The presence of the war permeates The Saint Steps In, even from a distance, holding it together and providing some of its more serious moments, as when Templar contrasts the peace and beauty of New England with the distant horrors of war, the slaughter going on in Europe and the Far East. As he puts it, with characteristic understatement, ‘all that the paranoia of an unsuccessful house-painter was trying to destroy.’ Templar also becomes quite eloquent in an argument towards the end of the book, when he argues that most Americans only perceive the war as a distant event that doesn’t impinge too much on their daily lives because they haven’t felt its effects at first hand, as London did in the blitz. One wonders here where Charteris’ voice ends and Templar’s begins.


Like most of the Saint stories, The Saint Steps In is a novel of adventure, mixing mystery and suspense with a fair amount of action and snappy dialogue in the vein of Raymond Chandler, whose The Lady in the Lake came out the same year. Also around the same time, RKO Pictures had more or less plagiarised the Saint for the movies and rechristened him the Falcon, with George Sanders (an ex movie Saint) in the title role. Oddly enough, the third Falcon film, The Falcon Takes Over (1942), was based on Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely – so, in a strange way, the Saint became Philip Marlowe, however briefly!


Unlike Marlowe, though, Simon Templar doesn’t have the dubious respectability of a private detective’s licence; he does, however, have the same sense of himself as an adventurer, a sort of knight errant, as a man who, in Chandler’s words, is ‘a man of honor, by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it . . . The best man in his world and a good enough man for any world.’ He is, after all, the Saint.


Peter Robinson










Chapter 1


How Simon Templar dined in Washington and Sylvester Angert spoke of his Nervousness


1


She was young and slender, and she had smiling brown eyes and hair the colour of old mahogany. With a lithe grace, she squeezed in beside Simon Templar at the small table in the cocktail room of the Shoreham and said: ‘You’re the Saint.’


Simon smiled back, because she was easy to smile at; but not all of the smile went into his very clear blue eyes that always had a faint glint of mockery behind them, like an amused spectator sitting far back in a respectful audience.


He said: ‘Am I?’


‘I recognised you,’ she said.


He sighed. The days of happy anonymity that once upon a time had made his lawless career relatively simple seemed suddenly as far away as his last diapers. Not that even today he was as fatefully recognisable as Clark Gable: there were still several million people on earth to whom his face, if not his name, would have meant nothing at all; but he was recognised often enough for it to be what he sometimes called an occupational hazard.


‘I’m afraid there’s no prize,’ he said. ‘There isn’t even a reward out at the moment, so far as I know.’


It hadn’t always been that way. There had been a time, actually not so very long ago, when half the police departments of the world carried a dossier on the Saint in their active and urgent file, when hardly a month went by without some newspaper headlining a new story on the amazing brigand whom they had christened the Robin Hood of modern crime, and when any stranger accosting the Saint by name would have seen that lean, tanned, reckless face settle into new lines of piratical impudence, and the long sinewy frame become lazy and supple like the crouch of a jungle cat. Those days might come back again at any time, and probably would; but just now he was almost drearily respectable. The war had changed a lot of things.


‘I wanted to talk to you,’ she said.


‘You seem to be making out all right.’ He looked into his empty glass. ‘Would you like a drink?’


‘Dry Sack.’


He managed to get the attention of one of the harried waiters in the crowded place, with an ease that made the performance seem ridiculously simple. He ignored the glowerings of several finger-snapping congressmen, as well as the dark looks of some young lieutenants and ensigns who, because they fought the ‘Battle of Constitution Avenue’ without flinching, thought they deserved a priority on service, Washington’s scarcest commodity. Simon ordered the Dry Sack, and had another Peter Dawson for himself.


‘What shall we talk about?’ he said. ‘I can’t tell you the story of my life, because one-third of it is unprintable, one-third is too incriminating, and the rest of it you wouldn’t believe anyhow.’


The girl’s eyes flashed around the crowded noisy smoky place, and Simon felt the whirring of gears somewhere within him; the gears which instinctively sprang into action when he sensed the possibility of excitement in the offing. And the girl’s behaviour was just like the beginning of any adventure story.


Her voice was so low that he barely caught her words, when she said: ‘I was going to ask you to help me.’


‘Were you?’ He looked at her and saw her eyes dart about the cocktail lounge again as if she were momentarily expecting to see someone whose appearance would be decidedly unwelcome. She felt his gaze on her and made an effort to ease the tautness of her face. Her voice was almost conversational when next she spoke.


‘I don’t know why,’ she said, ‘but I’d sort of imagined you in a uniform.’


Simon didn’t look tired, because he had heard the same dialogue before. He had various answers to it, all of them inaccurate. The plain truth was that most of the things he did best were not done in uniforms – such as the interesting episode which had reached its soul-satisfying finale only twelve hours ago, and which was the reason why he was still in Washington, relaxing over a drink for the first time in seven very strenuous days. But things like that couldn’t be talked about for a while.


‘I got fired, and my uniform happened to fit the new doorman,’ he said. He waited until the waiter placed the two drinks on the table. ‘How do you think I could help you?’


‘I suppose you’ll think I’m stupid,’ she said, ‘but I’m just a little bit frightened.’


The slight lift of his right eyebrow was non-committal.


‘Sometimes it’s stupid not to be frightened,’ he said. ‘It all depends. Excuse the platitudes, but I just want to find out what you mean.’


‘Do you think anything could happen to anyone in Washington?’


‘Anything,’ said the Saint with conviction, ‘could happen to anyone in Washington. And most of the time it does. That’s why so many people here have ulcers.’


‘Could anyone be killed here?’


He shrugged.


‘There was a man named Stavisky,’ he offered, ‘but of course that was officially labelled a suicide. But I could imagine somebody being killed here. Is that the proposition, and whom do you want bumped off?’


She turned the stem of her glass between her fingers, her head bent, not looking at him.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think you’d be like that.’


‘I’m sorry, too,’ he said coolly. ‘But, after all, you make the most unusual openings. I only read about these things in magazines. You seem to know something about me. I don’t know anything about you, except that I’d rather look at you than a fat senator. Let’s begin with the introduction. I don’t even know your name.’


‘Madeline Gray.’


‘It’s a nice name. Should it ring bells?’


‘No.’


‘You aren’t working for a newspaper, by any chance?’


‘No.’


‘And you’re not a particularly unsophisticated Mata Hari?’


‘I – no, of course not.’


‘You just have an academic interest in whether I think it would be practical to ease a guy off in this village.’


‘It isn’t exactly academic,’ she said.


He took a cigarette from the pack in front of him on the table.


‘I’m sorry, again,’ he said. ‘But you sounded so very cheerful and chatty about it—’


‘Cheerful and chatty,’ she interrupted as the tautness returned to her face, ‘because I don’t want anyone who’s watching me to know everything I’m talking to you about. I thought you’d be quick enough to get that. And I didn’t have in mind any guy who might be eased off, as you put it.’


The Saint put a match to his cigarette. Everything inside him was suddenly very quiet and still, like the stillness after the stopping of a clock which had never been noticed until after it left an abrupt intensity of silence.


‘Meaning yourself?’ he asked easily.


She was spilling things out of her handbag, searching for a lipstick. She found it. The same movement of her hand that picked it up slid a piece of paper out of the junk pile in his direction. Shoulder to shoulder with her as he was, it lay right under his eyes.


In crudely-blocked capitals, it said:


 


DON’T TRY TO SEE IMBERLINE


 


‘I never wanted to see him,’ said the Saint.


‘You don’t have to. But I’ve got an appointment with him at eight o’clock.’


‘Just who is Imberline?’


‘He’s in the W.P.B.’


The name began to sound faintly familiar; although Simon Templar had very little more general knowledge of the multitudinous personnel of the various Washington bureaus than any average citizen.


He said: ‘Hasn’t he heard about making the world safe for the forty-hour week?’


‘Maybe not.’


‘And somebody doesn’t want you to put him wise.’


‘I don’t know, exactly. All I know is that the note you’re looking at was tossed into my lap about twenty minutes ago.’


Simon glanced at the paper again. It was wrinkled and crumpled as it should have been, if it had been made into a ball as the girl implied. He said: ‘You didn’t see where it came from?’


‘Of course not.’


He admitted that. It could easily have been done. And just as readily he admitted the cold spectral fingers that slid caressingly up his spine. It was right and inevitable, it always had been, that adventure should overtake him like that, just as naturally and just as automatically, as soon as he was ‘at liberty’ again. But when it was too easy and too automatic, also, it could have other angles . . . He was precisely as relaxed and receptive as a seasoned guerilla entering a peaceful valley.


‘As a matter of interest,’ he murmured, ‘is this the first you’ve heard about this conspiracy to keep Imberline away from your dazzling beauty?’


‘Oh, no,’ she said. She had regained her composure now and her voice was almost bland. ‘I had a phone call this morning that was much more explicit. In fact, the man said that if I wanted to live to be a grandmother I’d better start working at it now – and he meant by going home and staying there.’


‘It sounds like rather a dull method,’ said the Saint.


‘That’s why I spoke to you,’ she said.


The turn of his lips was frankly humorous.


‘As a potential grandfather?’


‘Because I thought you might be able to get me to see Imberline in one piece.’


Simon turned in his chair and looked around the room.


He saw an average section of Official Washington at cocktail time – senators, representatives, bureaucrats, brass hats, men with strings to pull and men with things to sell. Out of the babble of conversation, official secrets reverberated through the air in deafening sotto voces that would have gladdened the hearts of a whole army of fifth columnists and spies, and probably did. But all of them shared the sleek solid look of men in authority and security, bravely bearing up under the worry of wondering where their next hundred grand was coming from. None of them had the traditional appearance of men who could spend their spare time carving pretty girls into small sections.


The dialogue would have sounded perfect in a vacuum; but, somehow, from where the Saint sat, none of it sounded right. He turned back to Madeline Gray.


‘This may sound a bit out of line,’ he remarked, ‘but I like to know things in advance. You don’t happen to have a heart interest in this Imberline that his spouse or current girl friend might object to?’


She shook her head decisively.


‘Heavens, no!’


‘Then what do you have to see him about?’ he asked, and tried not to seem perfunctory.


‘I don’t know whether I should tell you that.’


The Saint was still very patient. And then he began to laugh inside. It was still fun, and she was really interesting to look at, and after all you couldn’t have everything.


A round stocky man who must once have been a door-to-door salesman crowded heavily past the table to a vacant seat nearby and began shouting obstreperously to the nearest waiter. Simon eyed him, decided that he was unusually objectionable, and consulted his watch.


‘You’ve still got more than an hour to spare,’ he said. ‘Let’s have some food and talk it over.’


They had food. He ordered lobster Cardinal and a bottle of Château Olivier. And they talked about everything else under the sun. It passed the time surprisingly quickly. She was fun to talk to, although nothing was said that either of them would ever remember. He enjoyed it much more than the solitary meal he had expected. And he was almost sorry when they were at their coffee, and for the sake of the record he had to call a showdown.


He said: ‘Darling, I’ve enjoyed every minute of this, and I’ll forgive you anything, but if you really wanted me to help you it must have occurred to you that I’d want to have some idea what I was helping. So let’s finish the story about Imberline and the mysterious tosser of notes. Since you’ve told me that Romance hasn’t reared its lovely head, that you’re not a newspaper gal nor a spy, I’m a bit at a loss.’


Her dark eyes studied him quietly for several seconds.


Then she searched through her purse again.


‘A filing system,’ Simon murmured, ‘would be indicated.’


The girl’s hand came up with something about six inches long, like a thick piece of tape, and a sort of shiny pale translucent orange in colour. She passed it across the table.


Simon took it and fingered it experimentally. It was soft but resistant, tough against the pressure of a thumbnail, flexible and – elastic. He stretched it and snapped it back a couple of times, and then his gaze was cool and estimating on her.


‘Rubber?’ he asked.


‘Synthetic.’


His eyebrows hardly moved.


‘What kind?’


‘Something quite new. It’s made mostly of sawdust, vinegar, milk – plus, of course, two or three other important things. But it isn’t derived from butadiene.’


‘That must be a load off its mind,’ he remarked. ‘What in the world is butadiene?’


Her unaffected solemnity could have been comic if it had not seemed so completely natural.


‘I thought everybody knew that,’ she said. ‘Butadiene is something you make out of petroleum, or grain alcohol. It’s the base of the buna synthetic rubbers. Of course, that might be a bit technical for you.’


‘It might,’ he admitted. He wondered whether she had been taken in by his wide-eyed wonderment or not. He rather thought not.


‘The thing that matters,’ she said, ‘is that the production of buna is still pretty experimental, and in any case it involves a fairly elaborate and expensive plant. This stuff can be mixed in a bathtub, practically. My father invented it. His name is Calvin Gray. You’ve probably never heard of him, but he’s rated one of the top research chemists in the country.’


‘And you’re here to get Imberline interested in this – to get his W.P.B. sanction?’


She nodded.


‘You make it sound frightfully easy. But it hasn’t been so far . . . My father started working on this idea years ago, but then natural rubber was so cheap that it didn’t seem worth going on with. When the war started and the Japs began moving in on Thailand, he saw what was coming and started working again.’


‘He must have hundreds of people rooting for him.’


‘Is that what you think? After he published his first results, his laboratory was burned out once, and blown up twice. Accidents, of course. But he knows, and I know, that they were accidents that had been – arranged. And then, when he had his process perfected, and he came here to try and give it to the Government – you should have seen the run-around they gave him.’


‘I can imagine it.’


‘Of course, part of the brush-off he got here might have been his fault. He’s quite an individualist, and he hasn’t read those books about winning friends and influencing people. At the same time, paradoxically, he’s rather easily discouraged. He ended up by damning everybody and going home.’


‘And so?’


‘I came back here for him.’


Simon handed the sample back to her with a tinge of regret. It was a lovely performance, and he didn’t believe a word of it. He wished that some day some impressionable and personable young piece of loveliness would have the outrageous honesty to come up to him and simply say, ‘I think you’re marvellous and I’d give anything to see you in action,’ without trying to feed him an inferior plot to work on. He felt really sorry about it, because she seemed like nice people and he could have liked her.


‘If you think you’re on the spot, you ought to talk to the F.B.I.,’ he said. ‘Or if you’re just getting the old run-around, squawk to one of the papers. If you pick the right one, they’ll pour their hearts into a story like that.’


She stood up so suddenly that some of his coffee spilled in the saucer. She looked rather fine doing that, and the waste of it hurt him.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said huskily. ‘It was a silly idea, wasn’t it? But it was nice to have dinner with you, just the same.’


He sat there quite sympathetically while she walked away.


The dining-room seemed unusually dull after she had disappeared. Perhaps, he thought, he had been rather uncouthly hasty. After all, he had been enjoying himself. He could have gone along with the gag.


But then, life was so short, and there were so many important things.


He was sitting there, pondering over the more important things, when a group of men bore down on him, crowding their way through the too-narrow aisles between the tables. In the van of the group was a large person with a domineering air, and Simon knew that he was almost certain to be jostled, as he had been jostled in the cocktail lounge.


He was getting tired of being bumped and shoved by individuals who seemed to get the idea that the ‘D.C.’ after Washington meant ‘disregard courtesy.’ He prepared himself for the inevitable encounter.


The big man did not disappoint him. Simon felt the pressure on the back of his chair and a coat sleeve ruffled the hair on the back of his head. He shoved back his chair quickly and beamed inwardly as he heard the involuntary ‘oof’ that the big man gave as the chair-back dug into his stomach. Templar stretched his lean length upright and turned to the man he had effectively body-checked with his chair.


‘Terribly sorry,’ he said very politely.


The big man looked at him. He had the crimson-mottled face of a person who enjoyed good food, good liquor, and good cigars, and had had too many of each. His little eyes regarded Simon speculatively for a moment, and there might have been a flare behind them, or there might not have been, before he wreathed his face in a beaming smile.


‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘Accidents will happen, you know.’


‘Yes, indeed,’ Simon murmured.


The others in the party were waiting respectfully, almost reverently, for the big man to proceed. The man whom Simon had prodded with the chair gave the Saint another enigmatic glance and then turned away. His disciples followed.


‘But, Mr Imberline,’ one of them cried in a voice that approached a wail. ‘Think of the inconvenience that this programme will mean to certain parties.’


‘As the fellow says,’ announced the prow of the group majestically. ‘This is war, and it’s up to every one of us to put our shoulders to the wheel. Waste not, want not, is my motto, and this is a case of too many cooks spoiling the broth.’


‘Incredible,’ the Saint told himself, gazing after the group as it barged its way to the long table that had been reserved at the further end of the room. ‘That must be the great Imberline himself.’


He put a cigarette between his lips, and felt in his coat pocket for a match.


He didn’t find the match, but his fingers encountered something else that he knew at once didn’t belong there. It was a folded piece of paper which he knew quite certainly he had never put in that pocket. He took it out and opened it.


It was the same clumsy style of block capitals that he had seen very recently, and it said:


 


MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS


He had a curious feeling in looking at it, like walking out of a rowdy stifling honky-tonk into a silent snow night. Because all the time they had been in the cocktail lounge, Madeline Gray had been on his left, and he had been half turned towards her, so that his right-hand pocket was almost against the table, and it was impossible that she could have put that paper into his pocket while they were there. And, aside from the fact that he had been surrounded by Imberline satellites a few seconds earlier, there had definitely been no chance since . . .


2


The doorman said: ‘Yes, she went that way. She was walking.’ He put away the dollar bill that Simon handed him, and added: ‘She asked me the way to Scott Circle.’


Simon turned back into the lobby and found a telephone booth. The directory gave him the address of Frank Imberline. It was one of the low numbers on Scott Circle.


Simon Templar frowned thoughtfully.


From the address, it was evident that Mr Imberline might indeed be a gentleman of some importance, for Scott Circle is the centre of one of the best residential sections of Washington, and the list of householders there reads like a snob hostess’s dream.


Madeline Gray had told him that she had an appointment with Imberline at eight. He checked his strap watch and saw that it was close to eight now. Still, Imberline – or at least an Imberline – had just entered the hotel dining-room, obviously bent on food. For a faintly prominent bureaucrat to ignore an appointment was not unheard of in Washington, and that might be the answer. Or Frank Imberline might have a brother or a cousin or a namesake who possessed some Government job and its accompanying entourage.


Still . . . Simon wished that he had questioned Madeline about the appointment, and how she had arranged it. For a Government official to arrange an appointment at his home, in the evening, sounded a little strange.


He left the hotel again and acquired a taxi by the subtle expedient of paying an extortionate bribe to a driver who maintained that he was waiting for a customer who had just stepped into the hotel for a moment. With the taxi in motion, Simon sat forward and watched the road all the time with an accelerating impatience that turned into an odd feeling of emptiness as he began to realise that the time was approaching and passing when they should have overtaken the girl. Unless she had taken a different route, or picked up a taxi on the way, or . . .


Or.


Then they were entering Scott Circle, and stopping at the number he had given the driver. He didn’t see another taxi at the door, or anywhere in the vicinity.


He got out and paid his fare. The front of the house seemed very dark, except for a light shining through the transom above the door. That was explainable, he told himself, if this really was a romantic tryst, if there was another Imberline besides the one in the hotel dining-room, but it seemed to the Saint to be an odd set of circumstances under which a bureaucrat would carry on a conference concerning synthetic rubber.


To the Saint, direct action was always better than dim speculation. He rang the bell.


The butler said: ‘No, suh. Mr Imberline ain’t at home.’


‘He is to me,’ said the Saint cheerfully. ‘I’ve got an appointment with him. The name is Gray.’


‘Ah’m sorry, suh, but Mr Imberline ain’t here. He ain’t been back since he left this mawnin’, an’ he told the cook he was eatin’ out.’


Simon pursed his lips wryly.


‘I guess he forgot his appointment,’ he said. ‘I guess, being such a busy man, he forgets a lot of them.’


‘No, suh!’ said the butler loyally. ‘Not Mr Imberline, suh! He makes a date to be somewhere an’ he gits there. Mebbe you got the wrong evenin’, suh. Mebbe it’s tomorrer you’s supposed to have your ’poinment.’


‘Perhaps,’ the Saint said easily. ‘I may have mixed up my times. Tell me, did a young lady named Gray call here this evening? I rather expected to meet her here.’


The woolly white head moved negatively.


‘Ain’t nobody called here, suh,’ the butler said.


‘Then I must have the dates mixed up.’


He turned away from the door, saying things silently to himself. He addressed himself with a searing minuteness of detail which would almost certainly have been a cue for mayhem if it had been done by anybody else.


There was still no other cab in sight.


He turned south on 23rd Street, and he had reached the intersection of Q Street before he began to wonder where he was going or what good it was likely to do. He paused uncertainly on the corner, looking towards the bridge over Rock Creek Park. A dozen alternatives chased through his mind, and so many of them must be wrong and so few of them offered anything to pin much to.


And then he saw her coming around the curve of the bridge, walking with her young steady stride, and everything he had imagined seemed foolish again. For about five or six seconds.


A car came crawling up from behind her, passed her, stopped, and backed up into an alley that branched diagonally off from the north side of the street. He had instinctively stood still and merged himself into the shadow of a tree when he saw her, so the two men who came out of the alley a moment later must have thought the block was deserted except for themselves and the girl. They wore handkerchiefs tied over the lower part of their faces, and they closed in on her, one on each side, very professionally, and he was too far away to hear whatever they said, but he saw them turn her into the alley as he started running soundlessly towards them.


He came up on them in such a swift cat-like silence that it must have seemed to all of them as if a shadow materialised before their eyes.


‘Hullo, Madeline,’ he drawled. ‘I was afraid I’d missed you, darling.’


Her face looked pale and vague in the gloom.


The masked man on her left spoke in muffled accents. He was tall and wide-shouldered, and he seemed to be of the type that never lost a fist fight when he was a school-boy.


‘Better stay out of this, bud, if you don’t want to get into trouble.’


His voice was a deep hollow rasp, behind the mask. He looked like a man who could provide trouble or cope with it. The man on the other side had much the same air. He weighed a little more, but he was inches shorter and carried it chunkily.


‘I like trouble,’ Simon said breezily. ‘What kind have you got?’


‘F.B.I. trouble,’ said the tall man flatly. ‘This girl’s – uh – being detained for questioning. Run along.’


‘Detained?’ asked the Saint. ‘Just why?’


‘Beat it,’ growled the chunky one. ‘Or we might think of taking you along with us.’


‘You,’ said the Saint calmly, ‘are the first F.B.I. operatives I’ve ever met who wore handkerchiefs over their noses and so far forgot their polish that they’d say anything like ‘‘beat it.’’ or call anybody ‘‘bud.’’ If you’re posing as G-men, you’re making a horrible mess of it. So, if you show your credentials I’ll be happy to go along with the young lady. But I don’t think you will, or can.’


He was ready for the swing the tall man launched at him, and he swayed back just the essential six inches and let the wind of it fan his chin. Then he shifted his weight forwards again and stepped in with his right forearm pistoning at waist level. The jar of the contact ran all the way up to his shoulders. The tall man grunted and leaned over from the middle, and the Saint’s left ripped up in a short smash to the mufflered jaw that would have dropped the average citizen in his tracks. The tall man was somewhat tougher than the average. He went pedalling back in a slightly ludicrous race with his own centre of gravity, but he still had nothing but his feet on the ground when a large part of his companion’s weight descended on the Saint’s neck and shoulders.


Simon’s eyes were blurred for an instant in a pyrotechnic burst of lights, and his knees began to bend; then he got his hands locked behind the chunky man’s head, and let his knees sag even lower before he heaved up again. The chunky man came somersaulting over his shoulder and hit the ground with a thud that a deaf man could have felt several feet away. He rolled over in a wild flurry and wound his arms around the Saint’s shins, binding Simon’s legs together from ankle to knee.


In a clutch like that, Simon knew that he had no more chance of staying upright than an inverted pyramid. He tried to come down as vertically as possible, so as to stay on top of the chunky man, trying to land on him with his weight on his knees and aiming a downward left at him at the same time.


Neither of those schemes connected. Simon afterwards had a dim impression of running feet, of Madeline Gray crying out something incoherent; then a very considerable weight hit him in the middle and sent him spinning.


Half winded, he grappled blindly for a hold while the man who had tackled him swarmed over him with the same intention. He had had very little leisure for thinking, and so it was a moment or two before he realised that this was not the come-back of the tall bony partner. This man’s outlines and architecture were different again. And then even before Simon could puzzle any more about it the girl was clawing at his antagonist, beating ineffectually on his broad back with her fists; but it was enough of an interruption to nullify the Saint’s temporary disadvantage, and he got first a knee into the man’s stomach, and then one foot in what was more of a shove than a kick, and then he was free and up again and looking swiftly around to see who had to be next.


He was just in time to catch a glimpse of the chunky man’s rear elevation as it fell into the parked car a few yards away. The tall bony one had already disappeared, and presumably he was at the wheel, for the engine roared up even before the door slammed, and the car leapt away with a grind of spinning tyres that would have made any normal war-time motorist wince. It screamed out of the alley as Simon turned again to look for the third member of the opposition.


The third member was holding one hand over his diaphragm and making jerky little bows over it, and saying in a painful and puzzled voice: ‘Good lord . . . You’re Miss Gray, aren’t you?’


As Simon stepped towards him he said: ‘Damn, I’m sorry. I must have picked the wrong side. I was just driving by—’
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