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  Chapter One




  “THE Platypus wants to see you, Jim. You’d better watch your step, too, he has a spiteful glint in his eyes.”




  Detective-Constable Jim Shaw groaned and rose from the cluttered desk. Detective-Inspector Vernon Hupper (known as the Platypus for his flat, beak-like mouth) was neither liked by his seniors

  nor respected by his juniors. It was common knowledge that he would never rise any higher in the force, but despite this he had shown a rocklike determination to sit out his full time. And though

  to most this was a matter of shrugged-off indifference, to the hapless six (two detective-sergeants and four detective-constables) who served under him in the C.I.D. at Wood Hill Police Station, it

  was a constant source of frustration and embittered glances at the calendar.




  Wood Hill Police Station, on the north-western perimeter of the Metropolitan Police District, was a grey Victorian villa at one end of the main shopping street. If it was sombre from the

  outside, adorned only by its official blue lantern, it was hideously inconvenient within, particularly for the C.I.D. which was quartered on the top floor in three rooms which had once been

  servants’ bedrooms.




  It was from the largest of these, which he shared with three colleagues, that Jim Shaw now emerged and made his way to the smallest. He arrived outside the door and straightened his tie before

  heeding the printed admonition to knock before entering. The regulation ten seconds elapsed before a sound like a bear yawning indicated that he should go in.




  “I understand from D.-C. Tanner that you want to see me, sir,” he said, closing the door behind him.




  A further ten seconds went by before Detective-Inspector Hupper cast him an ungracious glance and began to rummage amongst the papers which littered his desk. Shaw watched him anxiously,

  wondering what was coming.




  “People will mess up my desk,” Inspector Hupper said accusingly as he burrowed beneath another pile. The truth was that his desk was always chronically untidy, but he was someone who

  had long grown accustomed to blaming his subordinates for this, as for most of his other shortcomings.




  “Ah!” He extracted a folder and smoothed its rumpled corners. Then suddenly looking up, he asked, “What the hell are you staring at?”




  Shaw blushed. “I’m sorry, sir. I wasn’t meaning to stare. I was just . . .” The sentence petered out unhappily since he could hardly express what had been passing through

  his mind, namely that his D.-I.’s new bow-tie made him look more like a shady real estate promoter than a police officer.




  It was only recently that Inspector Hupper had begun to sport this form of neckwear and it was unkindly supposed by many that he had decided to cultivate a mild eccentricity of dress to make up

  for a lack of more personal qualities.




  “Something wrong with my tie?” he asked with a frown.




  “N-nothing, sir,” Shaw blushed again and realised he had put himself further into the shadow of his D.-I.’s disfavour.




  After an uncomfortable pause, Inspector Hupper asked gruffly, “Ever heard of Lingard?”




  “The furniture man?”




  “Yes.”




  “I don’t know much about him, sir, except that he owns a furniture factory and is said to have an attractive wife.”




  Inspector Hupper pursed his lips. “He also has a fraudulent cashier. Chap named Quest.” As he spoke he pushed the file across his desk in Shaw’s direction. “Nothing there

  except a letter from Lingard asking for police enquiries to be made. He ’phoned me yesterday as a matter of fact, but I told him to write in if he wanted us to act.” Observing

  Shaw’s expression he added, “Then we’re covered should he later try to make out that we pushed ourselves in unwanted.”




  Shaw didn’t pretend to understand this piece of reasoning. So far as he was concerned, crime had to be investigated whatever the manner in which it was brought to the notice of the police.

  But he was used to his inspector’s devious ways and made no comment.




  “Well, you’d better get on with it,” Inspector Hupper said testily. “’Phone Lingard and make an appointment to see him. Then let me know what the strength of it

  is.”




  “Right, sir.”




  Shaw had turned to go when Inspector Hupper went on, “Oh, by the way, Shaw, I don’t know if you hope to become a sergeant one day, but, on the subject of personal appearances, I

  suggest you might pay a little more attention to yours. Get your hair cut a bit more often for example. At the moment you look like an Italian waiter.”




  Shaw tucked the file under his arm and returned seething to his own room.




  “Anything wrong with my hair, Dick?” he asked as he threw the papers down on his desk with a defiant gesture.




  D.-C. Tanner grinned. “Could do with a cut perhaps. Why?”




  “That’s just what the Platypus has told me—in somewhat more offensive language. O.K., I’ll have it cut and he can answer to Liz. I only grew it longer to please

  her.” Jim Shaw and Liz Baxter, who was a secretary at London Airport, had been going together for nearly a year now and Shaw felt that the time was approaching when he would ask her to marry

  him.




  A quarter of an hour later he stopped at the barber’s on his way to see Frank Lingard. When he emerged his hair was short enough to have satisfied a Guards’ sergeant-major. It

  remained to be seen, however, what Liz’s reaction would be.




  Lingard’s furniture factory was a post-war building on the border of Wood Hill and an adjacent borough. It comprised four long prefabricated huts, one of which ran at right angles to the

  others and was partitioned into offices.




  Passing a hand across the top of his head to smooth a lock which was no longer there, Jim Shaw strode through the factory gates and followed the direction sign which said “All Enquiries

  this Way”.




  As always at the outset of an inquiry, he felt a pleasant tingle of excitement. Now twenty-four years old he had joined the Metropolitan Police at the age of eighteen and had seized the

  opportunity of transferring to the C.I.D. two years ago. And these last two years had, without doubt, been the most interesting of his life, and not even the disagreeable shadow of

  Detective-Inspector Hupper had been able to kill his enthusiasm for his chosen profession.




  Moreover, the last year had introduced a new factor which had added zest to living: namely his meeting Liz. And it was largely due to Liz’s encouragement, too, that he had taken the

  decision to read for the Bar in his spare moments. Though at the present rate of progress, he reckoned that he would be an old man before he was ready to face even the preliminary exam.




  Shaw pushed through the swing doors of the main entrance and pressed a bell at the deserted enquiry desk.




  A girl appeared from behind a partition. She was pretty and he gave her a smile. Though his features were anything but regular, his mouth being too wide for a start, he had a particularly

  attractive smile and the girl immediately responded.




  “Can I help you?” she asked.




  “Mr. Lingard’s expecting me.”




  “Your name?”




  “Shaw.” He was about to add, as he usually did, “Detective-Constable Shaw” when he remembered that Frank Lingard had particularly asked him on the telephone not to

  disclose his official identity.




  “Would you take a seat for a moment, Mr. Shaw,” the girl said, resting her eyes on him with speculative interest. Then she turned and busied herself with the house telephone.




  “Mr. Lingard will see you now,” she said, brushing against him as she came round the end of the counter. She led the way along a corridor and knocked on the end door. As she stood

  aside to let him pass, she gave him another raking look.




  An older and less attractive girl got up from behind a typewriter and said crisply, “Mr. Lingard’s expecting you.”




  As she spoke, she opened an inner door and motioned Shaw to enter.




  Frank Lingard was standing over by a window. Shaw judged him to be in his early forties and surmised that he might once have been a boxer. He was compactly built and gave the impression of

  having had his clothes fitted round him.




  “Come and sit down,” he said abruptly as soon as Shaw entered, at the same time seating himself behind a wide glass-topped desk. “The inspector told you my trouble?”




  Shaw nodded and pulling out his pocket book began to search for a pencil. Lingard watched him. “Let me just give you the facts and then you can make any notes you want later. O.K.?”

  Without waiting for a reply, he went on, “It’s about our cashier, a chap named Quest. He’s been dipping his fingers into the till. I reckon he’s had . . . Well, I’ve

  no idea how much he’s had, but I suspect it runs into several hundreds.”




  “How long has he been in your employ?” Shaw broke in.




  “Just over a year. He’s—”




  “What’s his salary?”




  “Near enough fourteen pounds gross a week.”




  “Thanks.” Shaw made a note. “Yes, go on, Mr. Lingard.”




  “I first discovered something was wrong three days ago when Quest was away sick and I wanted some money out of petty cash. Normally, I’d have got him to bring it to me, but he was

  away with a heavy cold that day and the girl who assists him couldn’t be found, so I went along to his office myself to get the money. We usually keep a float of about forty to fifty pounds,

  but on this day there was less than twenty in the safe. I thought it was a bit odd so I took a look at the petty cash book and saw we’d purchased twenty-five pounds’ worth of stamps the

  previous day. That might have been all right if I’d been able to find any stamps, but I couldn’t.”




  “Couldn’t they have been used the same day as they were bought?”




  “They could have been, but they weren’t,” Lingard said. “I checked on that, too. Moreover, on glancing through the petty cash book I could see that over the past few

  months we seemed to have bought enough stamps to paper the whole factory. What’s more, various other items appear to have multiplied too. For instance, our consumption of stationery—ink

  and pencils and the like—has shot up, and I also suspect he’s been fiddling some of the travelling claims put in by my sales representatives.” Lingard stopped and then said

  abruptly, “If there’s enough evidence to justify a charge, I’d like to see him prosecuted. I don’t believe in just giving his likes the sack and leaving them to go and prey

  on other innocents.”




  “When was your last audit?” Shaw asked, studying the tip of his pencil.




  “Ten months ago.”




  “That means you’re due another shortly?”




  “Yes, in a couple of months’ time.”




  “I suppose the auditors would have been bound to notice and comment on the petty cash position?”




  “I would hope so,” Lingard said with feeling. “But he’d probably have had his story ready by then. As it is, you may be able to take him unawares.”




  Shaw stared thoughtfully at the few notes he had made. Interrogating a suspect without a proper supply of ammunition could be worse than pointless, unless you were very experienced or very

  lucky.




  “Any suggestion that Quest has been forging the firm’s cheques or anything of that sort? Going in for fraud on the grander scale, in fact?” he asked.




  “No. I spent the rest of the day, while he wasn’t here, checking the books myself and I couldn’t find anything wrong. Nothing wrong on the face of them, that is. Only the

  auditors can really answer that question, however.”




  “And you haven’t been in touch with them?”




  “No. I thought the police should be informed first.”




  Shaw sucked the end of his pencil while Lingard watched him closely. What to do next? So far, all he had been supplied with was an employer’s suspicion of his employee. If he were to tax

  Quest with the defalcations and he were to deny everything, then the investigation would start in earnest with Quest on guard. Equally, if he didn’t interview him immediately, Quest would

  soon become aware of what was happening and would merely have more time to prepare his story.




  While Shaw was thus debating the odds with himself, Lingard said, “I take it you want to interrogate Quest straight away, don’t you?”




  “Yes,” Shaw said with a small nod. “I think I’d better see him and find out his explanation.” With greater confidence than he felt, he added, “If I see him

  first, it may save time later. Is he here today?”




  “Yes. He was away only the one day. Would you like to question him here in my office?”




  “Yes, but alone if you don’t mind.”




  Lingard gave a shrug. “As you wish. I’ll fetch him.”




  From the few inquiries he had been able to make before setting out, Shaw knew that Lingard was a wealthy man, also that he was married but childless. He had started his furniture factory after

  the second world war, and though he employed fewer than three hundred he was recognised to be in a prosperous way of business.




  While Lingard was out of the room, Shaw took the opportunity to study his surroundings. It was a pleasant office but without any executive suite ostentation. The walls were bare of pictures, the

  carpet on the floor was strictly functional and only the furniture gave it any style. And this presumably was the firm’s own manufacture.




  He strolled across to the window and looked out just as a car pulled up and a woman got out of the driver’s seat. At the same moment, Lingard emerged from the building and went over to

  speak to her. Though he couldn’t hear what they said, Shaw gained the impression that the woman was Mrs. Lingard, and, if so, she was every bit as attractive as he had been told. As he

  watched the scene, she got back into the car and with a gay wave drove off again.




  Turning away, Shaw straightened his tie and hitched up his trousers in preparation for the coming interview. There was a mirror on the farther wall and he walked over to examine his appearance.

  Even with his hair as short as a terrier’s, he still looked more like an agreeable sixth-former than a C.I.D. officer. He sighed. Perhaps if he were to grow a moustache . . . He was fingering

  his upper lip and trying to picture what he would look like with one when the door opened and Lingard came in followed by a tall, thin man, with carefully groomed blond hair, prominent cheekbones

  and a sensual mouth.




  “This is Mr. Quest,” Lingard said, and promptly departed.




  For a few seconds the two men looked at each other in silence, then Quest spoke.




  “Mr. Lingard said you wanted to see me, but he didn’t say what about. He also omitted to tell me your name.” There was a supercilious note in his voice, and he made a small,

  deprecating grimace as though to invite Shaw to dissolve the ridiculous air of mystery which surrounded their meeting.




  Shaw assumed an official expression. “I’m Detective-Constable Shaw. I believe you may be able to explain certain deficiencies which have been discovered in your firm’s petty

  cash, Mr. Quest.”




  To Shaw’s astonishment, and even horror, Quest appeared to crumple before his eyes. With one hand he covered his face while the other sought the support of his employer’s desk. His

  body began to tremble violently and Shaw temporarily forgot about missing cash and switched his thoughts to first aid.




  “I don’t know what you mean,” Quest said at last, leaning heavily on the desk and staring at Shaw with a tortured expression.




  “Mr. Lingard’s found out that you’ve been dipping into the petty cash. Of course it’s not my job to try and squeeze an admission out of you, but I can say that a clean

  breast of things is often taken into account when deciding how to deal with a case.” He observed the hopeful flicker in Quest’s eyes. “You’re not the first person to come

  unstuck, Mr. Quest, through falling ill and having to stay away from work.”




  “Does he know how much I’ve had?”




  Shaw gave a deep, inward sigh. Even if Quest said no more, here was a vital admission. His initial reaction, though indicative of guilt, could hardly be regarded as satisfactory evidence in the

  same way, for, as Shaw knew, courts were never enthusiastic about receiving descriptions of an accused’s reactions. Moreover, they could be too easily explained away.




  “It’ll take the auditors to find out the total deficiency. That is, unless you like to give a figure yourself.”




  Quest appeared to sink into a gloomy contemplation of the floor. The shock of exposure had etched the fineness of his features and he even wore an air of faint effeminacy.




  “What’ll happen?” he asked, looking up at Shaw.




  “That’s not for me to say.”




  “Will there be a court case?”




  “It’s a possibility.”




  “Possibility, or probability?”




  Shaw shrugged. “It’s not my decision.”




  “But what do you think?” Quest asked tremulously.




  “I think,” Shaw said in a guarded tone, “that the odds are there will be a prosecution.”




  “Does that mean . . . mean that I shall go to prison?”




  “Have you ever been in trouble before?” Quest shook his head. “Then you might get away with a fine or probation.”




  “Would the case have to go to the Old Bailey?”




  “No. It depends on what charges are brought against you. It could be dealt with by the magistrates.”




  “If it was got over in the magistrates’ court, there wouldn’t be any publicity would there?”




  “Less, anyway,” Shaw replied, cocking his head on one side. “Why?”




  “I don’t want there to be any publicity. You’d be able to fix that, wouldn’t you?” Quest asked eagerly.




  “How much I can help you depends on how much you help me,” Shaw said, and added in an encouraging tone, “Would you like to make a statement?”




  Quest hesitated a second and then nodded.




  The statement, which Shaw took down, sitting at Lingard’s desk, was not particularly long but amounted to an admission of stealing to the tune of ten to twenty pounds a week over the past

  six months. “I suppose I must have had around £400 in all,” was the final sentence, and Shaw guessed that this was probably a conservative figure. But he didn’t much care

  whether it was or not. What mattered was that the case against Phillip Quest was now well buttoned up and all within a couple of hours of his being assigned to it.




  Even the Platypus should be satisfied, though Shaw knew that this would be expecting too much.




  With the statement signed and tucked away in his pocket, he turned to Quest and said, “I’d better take a few personal details. How old are you?”




  “Thirty.”




  “Married?”




  “Yes.”




  “Any children?”




  “No.”




  “Has your wife any idea what you’ve been up to?”




  Quest shook his head vigorously.




  “Are your father and mother alive?”




  Quest’s mouth compressed into an obstinate line. “Yes, they are, but I’m not telling you where they live. I don’t want them or anyone else to know what’s happened.

  My wife’s got to know, I suppose, though I’d like to spare her too if I could.” There was a pause and he added, “For the sake of her relations.”




  “Are they local?”




  “Some of them. Her half-brother is the branch manager of the United Kingdom Bank.”




  “Isn’t that a Mr. Tapley?”




  “Yes.”




  “Then Miss Sybil Tapley is your sister-in-law?”




  Quest nodded. “Unfortunately.”




  Nobody could live in Wood Hill for long without being made aware of Sybil Tapley. She served on numerous local committees and was one of those trenchant females who steamed along the course of

  civic duty with all the thrust of an ocean liner. She lived with her brother who was also unmarried and who, as Quest had just said, was a bank manager.




  Shaw felt a sudden pang of pity for Quest. No wonder he wished to avoid any publicity of his misfortunes. Sybil Tapley’s reaction would be alarming enough as it was.




  “How long have you been married?”




  “Two years.”




  “Are you a Londoner?”




  “No.”




  “What part of the country do you come from?”




  Again an obstinate expression settled on Quest’s features. “Why do you have to ask all these questions?”




  “It’s part of my job to find out something of your background. If I don’t ask them now, I’ll have to later.”




  “And what happens if I refuse to answer?”




  Shaw shrugged. “Courts never take a very good view of defendants who try and cover up their pasts.”




  Quest bit his lip. “If you must know, I come from Warwickshire. From a village about fifteen miles from Birmingham. That good enough for you?”




  “It’ll do for the time being.”




  Shaw put his notebook into his pocket and stood up, while Quest watched him as though expecting a pair of handcuffs suddenly to materialise.




  “What are you going to do now?” he asked, smoothing the hair over his temples.




  “I shall make a report to my detective-inspector.”




  “I’m not under arrest then?”




  “No.”




  “And then what’ll happen?”




  “The question of proceedings will be considered.”




  “And then I suppose I shall be arrested?”




  “You’re more likely to receive a summons.”




  “How long is it likely to be before I know what’s going to happen? I’d like the whole thing got over as quickly as possible.” In an increasingly plaintive tone he went

  on, “I’ve come clean and made your job a lot easier, surely you can do something for me in return. Or isn’t that in the police regulations?”




  “I can’t make any promises but I’ll do what I can to see you’re not left in suspense longer than necessary,” Shaw replied evenly. There was something curious, he

  felt, about Quest’s attitude; something more in his wish to avoid publicity than a desire to spare other people’s feelings.




  For a second he met and held the gaze of Phillip Quest’s pale blue eyes with their expression partly petulant, partly arrogant. Then he turned and left the room.




  





  Chapter Two




  IT was lunchtime when Jim Shaw arrived back and Wood Hill Police Station was enjoying the lull which usually settled upon it between one and two

  o’clock each day.




  He took a quick look at his desk to make certain there was nothing requiring urgent attention, and then made his way down to the small canteen which served the twenty or so officers of the

  station.




  He studied the menu without enthusiasm. Meat pudding, boiled, and cabbage, or cod fillet, boiled, and peas was the day’s choice. Shaw decided on the meat pudding to be followed by jam tart

  with custard and a cup of tea with four heaped spoonfuls of sugar well stirred in.




  “You made the right choice,” D.-C. Tanner observed as Shaw sat down beside him. “The cod tasted of glue.” He lit a cigarette. “How’d it go, Jim?”




  Shaw told him of his morning’s activities, and then looking at his watch said, “I’d better hurry and let the Platypus know what’s happened. I suppose he hasn’t gone

  out?”




  “What, and run the risk of doing something wrong when he can sit at his desk all day long and criticise others for making the mistakes?”




  Shaw looked anxiously about him for fear Dick Tanner’s derisive observation might have been overheard. But it was true that Inspector Hupper rarely took to the field himself, and

  then usually when someone of senior rank was in charge, as, for example, when there was a murder on his manor and the Detective-Superintendent at Divisional Headquarters assumed command of the

  inquiry.




  Twenty minutes later Shaw knocked on the D.-I.’s door and waited to be bidden to enter. But no sound came forth and he knocked again, this time much harder.




  “COME IN.” The invitation came with a positive roar which caused Shaw to take a deep breath to steady himself before entering.




  “Yes, what do you want, apart from trying to knock the door down?” Inspector Hupper demanded before he was properly inside the room.




  “I’ve got a statement of admission from Quest, sir.”




  “Who’s Quest?”




  “The cashier out at Lingard’s furniture factory, sir.”




  “Let’s see it then.”




  Inspector Hupper read it through with great deliberation while Shaw watched him. When he reached the end he looked up and said, “Have you brought him in?”




  “Quest, sir?”




  “Who else are we talking about?”




  “No, I haven’t, sir. It seemed to me the sort of case in which we’d probably proceed by summons when the inquiries are complete.”




  “It didn’t occur to you that he might go and stick his head in a gas oven and that the police would then be blamed.”




  “He gave no hint of thinking of suicide, sir. Indeed . . .”




  “But it’s just the sort of case where a man does take his life. The game’s up, he’s made a clean breast of everything, and he sinks into a state of depression from which

  suicide seems to offer the only release.”




  “All the same, sir, I didn’t feel justified in bringing him in. And I’m sure he’s not the suicide type.”




  “You hope not,” Inspector Hupper said.




  “I’ll get on with the inquiries as quickly as I can, sir. In view of his admission, I’ll be able to cut detail to the minimum.”




  The Platypus blew heavily through his nostrils in a disapproving manner. “You will investigate this case, Shaw, as thoroughly as you would any other. I don’t have my officers

  skimping their work just because an accused may ultimately plead guilty. Maybe Quest will plead, maybe he won’t. In the meantime, however, you proceed as though he won’t.

  Clear?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  Inspector Hupper brushed the statement to one side as though it no longer held any interest for him and picked up another piece of paper.




  “There’s been a breaking at Hulton’s the grocers. You’d better go along there this afternoon.”




  Shaw silently ground his teeth. At times this being shuttled from case to case before any was ever completed became too much of a good thing. It might be necessary when something urgent broke,

  but all too often, it seemed to Shaw, it was nothing more than contrariness on the part of his D.-I.




  In the event, however, he was spared the visit to Hulton’s, the broken-into-grocers, and D.-C. Tanner was despatched in his place. Though the reason for this change of plan was scarcely

  reassuring. He had actually been on his way out of the station when the desk officer called him back and said breathlessly, “Inspector Hupper wants to see you urgent-like. Said to catch you

  before you left.”




  Once more Shaw re-climbed the stairs to the top floor and knocked on the door which had become for him a symbol of frustration. For once there was no wait, and indeed the voice which bade him

  enter sounded shrilly impatient. “Miss Tapley has just ’phoned; she was speaking for her sister, Mrs. Quest. It seems Quest has packed a bag and walked off into the blue.” In a

  tone of thinly veiled satisfaction he added, “Let us hope he hasn’t committed suicide.” Then with a peremptory bark: “Well, don’t just stand, get on out

  there.”




  The Quests lived in a bungalow in a road of pleasant suburban homes in one of the new residential areas of Wood Hill. Shaw parked his car outside and was approaching the front door when it

  opened and Miss Sybil Tapley stood framed on the threshold.




  “Are you the police?” she demanded, gazing at Shaw without any sign of pleasure.




  “Detective-Constable Shaw.”




  “Oh, you’re the one who interviewed—er—er—my brother-in-law”—she clearly found it distasteful to have to acknowledge the relationship—“this

  morning. You’d better come in.”




  At this moment another woman appeared in the hall. She was short and trim and completely ordinary in appearance. Shaw felt that there was no feature about her which one would remember

  afterwards. None of which could possibly be said about Miss Tapley.




  “This is my sister, my half-sister that is, Lorna Quest.”




  Mrs. Quest held out her hand and said quietly, “Won’t you come in to the lounge?”




  When they were seated, Sybil Tapley leaned forward like the chairman of a board meeting calling for order and said, “My half-sister had better tell you herself what happened. I only

  arrived here after he’d gone. Go ahead, Lorna, and tell the officer what you’ve told me.” She gave a formidable sniff and added before retiring into silence,

  “I’m afraid we’ve been let in for a most unpleasant scandal.”




  Lorna Quest clasped her hands nervously together and for a few seconds looked distractedly about the room as she sought to compose herself.




  “You must pull yourself together, dear,” Sybil Tapley said. “Would you prefer me to—?”




  “No, no, I’m all right. It’s just the shock and suddenness of it all.” Her chin quivered and she blinked away the tears that filled her eyes. Then turning to Shaw, she

  said, “You see, until my husband came home at lunchtime I had no idea at all that anything was wrong. Then he told me that he had taken some money and that the police had been to see him and

  he thought it would be best if he went away for a bit.”
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