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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available

  out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we

  are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent

  of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
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  Chapter One




  It was the end of one of those sad days between Christmas and New Year. Wet snow had been falling outside since early that morning. King’s Road was a canyon filled with

  mud-spattering vehicles and miserable pedestrians. Sophie and I had been watching television since six o’clock. I’d cut the sound down to a whisper and turned off the living-room

  lights. Snow whirled around the floodlit power-station on the far side of the river. Now and again the thin wail of a tug’s siren penetrated into the room. We were warmed by a heater

  disguised as an oak log and there was an illusion of well-being. It wasn’t that much of an illusion. A two-room apartment is no place for peaceful co-existence with a seven-year-old daughter.

  I could barely remember the alternative. Sophie’s mother had been a hostess in Millie Mandler’s Downtown Frolics. The marriage that had followed her positive pregnancy test was about

  the biggest mistake either of us could have made. We separated exactly fourteen hours afterwards. I didn’t see her again till she appeared in a hired car a couple of years later. ‘Learn

  all about responsibility!’ she’d quipped and dumped a small female with wet pants on me. Then she vanished into the night. Forty minutes later she was on her way to Australia with a

  water-pump salesman. Nobody had heard of her since.




  The only relatives I had were back in Canada and their ranks had closed on me firmly twenty years before. There was no room in those Empire Loyalist strongholds for a daughter of mine. In fact

  there was no room for her anywhere except with me. I had come to be glad of it. Sophie and I managed somehow, rasping one another’s nerves occasionally, yet establishing an oddly secure

  relationship. She was bright and obstinate, rarely cute and as faithful as a labrador.




  I kept my eyes on the box, memory following the ancient cartoons, the fatuous antics of the dog-detective.




  ‘Dougal’s a creep,’ Sophie said in a flat voice. The finality in her voice destroyed the dog for ever. She was sitting with her legs tucked under her, her chin propped in her

  hand. ‘A creep,’ she repeated, taken with the sound of the word.




  I switched the set off. ‘Then we don’t have to watch him, do we?’ It was a good lead-in to the supper–bath–bed routine. I thumbed down a button on the wall. The

  room was shabby in the light of the bracket-lamps. Patches of damp darkened the regency-stripe wallpaper. My apartment was no worse than any of the others. The whole building was due for

  demolition. Truth was, the place was a sorry refuge for second-rate people. Plaster was falling in the lobby downstairs. The elevators rattled up and down despairingly as if each trip would be the

  last. The porters no longer pretended to take messages. Fortunately enough, the general air of apathy and indifference extended to the rental office. The clerks there accepted any kind of

  outrageous excuse for non-payment of rent with sullen indifference. They, too, were due for the axe. I owed nine months’ rent. The way things were going it looked as if I’d still be

  owing it when the building was torn down. I’d lived in Thames Court for five years.




  The furnished apartment consisted of living-room, bedroom, bath and kitchen. Someone must have called Feinbaum’s Furniture Store a generation ago and said: ‘Fifty apartments, Sam,

  and you get the business. I want these flats to be homes, Sam, know what I mean? How much I want to spend? Look, we know one another long enough not to argue over money. Not a penny more than

  one-and-a-half a unit. I said homes, not Buckingham Palace.’ The carpets and furnishings bore the scars left by countless cavalier tenants. The central-heating system clanked but it still put

  warmth into the building. The elevators were no more than ten yards away from my front door. The kitchen opened on to a service staircase. Throw up a window, crawl a few yards over a flat roof and

  you were in the neighbouring block. These things can matter. I called to my daughter from the kitchen.




  ‘What do you want for supper, sweetheart?’




  She followed her arm round the door with her nose. People say that she looks like me. There are times when I think I can see it. She’s blonde, her hair’s straight and her eyes are

  the same sort of butcher’s apron blue. The way she uses them for effect is strictly from her mother.




  ‘A tuna fish sandwich and a blackcurrant yoghurt,’ she announced.




  I closed the refrigerator. She knew its contents as well as I did and never asked for anything that we didn’t have. When you’re as broke as I was it’s a nice touch.




  ‘I’ll join you,’ I said.




  Sophie carried plates and the tray into the living-room. I drew the curtains, blocking the view of the people who live across the well in the building. Colonel and Mrs Scribner had been watching

  us closely since my arrest and trial the previous year. The fact that I had been acquitted had not satisfied their suspicions. The day after I hit the street again, the Colonel made a phone call to

  the Welfare Department. A buck-toothed spinster showed up with a notebook and a professed concern about my daughter’s adenoids and morals. It took me thirty hectic seconds to assure the lady

  that I was capable of supervising both.




  The Scribners continued their surveillance undaunted. Much of it was conducted through pearl-handled opera-glasses levelled across the air-shaft. Sophie and I were working on the yoghurt when

  the phone rang. My involuntary start almost dislocated my neck. The only people who called my number these days were irate bookmakers and debt-collectors. And this was eight o’clock at night.

  All the old doubts and fears scrambled for recognition.




  I wondered whose voice I’d hear if I lifted the phone off the hook. Would it be Inspector Uhuh from Chelsea Police Station asking me to call round and help them out in a few routine

  inquiries?




  Sophie spoke through a mouthful of food. ‘The phone’s still ringing, Papa.’




  The room was suddenly overpoweringly hot and I dragged down the knot in my tie and unbuttoned my collar. Then I lifted the receiver and gave my number cautiously.




  An assured cockney voice came on the line. ‘Henderson? It’s Crying Eddie, mate. Look, I’m on the blower for the big fellow. He wants to see you. Do you understand my

  meaning?’




  The ‘big fellow’ was Chalice, the gypsy wonder, and Crying Eddie a tough young man with an uncompromised loyally to his chief.




  ‘What’s he want?’ I asked guardedly.




  ‘He’ll tell you himself. He wants you over here as soon as possible.’ Crying Eddie’s tone of command made it obvious that no one had considered the possibility that I

  might refuse.




  I looked down at the meagre spread on my lap. ‘I’m in the middle of dinner.’




  ‘He says he’s in the middle of dinner,’ Crying Eddie said to someone else. His voice was lost as he covered the mouthpiece and then it was clear again.




  ‘He wants to know how soon you can make it, then? Half-an-hour – an hour?’




  I checked my watch. ‘Half after nine at the earliest, and I don’t go to night clubs any more.’ What I had in mind was the Mayfair hangout that Chalice had bought for his

  girlfriend. The Heavy Mob used it. I couldn’t have afforded to buy a round of drinks in the place but the statement had a ring of independence.




  ‘You don’t have to go to no clubs,’ Eddie said shortly. ‘You come straight here – Chalice’s gaff. I’ll tell the porters downstairs.’




  I cradled the dead phone and poured myself a large scotch. It was a nice exit line. Chalice lived in one of the best-guarded apartment blocks in north-west London. The owner of the liquor store

  in the lobby was going broke with the rest of us. I rinsed the empty glass and came back into the living-room.




  ‘I have to go out for a while, honey.’




  ‘I heard,’ Sophie said calmly. She was a good woman to live with. There were no recriminations. No warnings about late nights and drinking. I touched her ear fondly. ‘You want

  me to get Joan to come up and sit for a while or will you be okay alone?’




  A couple of Australian girls ran a baby-sitting service from their apartment downstairs. Sophie liked them.




  ‘I’ll be okay,’ she said casually. ‘I’ll stay here and read.’ Reading consists of tearing a newspaper in strips, chatting away to herself as she does so. If

  you listen closely, the story-line is clear. There’s this little girl who lives in a clearing in a forest with two ponies and a goat that talks. Sophie usually falls asleep before she reaches

  the climax. I hurried her into the bath. The routine had long since become familiar. Test the water with the elbow, lay the pyjamas on the radiator, stripe the toothbrush with paste. I dried her

  and carried her into the bedroom. Her cot stands by my bed. I gave her the racing sheet to read. The kind of job I was doing picking winners it seemed a good choice for destruction.




  She lifted her face to be kissed. The moment never failed to turn me into a defiant dreamer. No one was going to take her away from me. The old fantasy flared in my brain. One day there’d

  be a home somewhere in the country and a governess for Sophie. The years jumped and a tall Icelandic beauty was pouring tea on the lawn for her adored father.




  ‘Stay away from the power switches,’ I warned. ‘And if the phone rings, don’t answer it. Promise?’




  She was already engrossed in her tearing and nodded abstractedly. We don’t lie much to one another and most of the time we fulfil our contracts.




  I cut all the lights except one in the bedroom. The Aussie girls were at home downstairs, drinking beer from the bottles. I left them the key to my apartment. Joan promised to look in on Sophie

  later. Strips of burlap were laid in the lobby, protecting the dingy carpet from the filth being tracked in from outside. Wet snow was still falling in the street. I waited for a cab. George, the

  night porter, has a number that works in any kind of weather. I hadn’t bothered to change. I was presentable in cavalry-twill pants and a suede jacket, a beaver-line overcoat from Toronto

  days. As Pretty Sid used to say, there’s only a few of us left. I did a double take on that one, wondering what made me think of him. Sid was sitting somewhere in a French jail and would be

  for the next ten years.




  George signalled from the doorway. I ducked into the cab and leaned back closing my eyes. There is a natural order in the world of thieves. Topflight burglars nod to con-men – the bank and

  bullion robbers – acknowledge the sharepushers. At that level there’s a kind of freemasonry. The only qualifications necessary are success and a reputation for reticence. There had been

  a time when I had both. Harry Chalice’s life was legendary. He’d been born in a caravan and raised by a horse-stealing father. He’d taught himself to read and write while ducking

  the truancy officers. At sixteen he’d lied himself into the Seventh Army, picking up three medals for bravery in action and finished his war in detention barracks. It was the last time that

  the key would be turned on him. For the next twelve years or so he masterminded assaults on bullion shipments, three airport robberies and countless payroll heists. For some time he had been an

  Elder Statesman of crime with a 500 acre farm in Ireland, a papermill in Essex and a numbered bank account in Zurich. Drunks on temporary leave-of-absence from the big house sobered up at the

  mention of his name and the cops referred to him with a kind of frustrated respect. I’d been involved in a deal with him three years before. Some of his team had stumbled on a box full of

  Canadian bearer bonds that I’d been able to unload at a thrifty seventeen per cent discount.




  I knew Chalice to be a shrewd, loyal and determined leader who controlled a handful of picked associates. His clothes were made on Savile Row, his shirts tailored by Sulka. Any time he thought

  he might display ignorance he kept his mouth shut. He read Bond and Boswell, improving his grasp on realities if not his grammar. He had made Crying Eddie, and Eddie never forgot it.




  The coming interview gave me a mixed feeling of excitement and apprehension. I hadn’t turned a trick in sixteen months and we were slowly starving. My one brush with the law had left me

  badly shaken. I’d been hit with a number of propositions since then. Most of them were of the kind where the guy eases up and offers some vague bit of information he’s either read or

  heard. More rarely the tips were professional, offering an evaluation of the loot, its position and the protective measures taken. I’d been turning them all down without exception, inventing

  reasons that I knew didn’t exist. Finally nobody came round any more, nobody called. I told myself I was glad. The real truth was that I wasn’t sure how much nerve I had left.




  Chalice’s summons seemed to crystallise my position: the hopelessness of trying to go on as I was, my lack of confidence. I had a hunch that I was on the threshold of something really

  big. The one thing I was certain of was that with Chalice any larcenous caper would be as safe as it could be.




  I opened my eyes on the cab’s steamed-up windows. Beyond the swishing arcs of the windshield wipers I could see the lights of the Outer Circle. The hack slackened speed almost immediately

  and pulled up in front of a canopied entrance. The apartment building where Chalice lived faced Regent’s Park.




  A doorman wearing a gleaming slicker held an umbrella over me as I paid off the driver. A quarter-inch thickness of plate glass insulated the hushed lobby against the feathers of melting snow.

  The second hand of a clock behind the reception desk swept round silently. The porters beneath it were grey-grave and watchful.




  ‘Mr Chalice’s apartment,’ I said. ‘I’m expected.’




  The man’s eyes snapshotted me for the record. He opened the doors on a bronze-faced elevator-cage.




  ‘The top button, sir. It’s express to the penthouse.’




  A giant hand plucked the cage upwards. I used the mirror to give a little shape to the salt-and-pepper hair. The Spanish tan had faded to a dirty putty colour and I’d put on weight over

  the last few months. I looked away before the here-I-am-all-washed-up-at-thirty-eight routine took over again.




  The elevator-cage stopped with the precision of an expensive watch. There was no jar, no clatter, nothing more than a faint click and then the doors rolled back silently. The front door

  immediately behind the gate looked impregnable to anything short of a bulldozer. There was a circle of optic glass set in the door at shoulder level. A blue eye showed there, cold and disembodied.

  Then the door opened and shut behind me. Crying Eddie took my topcoat. He was built on the order of a good welter-weight in training with small flat ears pressed tightly against his skull. His

  brown hair was neatly dressed in a side-parting. He was wearing a fringed antelope jacket over a flame-coloured silk shirt, brown-and-black check trousers. He led the way down a thick-carpeted

  corridor hung with old prints of prize-fighters, hung my coat in a closet and turned gracefully.




  ‘You’re sure nobody was on your tail, mate?’




  He’s got a lot of style for his age. It rubs people the wrong way occasionally.




  ‘I’m not a boy-burglar,’ I said casually.




  His eyes narrowed but he jerked his head and I followed. Crying Eddie worries about a number of things. If he can’t find a subject that will occupy his mind he worries about that too.

  He’s concerned with his blood-pressure, the probity of banks and his aged mother’s raids on his small change.




  He ushered me into a room the size of a tennis-court. It was divided into two levels by three steps. The upper half was a sort of library with a profusion of books. Electrically-controlled

  windows offered a panoramic view of the Hampstead heights. There was no need to draw the curtains. There was no one to look in. The distant lights were blurred and snow pattered against the

  window-panes softly.




  Chalice heaved himself up from a suede-upholstered sofa. He had grown sidewhiskers since the last time I’d seen him. It seemed to me to be the definitive touch, adding the final note of

  piracy to his swarthy face. He was elegantly draped in brown hopsack and wore wing-tip shoes bearing the boned lustre of the handmade article. The bristle of hair over peaked eyebrows had grown

  somewhat greyer. He put his hand out in greeting.




  ‘Hi, Paul, mate. How’ve you bin?’




  His interest sounded genuine. I turned my palm over a couple of times.




  ‘Up and down. I’ve been taking things fairly easy.’




  A contour map was hanging on the wall behind him, showing a lake and houses. The legend underneath read: TODTSEE.




  Chalice nodded as he noticed my interest. ‘Later, mate.’ He kicked a log in the fireplace and leant his shoulder-blades against the mantel. He scratched away luxuriously, watching

  me.




  I guess I’d always taken it for granted that if people lived in a penthouse and wanted to burn oak logs it would be arranged. But at that moment there was something a little unreal about

  it all. It wasn’t only the neatly stacked logs fifteen storeys up in the air – it was the suede-upholstered furniture, the lacquered cabinet that had been turned into a drinks cupboard,

  the shelves filled with beautifully made toy soldiers. Crying Eddie started moving ice in a shaker. Chalice smiled.




  ‘I knew you’d been resting, mate. I mean I heard about your bit of bovver.’




  It seemed an odd way of referring to a prosecution that could well have put me behind bars for years. Guilty I’d certainly been, but I’d sworn that if the Fate Sisters just listened

  to me for once I’d take the pledge. As it was, a hung jury had saved my neck.




  ‘Oh, that,’ I said largely. ‘You know the way it goes, Harry.’




  His eyebrows joined a solid bar of bristles. ‘Scotch all right?’




  I took the glass that Crying offered. The Waterford tumbler was a far cry from my own Woolworth ware. Chalice was drinking scotch, Crying his usual milk.




  ‘Cheers,’ said Chalice and wiped his mouth. We all drank solemnly. The protocol on such occasions is formal. Crying Eddie was sitting on the sofa watching Chalice like a terrier that

  knows that it’s going to be asked to perform tricks. The name was an insult in Chalice’s mouth.




  ‘Phil Cody of all people. How’d you come to get lumbered with a slag like that, Paul, boy?’




  The truth was that I had been lumbered. Cody’s treachery had taken the form of a lively piece of Queen’s Evidence. Nevertheless I wasn’t too happy about being reminded

  of it. I shrugged.




  ‘I was conned. There’s always a first time.’




  It took a few seconds for Chalice to hand down his verdict. ‘There didn’t ought to be, mate. Not in our business. I ain’t never been conned, for example.’




  Crying Eddie’s voice was insultingly bland. ‘What’s that bird of yours been doing for the last three years, then?’




  If my head was going to be open and inspected, I thought, then a little sarcasm would not be out of place.




  ‘You’re an exceptional fellow, Harry.’




  He moved away from the fire and perched on the end of the sofa. His dark eyes brooded over what I’d said.




  ‘You don’t change, do you, mate,’ he said finally. ‘You ain’t got a pot to piss in but you still act the lord of the bleedin’ manor.’




  I felt the blood rising over my collar. ‘Let’s start by talking about the last time I asked you for anything, Harry.’




  He accepted the rebuff without rancour. ‘Fair enough, mate. No, you ain’t never asked me for nothing. Nor anybody else as far as I know. You’re a getter not an asker. Have

  another drink.’




  I held my glass out. The scotch took the edge off my resentment. I told myself to cool it. Crying Eddie tilted the bottle, pouring as if he was surrendering his life’s blood.




  Chalice knuckled through the stubble of greying hair, his voice testy.




  ‘For crissakes give him the bottle and sit down, Ed. Now listen to me, Paul. You’re about the best I know at your lark and yet you let a slag like that Cody near ruin you.

  Don’t you know that when the pressure’s on bastards like him run true to form? Of course he was going to open his mouth as soon as his collar was felt! Of course he’d

  give Queen’s Evidence. I could have told you all that.’




  The airy certainty in his voice needled me. ‘It didn’t occur to me at the time to ask your advice,’ I said stubbornly. ‘It was Cody’s job. All the signs were

  right.’




  Eddie’s head sank a little lower on his neck at what was doubtless treason in the throne-room. But Chalice was unperturbed. He answered mildly.




  ‘I was only making a point, mate. The point being you nearly went inside. Now take me, for instance. I ain’t done a day’s bird since the army. You know why? That’s when I

  got religion, mate. There I was running round in this compound in Naples, ninety in the shade, in battle-dress, carrying fifty pounds of old iron on me bleedin’ back! There was this

  staff-sergeant who’d sit under a sunshade with a bucketful of piss. As fast as one of us would fall down, he’d empty the bucket over our heads. He was a true gentleman, Staff-Sergeant

  Phillips, and he taught me a lot. He taught me the importance of trusting someone, Paul. There was two hundred of us in that compound and only twenty-five of them. It wasn’t the guns and the

  wire that made the difference, they trusted one another and we didn’t. How much do you think I’m worth?’




  The question took me completely by surprise. ‘You mean money?’




  ‘Altogether,’ he smiled.




  I tried adding what I knew and got nowhere. I hedged.




  ‘You’re not short of a dollar.’




  The answer seemed to please him for some reason. ‘That’s right, mate. In fact me and Ed don’t need to do a stroke for the rest of our naturals. We got an accountant with five

  letters after his name who says so. But there’s more than just money in life, there’s the glory and the respect. That’s what I want, mate. People to remember me with respect.

  There ain’t much of it left in this country. England’s going to the bleedin’ dogs, Paul. All these young tearaways putting people into bacon-slicing machines, electric wires up

  their arses and all that. They’re no better than cannibals, that’s what. The law’s against them, the public’s against them and they’re against one another. No wonder

  the judges are handing out life-sentences. And so they should. Me, I’d string the bastards up.’




  He crossed to the fireplace again, spat into the flames and wiped his lips on a silk handkerchief. ‘Excuse me,’ he said punctiliously and flung his arm out in a dramatic gesture.

  ‘I love my country, mate. It’s the only one I know but I love it. I always wanted my last big score to be right here in England. But all them thugs have made it impossible. England

  ain’t safe any more, so I’ve shifted the scene of battle, Paul. And there it is.’




  He jerked his head back at the relief map on the wall. Crying Eddie was silent, staring into his glass of milk.




  ‘Battle,’ I repeated.




  I guess I must have smiled for his tone sharpened. ‘What’s so bleedin’ funny about it?’ he demanded.




  I shook my head but he wagged an admonitory finger at me. ‘Don’t tell me you’re like Eddie, laughing out of ignorance. You’ve had education and you ought to know better.

  “Battle’s” what I said. You’re going into battle every time you climb through some old bird’s bedroom window and don’t never forget it. And when you go into

  battle you’ve got to have organisation and leadership. That’s if you’re not operating alone. More than that, you’ve got to have confidence in your partners.

  Right?’




  ‘Right,’ I agreed. He seemed to be on the verge of making his pitch.




  Crying Eddie’s face was closed tight, his eyes unwinking.




  ‘Well then,’ said Chalice, ‘I’m going to tell you what I’m offering, mate. I’m offering you the chance to come in on the biggest score of the century.

  Correct, Ed?’




  His partner nodded. ‘The biggest score.’ His voice held a certain reluctance, or it seemed so to me.




  Chalice continued. ‘One of these days people are going to wake up and look at their newspapers. Know what they’re going to see there – the biggest jewel robbery of all time,

  that’s what! And it’ll be done by the three of us, mate. Me, you and him. And the important thing is that nobody’s ever going to be able to prove it.’




  I put my empty glass down and leaned back. ‘What are we taking – the Crown jewels?’




  ‘Better,’ he said with composure. ‘We supply the bankroll and muscle. You supply the brains. Get the gear down, Ed. All of it.’




  Crying Eddie opened up a chest. He came back with his arms full and dumped the load on the sofa. There was a large carton that looked like a tiny tape-recorder, and a pile of glossy magazines:

  Oggi, Jours de France, Ola, Country Life. Chalice selected one in French. The cover displayed a dazzling blonde on an ice-rink. A banner strung over her head identified the place, date and

  occasion.




  Stockholm 5th January 1947 World Ice-skating Championships.




  He handed the magazine to me. ‘You speak the language. Read out loud what it says, in English.’




  He opened the magazine somewhere in the middle. The same face as on the cover smiled out at the photographer, twenty-three years older and wrapped in a sable hood. A legend underneath proclaimed

  Le jet-set se rassemble pour la fete de Marika. There was a four-page spread with still more photographs. I started to paraphrase the slyly sarcastic text.




  ‘“The glamorous Marika Bergen, forty-eight, three times Olympic figure-skating champion, three times married to a millionaire, owner of the Munich Ice Follies.” There’s

  a lot more here about her love-life. You want me to go on?’




  Chalice cocked his swarthy head. ‘How many languages can you speak, Paul?’




  ‘Three. English, French and German.’




  ‘You see!’ he said to Crying Ed, and returned his attention to me. ‘You don’t have to do all the words, mate. Just the bits about Bergen and Todtsee. I’ve heard it

  all before anyway. We got some old lady in Kensington to do the translations.’ He cocked his head again like a man listening to the sound of far-off music.




  I cleared my throat. ‘It says she’s giving an exhibition of figure-skating and a gala ball afterwards. She’s supposed to be spending a bomb. She’s rented a

  maharajah’s mansion and everyone’s going to be there. B.B.’s exes, all the unemployed royals from Estoril, a couple of Greek shipowners. She’s hired bodyguards, booked whole

  floors in hotels for her guests and just about taken over the town in general.’




  I looked up to find them both watching me intently. Chalice chose a smallish journal that was at the bottom of the pile. He read the title, first, stumbling a bit.




   




  

    

      The Actuary’s Advisor.




      Zurich 20th December




      Insurance circles here buzzed with the news that Marika Bergen’s collection of jewellery will leave bank custody for the first time in six years. Independent valuers

      assessed the worth of the collection at over a million dollars in 1958. Miss Bergen’s jewels include the famous Lachryma Christae diamond necklace formerly the property of the

      Czar of Russia. The 1958 value set on the collection will have risen considerably since then. A premium of twelve per cent is said to have been asked and paid to cover a seven day period of

      complementary insurance. Special security arrangements have been made with the Pemberton Agency of New York.


    


  




   




  He chucked the magazine back on the sofa. Crying Eddie stacked it neatly with the others.




  ‘Now do you follow?’ asked Chalice, fingering a side-whisker.




  I was chasing half-a-dozen ideas at the same time. Each of them was fairly disturbing.




  ‘I guess not,’ I answered. ‘That is, not entirely.’




  The reply brought a frown to his face. ‘I wouldn’t have thought it was that difficult, mate. You, me and Eddie’s going to take Bergen’s loot, but that’s only a

  starter. We’re going to clear the lot – all them old birds dancing round that ballroom – Grace’s gear, the royals with their tararas and we get it all, Paul. Every

  bleedin’ bit of it. It’ll be our last coup and there’s nothing to stop us. Don’t tell me you’re still not with me!’




  I was, by God, and it terrified me. ‘Look,’ I said hurriedly, ‘does either of you know anything at all about Switzerland? I don’t mean that they make watches and shoot

  apples off each other’s heads. I’m talking about their general social attitude.’




  Chalice assumed the air of a commanding-officer about to be briefed by an aide.




  ‘Tell him, Ed!’




  Crying Eddie’s chin cocked defiantly. I had a feeling that his regard for me was less than Chalice’s.




  ‘I know what the book said, that’s all. It’s this small country up in the Alps and nobody ever conquered them. There’s cantons and all that and they speak three languages

  – or is it four? Anyway, the rich keep their money there and lunatics go there to break their legs.’




  ‘Very good,’ I said. ‘You ought to peddle that line to the Swiss Tourist Board, I’m sure they’d appreciate it. You’ve missed the point, both of you. The way I

  understand things you’re planning the grandest sort of larcency in Switzerland. Have you any idea how the law works over there – what the cops are like?’




  Chalice’s hands were joined. He twiddled his thumbs comfortably. ‘We know enough, mate. I talked with that Joe Goss – the one who got lumbered in Berne over them

  traveller’s cheques. He said they kept him screwed up for thirteen months before they brought him to trial – wouldn’t let him have no visitors, not even his old woman. Nobody but

  his mouthpiece. Don’t worry about me, Paul. I don’t underestimate no law no matter where it is. I always give Old Bill the benefit of the doubt.’




  I understood that this statement covered the Swiss police, cantonal and federal. I opened Jours de France at a spread on Bergen. One of the photographs had been shot at Kennedy Airport.

  It was a week or so old and showed Marika posing for the photographers. Another blonde was with her, taller and twenty years younger. Behind the two women was a trio of hard-nosed characters

  staring into the lens suspiciously. I held the picture up so that Chalice could see it.




  ‘The law,’ I said. ‘Private detectives. I’d like to ask you another question – why do you think her jewellery generally stays in the bank? Don’t bother

  answering, I’ll tell you why. Marika Bergen’s been on the list of every good burglar for fifteen years or more. The guys have taken more shots at her than you’ve seen

  football matches. She knows all the tricks, Harry, every last one of them. Any time she’s not wearing it, you’ll find her jewellery in a safe with six men sitting round watching it.

  Open the safe and there’ll be another six sitting inside.’




  Eddie scowled into his empty glass. ‘Why waste your time. Harry? He’s lost his nerve. I told you he had.’




  ‘Belt up,’ said Chalice. ‘Get yourself another glass of milk or something. I’ve got a plan that will work, Paul. You could put a hundred cops in that mansion and it would

  still work. What I need from you is two things. The first is a buyer for the gear. Someone who’ll guard our liberty like his own – somebody who could find maybe half-a-million in

  cash.’




  He bit the end from a cheroot and lit it. His manner and voice were completely relaxed. His assurance made the statement somehow less preposterous. Van der Pouk’s face clicked into my

  consciousness.




  ‘There’s only one guy in the world who answers that description,’ I told him.




  Cigar smoke drifted between us. He leaned forward, brushing it away.




  ‘I’ll have to know who, Paul. Maybe not now but sooner or later.’




  I understood perfectly. A man like Chalice would have to know but what did I tell him? That the only thing Van der Pouk did without artistry was paint – that two years’ study in

  Paris had depressed him to the point of reorganising his life completely. He had stolen a Vermeer that a South African had entrusted to him for copying. The South African had been bent on a swindle

  of his own. Van der Pouk had smuggled it into the States and sold it for $32,000. That was in 1939. He’d fought his war in the Belgian Congo, doubling his capital somehow in drenched mountain

  forests inhabited by gorillas. The war was over, he appeared in Antwerp and founded Chase Fine Jewels with branches in New York and Rio de Janeiro. Other interests were added as the years went by

  – timber-yards, a vinegar distillery, the biggest mobile cranes on the wharves. He was vaguely married and one of the richest men in Belgium. A certain defiance of convention remained in

  spite of all this. Any audacious expression of it in others turned him on. For some obscure reason burglary delighted him. There was a mystique about the way one came to know him. Confrontations

  with phony cops, checks and cross-checks till his devious brain was satisfied that one was on the level. But once you were in, it was like being in a burglar’s paradise. Van der Pouk

  paid market prices for stolen property. In return he demanded a step-by-step account of the burglary. He wanted to know how the room looked, smelled and felt. If the woman asleep in her

  bed had moved as you took the safe-keys from her handbag. He once asked me whether I felt like God as I prowled through the quiet shadows. These answers seemed to satisfy some strange quirk in his

  make up.




  Any really fine piece of jewellery has its own passport. It is photographed by infra-red rays, its colour, weight and structure are noted. Someone had once called Paulus Van der Pouk a

  ‘renaissance man manque’, a description that wasn’t far off beam. Certainly he was a skilled jeweller and goldsmith. He employed a staff of thirty at Chase Fine Jewels, cutters,

  setters and polishers working with the most up-to-date machinery. Van der Pouk bought hot jewellery maybe two times in a year and from five people at most. When his staff had finished for the day,

  he’d take his stolen property into the atelier and he’d snip, shave and redesign till the pieces were beyond recognition. As often as not, the end-product was even more beautiful than

  the original.




  I reduced all this to the essentials and gave them to Chalice.




  ‘I’d trust him with my life let alone my liberty,’ I added.




  Crying Eddie smiled acidly. ‘It ain’t your life and liberty we’re worried about, mate’




  Chalice’s frown silenced him.




  ‘We got a geezer on the payroll at the Yard. Someone who works in the Criminal Records Office. Any time they pull the file on someone I’m interested in, I get the word. And the word

  is that your file’s marked ‘inactive’ mate. They got the idea you’ve retired which is a right giggle under the circumstances.’




  I could think of nothing to say. He brought his face close to mine.




  ‘Don’t you think it’s a right giggle, mate?’




  I blinked. ‘Hilarious. There’s something I don’t quite get, Harry. It’s this bit about you wanting me to supply brains. It’s the first time I can remember you being

  so modest.’




  His grin took fifteen years off his age. ‘Well, you know what I mean. A little bit of class and polish. You’ve mixed with these society people. You know how to talk to them, how to

  behave yourself. That’s what I need. Open up that box, Ed.’




  I stood by the sofa as Crying Eddie undid the cardboard carton. The first things out were some gasmasks with extended headpieces that dropped around the shoulders. With them came elbow-length

  gloves of heavy-gauge rubber. Eddie extracted three cylinders from their charcoal wrappings. Each was the size of a can of tennis balls. Chalice threw one at me. I caught it hurriedly, feeling

  liquid slosh around inside the can.
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