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  Chapter One




  Detective Inspector Robert Fairbrother was starting up the steps of City Police Headquarters at one minute to nine on Saturday morning when he met Detective Superintendent

  Belcher hurrying ponderously down.




  “Good morning, sir,” he said. “Forgotten something?”




  “You’re nearly late,” Belcher snapped. “Can’t you get up when the sun’s shining?”




  “I’ve been up hours, sir,” was the smiling reply. “What’s the matter? Something happening?”




  The superintendent glared impatiently toward the end of the street, where the heavy traffic of Crown Row was rolling past. “It’s a job,” he said. “You’d better come

  with me.” As he spoke a plain black C.I.D. car turned the corner from Crown Row, coming from the direction of the police garages. Detective Sergeant Nolan was at the wheel, and Detective

  Constable Adkin was sitting beside him.




  The car came diagonally across the street and drew up at the curb. Belcher, six feet two inches of bone and fat, and sometimes disrespectfully known as The Belly, went down the steps and steered

  a torso of planetary rotundity toward the waiting vehicle. When he had made his grunting entry, Fairbrother got in and sat beside him. There was not a lot of room for the inspector, but he moved

  his wide shoulders ruthlessly and made room, and Belcher grunted again in inarticulate acknowledgment of his right to do so.




  “What’s the job?” Fairbrother asked when the car was in motion.




  “Murder. Reported as such, anyway.”




  Fairbrother whistled. “Who? Where?”




  “Sam Gilmour. At the bottom of his own cellar steps. Head bashed in. His daughter found him when she came downstairs this morning.”




  “Motive robbery?”




  “It looks like it. The till’s been rifled.”




  “What about his rare coins?”




  “Don’t know yet,” Belcher replied.




  Fairbrother was silent, thinking about Sam Gilmour, innkeeper and well-known numismatist. The inn was a small one, on the edge of a very rough district, but it was one of the few

  “free” houses in the city and it dispensed a great deal of liquor to the turbulent elements who frequented its bar and taproom. There would be a worth-while amount of money in the till.

  The murder, Fairbrother reflected, was probably the work of an ungrateful customer.




  That was the obvious view. But Sam Gilmour had been a numismatist. He had been an acknowledged expert in his uncommon hobby. His collection of rare coins had taken many years of careful

  gathering, and was reputed to be worth a small fortune. Policemanlike, Fairbrother supposed that many of the coins would be gold ones: tempting plunder for a murderous thief.




  It was a short ride to Gilmour’s place. Without noise or fuss, the C.I.D. car made rapid progress along Ridge Street and into Timberhall Lane, all the time moving away from the

  city’s shopping, financial and administrative district, toward the industrial area which closely girdled it. Timberhall Lane was an arterial road cutting through this belt. Traffic sped along

  it, making haste to get into the sweeter air of the suburbs.




  In Airechester as in other large cities, between the smart business hub and the factory belt, slums had survived, or had been recently created. There was a slum here along Timberhall Lane, less

  than half a mile from the town’s big stores. Its presence was proclaimed by the sudden change in the appearance of the roadside shops. Small and shabby they were: fish-and-chips shops, tripe

  shops, second-hand shops, pawnshops, so-called medical stores, snack bars with dirty windows, and empty shops whose windows were boarded up. On the right of the road the slum stretched away for a

  considerable distance, taking its name from one of its thoroughfares, Champion Road.




  Gilmour’s place was a few yards from Timberhall Lane, on a corner along a street which cut through a warren of poor dwellings, workshops and small warehouses into Champion Road. That was

  Bagdad Street, called Bag Street by the police. The inn itself had a brighter appearance than most of the public houses in the district. Its doors and window frames, and its swinging sign, were

  newly painted green. There was no picture or device on the sign, but only the name: “The Starving Rascal.”




  A policeman in uniform stood beside the open door of the inn. Another P.C. and a sergeant were behind the bar, standing with conscious rectitude well away from the beer pumps. “This way,

  sir,” the sergeant called when Belcher guided his globular stomach into the lounge bar.




  Lounge bar it was called, but it was not a place of thick carpets and potted palms. The bar, the stools, and the table tops were of plain dark-brown wood. The tables had strong iron legs, and

  they were bolted to the composition floor. The pictures on the walls were girlie advertisements for champagne cider and similar drinks. The four beer pumps had blue-and-white handles. But the place

  was clean and the girlie pictures were attractive, and on the shelves behind the bar was a bright display of bottles which promised drinks for the most exacting connoisseur of spirits and

  liqueurs.




  The seals upon most of the bottles were still intact. The customers of that place did not care much for fancy drinks. There was no such thing as a cocktail shaker on the premises.




  The shelves behind the bar were narrow, so the till was placed on the bar itself, near the middle. The cellar steps, with a door at the top, were behind the bar and handily placed for bringing

  up cases of bottles. The cellar door, which opened outward, was quite near to the till.




  The cellar lights had been switched on. Followed by his three subordinates, Belcher went down the steps. The body lay at the foot.




  Sam Gilmour had been about sixty years of age, thickset, and still powerfully muscled. One rucked sleeve of his beige cotton house jacket showed a thick, strong forearm. His gray head was a mass

  of blood. He had not killed himself by falling down the stone steps. There was no doubt that he had been murdered. The weapon of murder, a heavy coal hammer, lay on the floor beside him. There was

  blood on the hammer head.




  “A mug’s job,” said Belcher.




  “It looks like it,” Fairbrother agreed. “Or else some crafty type arranged it for us to think so.”




  Belcher shook his head. Such subtlety in murderers did not accord with his experience. He saw the crime as the work of a petty thief, a novice perhaps, who had entered the Starving Rascal, or

  concealed himself there, for the purpose of rifling the till. He had committed murder to do it, and murder or serious assault had been his intention. It was not the crime of a man who had struck in

  rage or fear after being caught in the act of stealing. He had crept unsuspected upon Sam Gilmour, to strike him down from behind.




  “None of your fancy stuff,” said Belcher. “Some miserable little tea-leaf did this. There’ll have to be a round-up. Where’s the telephone here?”




  He went up the steps. At the top he met Dr. MacKay, the divisional police surgeon.




  “Morning, Doctor,” he said. “Tell us when he was killed.”




  The doctor nodded, his glance already on the body. He went down the steps. Belcher stood for a moment, staring thoughtfully at the open, empty till; then he went in search of a telephone.




  In the cellar, MacKay stood looking at the body. “Well, I can assure you he’s dead,” he said dryly.




  He squatted beside the battered head and looked at it, with the three detectives watching him closely. He reached out to touch, and Fairbrother said: “We haven’t taken photos yet,

  Doctor.”




  MacKay nodded. He lifted the head gently, and looked at the face. “A bruise or two,” he said. “Tumble marks.” He carefully replaced the head in its original position,

  then without moving the torso he tested for rigor. He made sure that he replaced each limb and each finger exactly. Then he stood up and produced his thermometer. He stared around.

  “Not very cold down here, is it?” he said.




  On the right at the foot of the steps was an opening which gave access to the coal cellar. On the left was the main cellar, a long room where there were barrels of beer on trestles, and many

  cases of bottles. A thermometer hung from a nail on the further wall. Fairbrother went to it and read the temperature. “Exactly fifty-five degrees,” he reported.




  The doctor nodded again. “I believe that some brewers advise a certain fixed temperature for keeping their beer,” he said. “British bellies can’t do with icy

  ale.”




  As he spoke he began to take the temperature of the body. “I think your inquiries will tell us that this cellar is kept at fifty-five degrees by a thermostat,” he went on. “In

  the meantime, we’ll assume it to be a constant temperature.”




  He held up his thermometer and looked at it, then he put it away. With a very handsome fountain pen he made a note on a prescription pad. He began to calculate. The detectives waited.




  At last he put away his pen and his pad. “In my opinion he’s been dead at least nine hours,” he said. “I may be able to get closer to the time after the post-mortem, if

  we can find out when he last had a meal.”




  “Nine hours will do to be going on with,” Fairbrother said. “There would be customers in the pub till half past ten or so. We’ll check on that, of course. That gives us

  the time of death between ten-thirty and midnight.”




  MacKay gazed at the body. “A pity,” he said. “From the look of him he should have lived to be a hundred. Dr. Lang will be along from the laboratory, I suppose. You’ll

  hear what he says about it.” He looked at the bloodstained hammer with cool curiosity. “I don’t think there’s any doubt about the weapon,” he said in his dry way,

  “but we’ll verify that later. I’ll see the body again at the mortuary. Good morning to you.”




  Fairbrother followed him up the steps. The photographers and fingerprint men were arriving. The inspector stopped for a few words with them. He saw Belcher having a final word with the departing

  MacKay. The superintendent beckoned.




  “It seems to me that this lout was in an awful hurry,” he said. “Why didn’t he try and hide the hammer, in the hope that we’d think the death at least was

  accidental?”




  Fairbrother smiled. “Not much hope of that, had he?”




  “Maybe not, with you around. Look here, the daughter’s upstairs. You’d better go and get her story. Take Adkin with you. He can do shorthand.”




  Fairbrother said “Yes, sir,” and turned to go back to the cellar. But Adkin, nicknamed the Echo, was already at his elbow. On the plainclothesman’s head was the only surviving

  bowler hat in the Airechester police. He had a red, vulgar face and popping blue eyes, but he lacked neither intelligence nor application. Fairbrother disliked him, and was aware of it, and for

  that reason treated him with rather more consideration than he did other subordinates.




  The two men went upstairs. “She’ll be in a bad way,” said Fairbrother. “We’ll have to handle her with gloves on.”




  “Handle her with the cooin’ doves on,” said the Echo.




  On the landing at the head of the stairs, all the doors were closed. Fairbrother selected one which he thought might be the living room. He tapped gently on the door, and waited. Presently the

  door was opened by a pretty girl in her early twenties.




  Fairbrother was observing the signs of grief on her face even as he introduced himself and his companion. She had been weeping. She still had a crumpled handkerchief in her hand.




  “Sorry to intrude upon you at this time, Miss Gilmour,” he said. “We naturally have to get the facts as soon as possible. I must ask you some questions, but I’ll try not

  to distress you. May we come in?”




  “Yes, come in,” the girl said, turning back into the room. The two men followed her. Fairbrother already had his hat in his hand: Adkin removed his bowler. The

  plainclothesman’s eyes bulged more than ever as he studied the girl’s figure. Then he saw Fairbrother looking at him, and his expression became wooden.




  Fairbrother glanced round the pleasant room. Then he strode to the window and looked out, as if he hoped that there might be a view. All that he could see was the grimy frontage of the Champion

  Foundries across the street. He turned his back to the window, and stood politely until the girl invited him to sit down. He sat on the settee which was under the window. Adkin, pulling a notebook

  from his pocket, went to sit beside him. By this routine move they compelled the girl to sit facing them, and facing the light.




  “We’ll begin with a few particulars about yourself, Miss Gilmour,” the inspector said, when Adkin had opened his book. “What is your full name?”




  “Gay,” she said.




  “Just Gay Gilmour?”




  She did not answer. Fairbrother waited a moment, then he went on: “Would you care to tell me your age?”




  “I’m twenty-two.”




  “You live here, at the Starving Rascal?”




  “Yes.”




  “Do you work full time here, for your father?”




  “Yes. I’m a barmaid, sort of.”




  “There are—there were just the two of you living here?”




  “Yes.”




  “What time did you discover your father’s, er, death?”




  “It would be about twenty to nine.”




  “How do you remember the time?”




  “Because I was late. Breakfast is usually at half-past eight, prompt. It was ready at twenty-five to nine this morning. I hadn’t heard Sam stirring, but his sciatica had been

  bothering him lately, and he’s had breakfast in bed once or twice. So I went to his door and knocked and called out, but he didn’t answer. I looked in. He wasn’t there and his bed

  hadn’t been slept in. I thought that was strange. He wasn’t in the bathroom, so I went downstairs. There was nobody about and there didn’t seem to be anything wrong, except that

  the till was open. I couldn’t understand it. Then I opened the door to the cellar. The light was on, and I saw him.”




  The girl paused. She seemed to be trying to control her feelings. Considering her, Fairbrother came to the conclusion that she was more than pretty. She was of medium height, with an excellent

  shape. There was a tautness about her figure and legs which suggested that she would never run to fat. Her shoes, and the way she wore her clothes, indicated that she had dress sense. Her face,

  which had at first seemed merely pretty, upon closer inspection had a certain firmness which showed character. Her blond hair was fashionably arranged and, he thought, her hazel eyes would normally

  sparkle with health. He decided that it would be no great exaggeration to call her beautiful. He was certain that the reporters would.




  “What did you do then?” he asked.




  “I ran halfway down the cellar steps, then I got frightened. I turned and ran to the front door, and out into the street. Some men were across the road at the foundry, getting some sort of

  machine off a lorry. One of them was a young man who comes in here sometimes. Bill Knight, they call him. I ran to him and told him, and he came back with me. I stood at the bar while he went down

  to look at Sam. He came back and told me to go upstairs. He said he’d attend to everything.”




  “Was it he who called the police?”




  “I suppose so.”




  “How long was he down the cellar?”




  “Not more than a minute.”




  “Where is he now?”




  “He had to go back to his work. He came up here and said a policeman had come, and he said I knew where he’d be if I wanted him.”




  “A very thoughtful young man. Bill Knight.”




  “He’s a very nice young man,” the girl said warmly.




  Fairbrother smiled at her. “I never thought for a moment that he wasn’t. Tell me, when did you last see your father alive?”




  “When I went out last night, about half-past ten. It was the Licensed Victualers’ dance, you see. As soon as we stopped serving at ten o’clock I went upstairs to get changed.

  The taxi came at half-past. I said good night to Sam and Abe Farley, and went in the taxi.”




  “Who is Abe Farley?”




  “He’s our part-time waiter. He just works evenings for us.”




  “Was anyone else on the premises when you left?”




  “No, unless there was still somebody in the taproom. Abe was sweeping up, and Sam was polishing the glasses.”




  “I see. Who was the taxi driver?”




  “I don’t know his name. It was a Blueline taxi.”




  “Who were you with at the dance?”




  “I met Bill Knight there. I stayed with him the whole time. I talked to other people, of course.”




  “Excuse me asking, but did you meet Mr. Knight by arrangement?”




  “No. He hadn’t told me he was going. I was surprised to see him there.”




  “Was he surprised to see you there?”




  “No, I’d told him I was going.”




  “Was he at the dance before you, or did he come later?”




  “Before, I think. I met him as soon as I got there.”




  “Did he bring you home?”




  “Yes. It was a fine night, and we walked.”




  “What time did you get home?”




  “I don’t know for sure. About half-past one.”




  “Did you come indoors as soon as you got home?”




  “We stood talking about five mintues, then I came in.”




  “Mr. Knight didn’t come in with you, then?”




  “No. I left him at the door. The front door.”




  “Was the door locked?”




  The girl seemed surprised. Then she saw the reason for the question. “Yes, but it wasn’t barred,” she said. “Sam had left it on the latch, so’s I could get in with

  my key. I barred it when I got inside.”




  “And did you have to unbar it to get out this morning?”




  She thought about that. “Yes, I did unbar it this morning. I remember I was in such a state that my fingers were all thumbs.”




  Fairbrother nodded. “When you got in at half-past one, did you notice anything out of the ordinary?”




  “Only that the light over the bar was on, instead of the stair light. I thought Sam had forgotten it.”




  “Was the cellar door closed?”




  “I think it must have been. I would have noticed if it had been open.”




  “Was the till open?”




  “I don’t know. I never looked at it. I switched off the bar light and went straight upstairs, and straight to bed.”




  “You didn’t go to your father’s room at all?”




  “No. I thought he was in bed, asleep.”




  “Of course. You didn’t see or hear anything at all suspicious?”




  “No, I didn’t,” the girl said. Her lip trembled. Fairbrother refrained from uttering words of sympathy. He did not want her to break down.




  “Miss Gilmour,” he said gently. “When I asked you your name, you did not give me an explicit answer. Is your full name Gay Gilmour?”




  There was a long pause. Fairbrother waited patiently. Then the girl said: “My real name is Gay Harper. But Sam Gilmour was my father.”




  The inspector sought in his mind for tactful words to bring elucidation. “You mean your mother and father, er, weren’t married to each other?”




  “I’m not illegitimate, if that’s what you’re thinking. My mother was married to a man called John Harper. He was a solicitor, much older than my mother. She ran off with

  Sam Gilmour. They lived together in London for about six months, then they quarreled. It was a silly quarrel, Sam always said. My mother came back to Airechester and lived with her parents. Though

  he knew she was expecting a baby, John Harper asked her to return to him. She did so, a month before I was born. Then Sam asked her to return to him. But John Harper had been so good and

  kind she wouldn’t leave him again. I was born while my mother was living with her husband.”




  “So John Harper is your putative father?”




  “I don’t know what that means. I think he’s my legal father, but not my real one.”




  “Is he still alive?”




  “Yes. He comes here sometimes. My mother died when I was four years old. Daddy—John Harper—and Sam were both at her bedside when she died. After that, Daddy let Sam come and

  see me sometimes. He used to bring me presents. He’d been a professional footballer, and he was the trainer for Airechester United.”




  “Was he still the trainer when he bought this pub?”




  “Yes. He’d saved some money, and one of the directors of the club lent him some more. He paid the director back, and then he retired from football.”




  “When you were a little girl, I suppose he told you to call him Sam, and that’s why you still do. And I notice that you still call John Harper your Dad.”




  “Yes, he’s my Daddy.”




  “When did you come to live with Gilmour, then?”




  “When I was nine. Daddy developed very bad eye trouble, and he had to retire from business to go to live with his sister. She’d never liked my mother and she wouldn’t have me,

  so Sam persuaded Daddy to let me go to him. I’ve lived here at the Starving Rascal ever since.”




  “Sam and John became quite friendly, then?”




  “Yes. Daddy isn’t a man to hold a grudge.”




  “Were you legally adopted by Sam?”




  “No. At least I don’t think so. No, I’m sure Sam never adopted me. He would have told me.”




  “Well, it’s quite a story. Who gave you all the details?”




  “Daddy, when I was eighteen. Then I asked Sam about it, and he said it was true.”




  “Quite a story,” Fairbrother repeated. But he was wondering who would inherit the public house, and the coin collection.




  It was time that he asked about the coins. He did so.




  “They’re in a little room we call the study,” the girl replied. “It’s locked.”




  “It might not be, now,” said Fairbrother. And to Adkin: “Go and see if you can find out anything about Mr. Gilmour’s keys.”




  Adkin said: “Righto, the keys,” and went downstairs. Gay Gilmour led the way to the study. The door was not locked. Fairbrother said: “Excuse me,” and entered first.




  The room was in semi-darkness, with curtains drawn across the window. The inspector switched on the light, then he stood just inside the doorway and looked around. There was a roll-top desk and

  a chair beside the window. The remainder of the wall space, up to a height of six feet or so, was taken up by coin cabinets. Each cabinet had a number of shallow drawers, and each drawer had a

  lock. But many of the drawers were open, and some of them had been pulled right out and left lying on the floor. All the drawers on the floor were lined with black velvet, with circular depressions

  for coins. They contained no coins.




  Fairbrother turned to look at Miss Gilmour. He was a man who would suspect anybody and everybody in the early stages of an investigation. But the girl’s dismay appeared to be genuine.




  “Oh dear!” she said, looking from the drawers to the cabinet from which they had been taken. “The best coins!”




  “Gold ones?”




  “Most of them,” she replied.




  Adkin returned, carrying a bunch of small keys. “Under a table in the bar,” he said. “The bloke must have thrown ’em away as he was leavin’.” He stared into

  the study. “Well, well! He’s been at the coins. That should help, if he tries to get rid of ’em.”




  Fairbrother frowned. The remark, made in the presence of the girl, was only slightly indiscreet but wholly unnecessary. “Everybody out of here,” he said, holding out his hand for the

  keys. “I’m going to lock this place up.”




  They stepped out onto the landing. Fairbrother, after several attempts, found the correct key and locked the door. He went to the head of the stairs and bawled: “Sergeant

  Preston!”




  “Yessir!”




  “Have you a man who isn’t busy?”




  “Yessir.”




  “Send him up here, will you?”




  A young P.C. in uniform came up the stairs. Fairbrother took a straight-backed chair from the living room and put it beside the study door. “Sit down there and cool your feet,” he

  said to the constable. “Nobody goes through that door without permission from myself or Superintendent Belcher.”




  “Very good, sir,” said the P.C. stolidly. Then he said: “I’m Early Turn, sir. I haven’t had me breakfast yet.”




  “I’ll see that you get a relief,” said Fairbrother.




  “I’ll give him some breakfast,” said Miss Gilmour. “It’ll keep me occupied for a little while.”




  Fairbrother smiled, and so did the P.C. Breakfast on the spot meant that he could sit and cool his feet for the remainder of his tour of duty.




  “You haven’t time to feed bobbies,” Fairbrother said to the girl. “I have a lot of things to ask you yet.”




  He had indeed. For an hour he had the girl trying to recall the names of people who had been in the Starving Rascal last night, and the night before, and the night before that, and recently. He

  tired her out.




  “You’d better try to eat something now,” he said at last. “If you can’t eat, have a cup of tea and a couple of aspirins.”




  He left her then, and went downstairs, with the Echo in close attendance. He gave Sam Gilmour’s keys to Belcher, and told him about the empty coin drawers. “We’d better give

  that room the once-over before we start to list the stolen stuff,” he said.




  Belcher nodded. “I’ll see to it. And I’ll put the word out. All Districts. Anybody in this country who wants to sell some foreign coins is going to have a very warm

  time.”




  Fairbrother turned away. Belcher said: “Where are you off to now?”




  “I’m going to see this lad Knight, who informed the police. He was at a dance with Gilmour’s daughter last night.”




  “You think he might have something to do with this job?”




  “I don’t think anything yet. Just suspicious, that’s me.”




  “Just the spirit of Christmas, that’s you,” said the Echo, but this time he said it to himself.




  One of Belcher’s rare smiles appeared. Fairbrother was his best man. He had “brought him up” as a detective. For years he had steadily taught the younger man to question human

  nature and human motives until it was an even-money bet that he couldn’t be deceived by anybody. The superintendent’s nod of dismissal was almost affectionate.




  Fairbrother and Adkin went across the street and walked into the clangor of the Champion Foundry, where grimy, muscular men labored like hellions in a smoky inferno. It was a piecework place.

  The men there really did work.




  The two detectives stood for a minute or two, looking on and keeping out of the way of busy men. Then a foreman approached, with his head at a questioning angle.




  “Police,” said Fairbrother. “I’d like to speak to Bill Knight.”




  “Oh, aye,” said the foreman, with the alacrity of a man who is suddenly interested. He walked away bellowing the name, and was lost to sight in the fiery haze of the place.

  Fairbrother reflected that all the foundrymen would now know about the murder across the street, unless Knight was an unnaturally taciturn man.




  Presently a man came toward the detectives. “This’ll be him,” the inspector murmured. “A big lad!”




  “A proper boyo!” said Adkin.




  Knight was tall, and extraordinarily well-built. He was too well-built to have an elegant shape. Pads of muscle made his shoulders seem to slope too much, and he had the very slight

  stoop—by no means a round back—of one type of strong man. His limbs were columns of muscle—his bare, grimy wrists and forearms were like those of a Michelangelo statue—but

  any suggestion of the ape was denied by his well-shaped head set firmly on the thick pillar which was his neck. His face, too, was without brutal characteristics. It was a short face with blunt

  features, but the short nose had fine nostrils, and the mouth was firm. His hair was dark, with a slight wave in it. His eyes too were dark, and very steady as he gazed at the two policemen. He

  seemed to be about twenty-three years of age.




  “I’m Knight,” he said. “You wanted me?”




  “Just a few questions,” said Fairbrother. “I want to know what happened this morning. Tell me in your own way.”




  Knight did so, briefly and adequately. He corroborated Gay Gilmour’s story. Fairbrother asked him about the dance the night before, and again his story tallied with Miss

  Gilmour’s.




  “A dear do, wasn’t it?” Fairbrother suggested. “Twelve-and-six a ticket.”




  “A bit dear,” the young man agreed.




  “What made you go?”




  “Nothing made me. I wanted to go.”




  “To meet Miss Gilmour?”




  Knight gave him a very cool, level glance. He did not reply.




  “What do you do here?” the inspector pursued.




  “I’m a laborer.”




  “How long have you worked here?”




  “Three weeks.”




  “H’m. You don’t sound like Airechester to me. Where are you from?”




  “Sheffield.”




  “Ah, you’ve worked in the steel trade before?”




  “Yes, in a forge,” said Knight. He made a small gesture which seemed to imply contempt. “Not this sort of stuff.”




  “You left Sheffield three weeks ago?”




  “No. Four months ago.”




  “You’ve been in Airechester four months?”




  “No. Three weeks.”




  “Where were you in the meantime?”




  “I can’t tell you, sir,” was the reply. The tone was civil, but quite firm. The “sir” took Fairbrother by surprise.




  “Why can’t you tell me?”




  “I can’t. Not today, anyway. I might tell you tomorrow.”




  And tomorrow, Fairbrother thought, he might be a hundred miles away, hiding in the murk of some other foundry in some other city. Who said “sir” to police officers? Jailbirds did,

  sometimes. And here was a man who refused to account for three recent months of his life.




  “Where are you living?” the inspector demanded.




  “Hudson House, Champion Road.”




  “That’s Mrs. Byles’s place,” said Adkin.




  Worse and worse, Fairbrother thought. A common lodging house in the city’s most disreputable thoroughfare, run by a whiskey-soaked hag whose children—some of them, anyway—were

  known to the police as thieves and prostitutes.




  “What are you doing in that buggy hole?” he wanted to know.




  “It isn’t buggy. I wouldn’t stay in a place where they had bugs.”




  “Well, it doesn’t look so clean to me.”




  Knight did not reply. His cool glance told the inspector to mind his own business.




  A good detective has to remember to ask all the questions which should be asked. He also has to know when to stop asking questions. If Knight had a criminal record, that could soon be discovered

  without alarming him. Even if his name were not Knight, a description of his remarkable physique would soon bring his photograph and record from the Sheffield police. “All right,” said

  Fairbrother. “You can go back to your work now. I shall want a statement from you, later.”




  “I daresay you will,” Knight said tonelessly. “You’ll know where to find me.”




  “You can be sure I will,” said Fairbrother.




  When the two policemen were outside, Adkin asked: “Are you goin’ to search his lodgin’s, sir?”




  “I suppose so,” the inspector replied. “But first I’ve got to make sure that he doesn’t run away from us. He may be in the clear on this job, but I’m not

  satisfied with him. I think he’s hiding something.”




  “Sure he is. I thought he was laughin’ up his sleeve.”




  “Let him laugh. You go back into the pub and watch this side of the building. Don’t let him see you if he looks out of his loading bay. I’ll go round to the works

  entrance.”




  They parted. Fairbrother went to the time office at the works entrance. He flashed his warrant card to the timekeeper. “Do you know Bill Knight who works here?” he asked.




  “The big fellow? Yes, I know him.”




  “Well, if he goes out of here before knocking-off time, or if he comes and talks about getting his money, will you phone the police? He’s an important witness, and we don’t

  want to lose touch with him.”




  The timekeeper was interested. “You think he might go on his travels, eh? I’ll give you the wire if he comes out this way.”




  Fairbrother thanked the man, and returned to the Starving Rascal. Belcher was no longer there. The hunt was up, and the superintendent had returned to Headquarters to direct it. For the next few

  hours, the C.I.D. would be busy in hostels, common lodging houses, furnished rooms, tenements and all places where known thieves, suspected thieves, associates of thieves and seedy transients might

  be found. All likely persons would be questioned. A few “clients” would be brought in for further interrogation, and the corridors of the police building would ring with the protests of

  injured innocence. Informers too would be busy, making surreptitious telephone calls, asking for this or that police officer and passing on their bits of rumor or information. And as usual when a

  murder or a big robbery caused the police to cast an unusually wide, fine net, the catch would include half-a-dozen wife and draft dodgers and wanted criminals. Their fishing in murky waters was

  seldom unrewarded.




  Fairbrother noticed that Adkin was at his post. He went upstairs. Two C.I.D. men were in the study, dusting for fingerprints. The uniformed constable was still sitting there. He was smoking a

  cigarette and reading a newspaper. He tried to hide the cigarette when he saw Fairbrother.




  The inspector frowned. He had forgotten to get the man a relief. His last meal had probably been at five o’clock in the morning before he set out to parade for Early Turn.




  “You should be getting hungry,” Fairbrother said, and the reply was a cheerful affirmative. He went downstairs and phoned one Smithson, the duty inspector for the division.




  “I’ve got a man of yours here, doing guard duty for me,” he said. “Number four-two-seven, I don’t know his name. He hasn’t had his break yet. Can you send him

  a relief, and arrange for a further relief at two o’clock?”




  “Certainly, old man,” Smithson replied. “How’s the job going?”




  “Well, it’s keeping me busy. I’ll say that much.”




  “I guess so. Your client will be around, somewhere. He’ll be one of our own hand-reared rats. Incidentally, I have a raw recruit out in that neck of the woods.”




  “In Champion Road? You’re taking a chance, aren’t you? Somebody might get wise and cut his throat.”




  “Not this boy. He can look after himself. He breaks six-inch nails as if they were candles.”




  “What’s he after?”




  “He’s crawling round the pubs. On betting jobs. He’s doing all right, too. We’ve got two pubs all set, ready for a raid. We’ll do half-a-dozen if they don’t

  spot him.”




  Fairbrother was silent, thinking of the police custom of occasionally taking a recruit, fresh from his course at a training school, and putting him out on plainclothes work. This work was

  usually something connected with illegal drinking or betting. Well, here was a policeman who had never walked the streets in uniform, a stranger in the town, an undercover man already established

  in the district where the murder had been committed. A novice, but a trained novice. He would at least be trustworthy, and he would do as he was told. He might be an extremely valuable

  man.




  “How would it be if you held your hand?” the C.I.D. man suggested. “Your man might be more useful to me.”




  “Of course. That’s why I mentioned him. I mean to say, what’s the use of wasting him on betting jobs when he might help us to clear a murder? He’ll be ringing in tonight.

  I’ll have a talk with him.”




  “Where is he working, or pretending to work?”




  “He’s working all right. Champion Foundries.”




  Fairbrother caught his breath. “What’s his name?” he demanded.




  “Knight,” said Smithson. “William Knight.”




  





  Chapter Two




  Bill Knight was a disappointed man when he received his first instructions after reporting for duty as a college-trained policeman. He was asked to establish himself in what

  was apparently a festering slum, and ordered not to set foot in Police Headquarters again until a most distasteful mission was accomplished. He told himself that he had joined the force and endured

  the training for the purpose of being a policeman, not a sneaking spy. He hoped some day to be a detective, but not that sort of detective. The idea of hobnobbing with innkeepers and their

  customers in order to betray them to his superiors was repugnant to him. It wasn’t as if they had asked him to work on a crime. His outlook was still that of a civilian rather than a

  policeman—he was not yet “police minded”—and he was like the majority of the population in regarding ready-money betting as no more of a crime than legal betting on credit.

  He thought it was better that a man should gamble with what he had rather than with what he did not have; with this week’s wages rather than with next week’s. He said as much to

  Inspector Smithson, who seemed to be a reasonable man.
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