



  [image: cover]










  Michael Underwood and The Murder Room




  ››› 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

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  He was five feet eight inches tall, round-faced and sallow-cheeked. He wore his hair, which was black, slicked back and parted on the left side with mathematical precision, so

  that the top of his head reminded one of an advertisement for a popular hair-cream. He was forty-two years old and his name was Herbert Sipson.




  He now looked about him with the mildly anxious air of a late arrival at a cocktail party searching for a familiar face. It was as though he was not quite sure whether he would recognise his

  host.




  His eyes swiftly took in the whole scene before his gaze settled on Mr Justice Tidyman who sat staring back at him across the short divide separating dock and bench.




  He gave the judge a small, almost apologetic, bow. Apologetic, perhaps, because he was the last arrival, though that was hardly his fault, but, more likely, because his whole life was a sort of

  apology. A seeming apology for putting others to trouble. And there could be no doubt that to have become the object of a criminal trial at the Old Bailey was causing a lot of trouble to a lot of

  people, albeit well-paid trouble to the regular participants in such dramas.




  The judge made no acknowledgement of Herbert’s small, polite bow and his expression of judicial detachment gave no hint of what was passing through his mind as Herbert stood at the front

  of the dock and glanced shyly about him.




  ‘Looks just what his record shows him to be, a dangerous and unscrupulous blackmailer. Hope the jury will recognise it, too, without the benefit of knowing his record.’ So ran the

  judge’s thoughts as the Clerk of the Court rose and turned round to speak to him. He leaned forward with frowning reluctance to catch the clerk’s whispered words, then with unchanged

  expression motioned him peremptorily to sit down again.




  The clerk cast prosecuting counsel a glance inviting sympathy for being the most misunderstood man in Court, but counsel anticipated the move and averted his gaze. Anyone who knew Tidyman was

  aware that you didn’t speak until you were spoken to. But one or two of the newer clerks seemed to interpret their role as judge’s confidant and friend. Well, this one had learnt his

  lesson for the day.




  The judge now spoke.




  ‘Mr Sipson,’ – although one of the old school, Mr Justice Tidyman was well aware that if you addressed an accused these days without the prefix of Mr, you risked antagonising

  some of the jury, who had become increasingly sensitive about these things. There were invariably one or two jurors who identified themselves with the accused rather than with those ranged against

  him – ‘I understand that you are not legally represented.’




  ‘That is so, my lord,’ Herbert said with a small, ingratiating smile. ‘I was offered legal aid by the magistrate but I declined the offer. Though, of course, I was very

  grateful to him.’




  ‘Be that as it may,’ the judge remarked, swallowing his even stronger feeling of dislike of Herbert now that he had spoken, ‘it is not too late for you to change your mind,

  though it would mean putting your case back for a short time while Counsel familiarised himself with the details. You are facing extremely grave charges and I am sure that it would assist the

  Court, as well as being in your own interest, if your defence were to be conducted by experienced counsel. In these circumstances, you may like to reconsider your position and to make an

  application which I would certainly see fit to grant.’




  While the judge was speaking, Herbert had taken a grip on the front of the dock as though to frustrate a possible attempt to remove him by force. The judge had scarcely finished when he said,

  ‘I am most grateful to your lordship, but I would still prefer to defend myself on these charges. Moreover, I am heartened by the knowledge that I shall receive the fairest possible trial at

  your lordship’s hands. I assure your lordship that I will endeavour not to waste the Court’s time, which would certainly be the case if I accepted your lordship’s kind offer at

  this late stage.’




  The words were accompanied by a look which seemed to ask the judge for forgiveness for such temerity. For his part, Mr Justice Tidyman, who had spent a lifetime playing forensic poker, gave

  nothing away by his expression, but each word seemed to have an icicle attached to it as he said, ‘So be it.’




  Nevertheless, Herbert gave him a further small bow.




  ‘Arraign him, then,’ Mr Justice Tidyman added testily when the silence which followed began to become obvious.




  The clerk who was still in a state of simmering dudgeon rose and addressed Herbert.




  ‘There are two counts in the indictment against you. The first alleges that on the 8th of November with a view to gain for yourself in a letter addressed to the managing director of the

  Shangri-La Bingo Company Limited you made an unwarranted demand for £10,000 with menaces. The second count alleges that on the 6th of November without lawful excuse you damaged the premises

  of the Shangri-La Bingo Company Limited in Perkin Street, Putney, intending to damage such property or being reckless as to whether such property would be damaged.’ He looked up from the

  document he had been reading. ‘To the first count, do you plead guilty or not guilty?’




  Herbert who had been listening with an expression of mild reproach now said, ‘I plead not guilty to both counts. I am completely innocent of these charges.’ And he gave the jurors

  who were waiting to be sworn a small wistful smile. Not your fault and not mine that we’ve been dragged together into this legal tarradiddle, it seemed to say.




  It was at this point that Detective Sergeant Nick Attwell whispered something to Detective Chief Superintendent Lapham, the officer in charge of the case, and slipped out of Court, avoiding

  Herbert’s interested glance as he did so. He could hardly inform the accused that he was only going to phone his pregnant wife. Indeed, he hadn’t even mentioned this to his guvnor,

  muttering only that he was going out to make sure all the witnesses had arrived. He would do that, anyway, on his return to Court.




  Clare Attwell was in the process of shifting a piece of furniture when the telephone rang. She guessed it was probably her husband. He was liable to ring at all hours to make sure she was all

  right, even though the baby was not expected for another month.




  ‘It’s me, darling. Everything all right?’




  ‘As fine as when you left me a couple of hours ago,’ Clare said lightly. ‘Where are you speaking from?’




  ‘The Old Bailey. The trial’s just starting.’




  ‘A fight, is it?’




  ‘You bet. Our Herbert has never pleaded guilty to anything in his life. And this time, he’s defending himself, which has made the judge livid, so that’s all to the

  good.’




  ‘He should make the Guinness Book of Records as the most persistently unsuccessful blackmailer history has ever known.’




  Nick laughed. It was nice being married to someone who could talk his shop, particularly as Clare obviously had no regrets at having exchanged the duties of Woman Detective Constable Reynolds

  for those of Mrs Nick Attwell.




  ‘What were you doing when I phoned?’ Nick enquired, a faint note of suspicion in his voice.




  ‘Resting on the sofa with my feet up,’ Clare replied without a tremor.




  ‘Good. Make sure you don’t overdo things, darling. I must get back into Court. See you this evening, though I’ll call you again before then.’




  Clare replaced the receiver with a smile and returned to the piece of furniture she was moving.




  By the time Nick got back into Court, the jury of eight women and four men had been sworn and Philip Vane was about to open the case for the prosecution.




  ‘Have you ever seen such a jury?’ Detective Chief Superintendent Lapham muttered to Nick as he sat down. ‘They look like rejects from all the other courts.’




  ‘Pity most of the women are such middle-aged types,’ Nick murmured back, glancing across to where the jury sat. ‘Herbert’ll play up boyish injured innocence for all

  he’s worth.’




  ‘He’s already begun.’ Lapham shook his head disbelievingly. ‘But he can’t get away with it! Not Herbert Sipson!’




  They lapsed into silence as prosecuting counsel rose and began his opening speech.




  ‘May it please your lordship; members of the jury, in this case I appear on behalf of the prosecution with my learned friend, Mr Dank, and the accused, as you have heard, is not legally

  represented. The two charges to which he has pleaded not guilty form part and parcel of the same transaction and amount to a particularly wicked and audacious blackmail scheme. It is possible that

  a number of you may have read something about it in the papers, but, if that is so, I would ask you to put it right out of your minds as it is your duty to try the accused solely on the evidence

  which is given in this Court and not on anything you may have heard or read about the matter before you came here today.’




  Philip Vane had a pleasant, conversational tone which always earned him the attention of a jury who were surprised to find a barrister, dressed up in wig and gown, speaking the same language as

  themselves. The attentive expression of the jury was matched by that of Herbert himself who sat forward, listening as if to a lecture on a topic of special interest to him.




  Counsel continued, ‘Before going into the evidence in detail, let me quite briefly outline the facts which have led up to this trial.




  ‘The Shangri-La Bingo Hall in Perkin Street, Putney, holds about three hundred and fifty people and on the night of the sixth of November, which was a Wednesday, it was packed. Late-comers

  had had to be turned away. At half past eight, the first session got under way and about ten minutes later all hell broke loose when a firework was rolled into the auditorium. It was one of those

  fireworks that gives off a great deal of coloured smoke and you can imagine, without much description from me, the panic it created. The hall was evacuated midst scenes of considerable confusion

  and bingo came to an end that evening almost before it had begun. Happily no-one was injured, though the accused can hardly claim any credit for that, and, indeed, the actual amount of damage was

  wholly disproportionate to the chaos and confusion caused by the introduction of the firework into the auditorium. An area of carpet was scorched and that was about all.




  ‘Bingo being the absorbing game it is, no-one actually saw the firework being placed in the hall, but you will probably have little doubt from the evidence you’ll hear that it was

  pushed through an emergency exit door which opens on to an alleyway running at the side of the hall. However, it is right that I should tell you that no-one was seen doing it, nor is there any

  direct evidence that the accused was at the scene of the crime.’ Out of the corner of his eye, Philip Vane noticed Herbert nod approvingly. Quickly he went on, ‘On the other hand, from

  the events which followed, the prosecution will invite you to say that there is no doubt at all that the person who so recklessly and wickedly introduced that firework into the hall was the

  accused.’




  At this, Herbert made a faint tut-tutting sound which earned him a frown from the judge and a restraining glare from the chief prison officer in the dock with him.




  ‘Those then are the facts which support the charge of criminal damage. But, members of the jury, that was only the beginning. It was by way of being the lever necessary to the blackmail

  demand which was to follow thirty-six hours later. Thirty-six hours during which no-one knew why the outrage had been perpetrated. And then on the morning of the eighth of November everything

  became all too clear. I can’t do better than read to you now the letter – the typed letter – which was received in the West End office of the managing director of the Shangri-La

  Bingo Company. It is as follows.’ With a faintly theatrical touch, counsel extracted a document from the bundle in front of him and held it up as though it were a royal proclamation.




  

    

      ‘ “Dear Sir, This letter will end all speculation about last night’s incident at your premises in Putney. No, it wasn’t the I.R.A. or a prank, but a

      reminder to you how easy it would be to wreck your business. Just think of all that panic and chaos being repeated once a week, as could so easily happen. Think what effect that would have on

      Shangri-La’s mighty profits. Soon there wouldn’t be any as everyone shunned your halls. I’m sure I don’t have to go on painting this alarming picture. Anyway, it can all

      be so simply avoided. All you have to do is to let me know that you’re ready to do business. Just put an advert in the Evening Standard personal column on 9th November saying,

      ‘Bingo wants to hear more’ and I’ll let you know my terms. Yours faithfully, Mr. X.”


    


  




  ‘Then there is a postscript which reads, “If you have any sense you’ll tell the police to keep right out of this side of things.”




  ‘And then there’s a second postscript which reads, “You will note that each ‘a’ in this letter is typed in red. In my next communication each ‘b’ will

  be in red. That is so that you’ll know it’s genuine and comes from me.” ’




  Philip Vane propped the letter against the ledge in front of him as though returning a piece of valuable porcelain to its shelf. He had read it artfully, imparting nuances damning to Herbert in

  every sentence. He now paused, aware that he had hooked the jury’s interest, and cast a glance in Herbert’s direction. Herbert’s expression was one of patient reproach, as though

  he’d never have expected anyone as nice as prosecuting counsel to sink that low. He gave a sad little shake of his head as Vane caught his eye.




  Addressing himself to the jury once more, Vane went on, ‘Before going further, let us just consider that letter for a few moments. It is saying, is it not, that unless you, the Shangri-La

  Bingo Company, do as I say I will ruin your business by creating such panic and chaos that no-one will ever patronise your bingo halls again? In short, I can, and will, bust you. It is a letter

  which contains all the ingredients of blackmail apart from one, namely an unwarranted demand, though you will have noted that there is the promise of that to come when the writer concludes with the

  words, “I’ll let you know my terms”.




  ‘There are two other things to note about that letter. First, it is signed Mr X. Now Mr Xs are not uncommon figures in blackmail cases, but it is usually the cloak of anonymity under which

  the victim gives evidence. It is rare, if not unprecedented, for the blackmailer to filch that designation.’ He paused and peered at the jury over the top of his spectacles. A number of them

  ventured wispy smiles. ‘The other comment I’d like to make about the letter concerns the second postscript. In due course you will see the letter and exact copies of it have been

  prepared for you, showing each letter “a” typed in red. It was followed later by a second letter in which, as promised, all the “bs” appeared in red.




  ‘That is a detail which has not hitherto been publicly disclosed as revelation of the code might have prejudiced police enquiries.




  ‘Well, of course, the Shangri-La Bingo Company in the shape of its managing director immediately and very properly did inform the police of the receipt of that letter. Despite his

  postscript, the blackmailer can hardly have expected otherwise seeing that the police were already investigating the incident which preceded the sending of the letter.




  ‘Acting under police instructions, an advertisement was inserted in the personal column of the Evening Standard using the words specified and the following day the managing

  director of Shangri-La received a second letter from Mr X, in which the letter “b” was in every instance typed in red.’




  Without taking his eyes off the jury, Vane reached down and picked up another document.




  

    

      ‘ “Dear Sir, Thought you’d be sensible and I do assure you that you’re doing the right thing. No point in watching your profits take a nose-dive when

      it can be avoided. And, after all, what is £10,000 to a rich company like yours. Yes, £10,000 is all I’m asking for. It isn’t nearly as much as it sounds and, anyway,

      just think what the alternative would cost. Do that and you’ll realise what a reasonable request it is. Now here’s what you have to do. Have the money in used £10 notes packed

      in a brown paper parcel and tied with stout string with a good handle for carrying and leave it in one of the left-luggage lockers at Waterloo Station. Take the key of the locker and hang it on

      a hook which you’ll find beneath seat number 8 in the back row of the Adonis Cinema in Soho. Then go away and forget everything. Bring the police into it or try and set a trap and

      it’ll be your Company and its profits which suffer because then I shall be merciless. If anyone is to be caught, it’ll be the Shangri-La Bingo Company. And not just caught, but

      squashed flat. I give you until the day after tomorrow to accept these terms. Notify your acceptance by placing a message in the personal column of the Evening Standard that day saying

      ‘Bingo willing to play ball’. After that, be ready to act at short notice because all you will be given is a time to leave the locker key at the Adonis Cinema. Yours faithfully, Mr

      X.” ’


    


  




  Prosecuting counsel let the document fall from his fingers.




  ‘Well, members of the jury, you may think that was clear enough. There was the unwarranted demand for £10,000 and there were the menaces. Pay me or I’ll ruin your business. Add

  those two ingredients together and you have the offence of blackmail.’




  Vane lowered his head and once more peered at the jury over the top of his spectacles.




  ‘The fact that the scheme as devised was impossible of execution,’ he went on mildly, ‘is neither here nor there, for the offence was already complete.’ For a second or

  two he surveyed with gentle amusement the expectant expressions on the twelve faces on the opposite side of the Court. ‘You see, members of the jury, the accused had overlooked one thing,

  namely that the left-luggage lockers at Waterloo Station have been out of service since we’ve been having bomb scares. You won’t be surprised to hear, however, that no attempt was made

  to correct the accused’s misapprehension and, accordingly, once more acting under police instructions, the Shangri-La Bingo Company inserted the required advertisement in the Evening

  Standard on the day specified.’




  While Vane was speaking, a number of jurors glanced towards Herbert to observe his reaction to the disclosure just made. If they expected anything tell-tale or give-away, they were disappointed,

  for Herbert met their glances with an expression which disclaimed any responsibility for what was being described. ‘What an extraordinary story we’re being told,’ it seemed to

  say. ‘It certainly has nothing to do with me.’




  ‘On that same day as the advertisement appeared,’ counsel went on, ‘the managing director received a phone call saying that the key was to be left beneath the cinema seat that

  very evening and not later than half past seven. I may add that the voice making the call was obviously disguised and that the call came from a public box. Police immediately mounted a massive

  surveillance operation in and around the cinema and a key to one of the disused lockers at Waterloo was placed on a hook which had been thoughtfully provided on the underside of seat number 8 in

  the back row.




  ‘The programme at the Adonis Cinema is a continuous one, members of the jury, so that there are constant comings and goings in the darkness. That particular evening it consisted of a

  series of short horror films whose soundtracks were made up almost entirely of hysterical female screams so that the noise in the cinema was considerable.




  ‘Shortly before half past eight the occupant of seat number 8 got up and left. He was followed by police officers and subsequently eliminated from the case. Almost as soon as this person

  had vacated the seat, the accused moved from a seat in the same row to number 8. He was seen to feel beneath the seat from time to time and after about ten minutes he got up and left. He was

  followed out of the cinema by officers who had been keeping him under observation. He turned into Shaftesbury Avenue and walked to Piccadilly Circus. There he entered the Underground Station, got a

  15p ticket from an automatic machine and descended to the west-bound platform of the Piccadilly Line. He got into the first train and travelled as far as South Kensington. At South Kensington he

  left the train, went up to the street level and began walking along the Fulham Road. He was about to enter a coffee bar when he was stopped by Detective Sergeant Attwell and Detective Constable

  Prentice. He agreed to accompany the officers to Canon Row Police Station where he was searched and the key to the disused locker which had been left beneath seat number 8 was found in his

  right-hand trouser pocket.




  ‘At the police station, he was interviewed by Detective Chief Superintendent Lapham and questioned about his possession of the key. He said he had found it when he was picking up his

  handkerchief which he had dropped, that he had thought it a funny place for a key to be and that he had best take it and hand it in at the box office on his way out. When asked why he had not done

  so, he said that he had begun to feel unwell while in the cinema and had consequently left earlier than he’d intended with the one idea in his head of getting out into the fresh air.




  ‘He was also questioned about the firework incident at the Shangri-La Bingo Hall in Putney and about the two letters sent to the company’s managing director. He denied all knowledge

  of these matters.’




  ‘As I still do,’ Herbert broke in, vehemently.




  ‘Be quiet,’ the judge said. ‘You’ll have an opportunity of giving the jury your version of events in due course, but you mustn’t interrupt prosecuting

  counsel.’




  ‘I apologise, my lord, but when you’re as much the victim of . . .’




  ‘Be quiet, I tell you.’




  ‘I’m sorry, my lord, I’ll try to restrain myself,’ Herbert said, assuming a cowed expression, ‘but when you’ve been held in custody . . .’




  ‘I shan’t warn you again,’ Mr Justice Tidyman interrupted in a grim tone. ‘If necessary, your trial will proceed in your absence if you don’t behave yourself. I

  should be extremely reluctant to order such a course, but it’s as well that you should know I have the power. Now, try and behave yourself.’




  Herbert nodded contritely and appeared to blink away tears which had suddenly come into his eyes, at the same time turning his head in the jury’s direction.




  ‘Yes, go on, Mr Vane,’ the judge said, deciding to ignore Herbert’s blatant attempt to enlist the jury’s sympathy. He could only hope that they weren’t taken in. In

  due course he would remind them that they were dealing with facts and not emotion. At least, as judge, he always had the last word in a trial.




  For the next hour, prosecuting counsel told the jury the details of the evidence which witnesses would be called to give. Herbert sat listening attentively, making frequent notes and, from time

  to time, shaking his head sorrowfully. Apart, however, from an occasional ‘tsk’ he managed to remain silent.




  When Vane concluded his opening speech, his junior, Mr Dank, rose to call the first witness.




  This was a Mr Lewis who was the manager of the Shangri-La Bingo Hall in Putney. He had a small face, surrounded by a super-abundance of hair which only just stopped short of swamping his

  features. These were under-pinned by the knot of his tie which was as large as a man’s fist and the colour of a harvest moon.




  He described how he was standing at the back of the hall observing play when he was suddenly aware of an out-pouring of smoke over on the farther side. He told how he immediately took command of

  the situation and arranged for an orderly evacuation of the premises. He was at pains to stress that, thanks to Shangri-La’s efficient fire drill, no-one was ever in any danger of being

  injured.




  ‘Do you wish to cross-examine this witness?’ Mr Justice Tidyman asked when Mr Dank sat down.




  ‘If you please, my lord,’ Herbert said, standing up with a sheaf of notes in one hand.




  ‘Then proceed.’




  ‘Have you ever seen me before, Mr Lewis?’ Herbert asked, giving the witness a full frontal stare.




  ‘You’re Mr Sipson, aren’t you?’ Mr Lewis replied in a puzzled tone.




  ‘That’s right, but have you ever seen me before?’




  ‘He’s never said that he has seen you before,’ the judge broke in.




  ‘That’s right, I’ve never said I have,’ the witness said, as though suddenly enlightened.




  ‘So you never have seen me before?’ Herbert persisted.




  ‘Mr Sipson,’ the judge observed with a heavy sigh, ‘there’s no suggestion on the part of the prosecution that you were observed in the vicinity of this bingo hall on the

  evening in question. Your question to this witness is accordingly unnecessary.’




  ‘But do the jury understand that, my lord?’




  ‘I’m quite certain they do. Moreover, I shall make it my duty to remind them of the fact when the time comes. Now, do you have any other questions to ask this witness?’




  ‘Yes, my lord.’ Turning to Mr Lewis again, Herbert said, ‘Do you have any idea at all who threw the firework into the hall?’




  ‘He’s already told the jury that he hasn’t,’ the judge said in an exasperated tone.




  ‘That means he can’t say it was me.’




  ‘Mr Sipson, I won’t have the jury’s time wasted by these unnecessary questions.’




  ‘I’m sorry, my lord. I’m only trying to defend myself.’




  ‘That still doesn’t give you licence to ask unnecessary questions.’




  Herbert assumed a cowed expression and sat down.




  The next witness was a Mrs Ada King beneath whose seat the firework had come to rest. ‘Just as I was about to have a full house,’ she added, the timing of the incident still

  obviously rankling.




  ‘What happened then?’ Vane asked her.




  ‘What happened?’ she echoed scornfully. ‘You’ve never seen such a bloody shambles in all your life, that’s what happened.’




  ‘You were upset?’




  ‘So would you’ve been, mister.’




  ‘Mrs King, my question wasn’t as silly as it sounded. I just wanted to know what your reaction was to the incident.’




  ‘Oh, I was upset all right, though it’s not the word I’d have used.’




  ‘It’ll probably suffice,’ the judge remarked crisply.




  A few minutes later, Herbert was asked if he wished to cross-examine the witness.




  ‘Have you ever seen me before?’ he asked.




  ‘Never seen you in my life.’




  ‘So you didn’t see me on the night in question?’




  ‘Mr Sipson,’ the judge said in a grating tone, ‘if she’s never seen you in her life, it follows she didn’t see you that night. Moreover, it has never been suggested

  by the prosecution that the witness has seen you before.’




  ‘But it’s vital to my defence to establish this, my lord.’




  ‘It has already been established ad nauseam, Mr Sipson. Do you have any other questions to ask this witness?’




  ‘Not if you are satisfied that I have made my point, my lord.’




  ‘Not only myself, but everyone else in Court must be satisfied as to that by now.’ Mr Justice Tidyman glanced up at the clock beneath the public gallery. ‘The Court will now

  adjourn until five minutes past two.’




  A few minutes later, the only people left in the court-room were Detective Chief Superintendent Lapham, Detective Sergeant Attwell and the two prosecuting counsel.




  ‘He reminds me of a waiter in a third-rate seaside hotel,’ Vane said with a smile. ‘I can just see him in an ill-fitting dinner jacket ingratiating himself with the aged

  residents as he serves them Brown Windsor soup.’




  ‘I can assure you, Mr Vane, there’s nothing likeable about the man,’ Lapham said severely. ‘As far as I’m concerned, he’s just a dangerous

  criminal.’




  ‘He’s a singularly unsuccessful one. I’ve never come across anyone with three previous convictions for blackmail.’




  ‘It’s always over-elaborate plans that have been his undoing. It seems he can’t resist them. They’re his trade-mark. The computer had even coughed up his name before we

  got on to him.’




  ‘Do you mean to tell me,’ Vane asked, ‘that my name might be produced by your computer in connection with some crime?’




  ‘Not unless you’ve a C.R.O. file, sir.’




  ‘Ah! Well, I’m safe for the time being.’




  ‘I reckon the judge is going to be pretty fed-up with him by the end, sir,’ Nick Attwell remarked. ‘But I expect he reckons that if he gives him enough rope he’ll hang

  himself.’




  ‘An accused who defends himself is a bit like a farmyard hen. Clucking and pecking all over the place and very hard to smother. Incidentally, why has he been so determined to defend

  himself?’




  Lapham shook his head. ‘Said at the outset he didn’t want a lawyer and has stuck to it.’




  ‘Was he represented at his previous trials?’




  ‘I gather so.’




  ‘Maybe that’s the answer then.’




  ‘You don’t think there’s any chance of his getting off, do you, Mr Vane?’
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