





  [image: cover]




  





  Henry Wade 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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  The topography of this story is based upon fact, though there is at the moment of writing no extension of the Central London Railway between Ealing Broadway and South Greenford.

  The characters are all imaginary.
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  Chapter One




  The Night-Watchman




  Friday, 9th October




  Bzzz-Bzzz . . . Bzzz-Bzzz . . . Bzzz-B . . .




  Chief-Inspector Burr turned over in bed with a muffled curse and reached for the receiver. It is one of the privileges attaching to the rank of Chief Inspector in the Criminal Investigation

  Department to be connected by telephone with headquarters; an honour, no doubt, but upon occasion an infernal nuisance. 8.20 a.m. may be no unreasonable hour for a Chief Inspector to be awakened,

  but James Burr had only got to bed three hours before and he felt justifiably aggrieved.




  “Hullo. Burr speaking.”




  “Scotland Yard. Inspector Roads here. Another of these jewel burglaries, sir, and as you’re on them I thought I’d better let you know at once. Neither the Chief nor the Super

  are in yet. Hallam’s, in Old Bond Street, it is. A man killed, too; night-watchman, I gather.”




  “I’ll get right up there.” The Chief Inspector’s annoyance had disappeared, and with it his sleepiness. “What have you done so far, Roads?”




  “I only got the word five minutes ago, from Vine Street. I’ve told Sergeant Holland to get straight up there; luckily he was in early. And I’ve sent word to Dr. Blathermore.

  I’ve warned the photographic and finger-print people to stand by till you ring for them—thought you wouldn’t want the place crowded up till you’d had a look

  round.”




  “Good for you, Roads. Just tell me the ‘news in brief’.”




  “Hallam’s chief assistant went on duty at 8 a.m. as usual; he’s the only one who’s got a key bar Hallam himself. Found the place ransacked and the watchman

  dead—head bashed in. Sent one of the other assistants round to Vine Street and they rang straight through here—knowing you’d got these jobs in hand.”




  “Right. Thank you, Roads.”




  Burr replaced the receiver and swung himself out of bed.




  “Emma! Breakfast!” he bellowed. “Quick as you can.”




  He seized a towel and made his way into the tiny bathroom next door, where he was soon splashing in a cold bath. Slow footsteps sounded on the stairs and a tired-looking woman of about fifty

  appeared in the doorway.




  “But, Jim, you’ve had no sleep. Getting on for five it was when you got to bed.”




  “For God’s sake don’t argue, woman,” exclaimed Burr, towelling himself vigorously. “Call from the Yard; another jewel burglary and a man done in. Get on with that

  breakfast or I’ll have to go without.”




  Chief-Inspector Burr had no intention of doing that, but he believed in hustling his subordinates, among whom he included his wife. He was a strong, vigorous man of fifty-two, of medium height

  and square-shouldered. A South African by birth, he had spent the first twenty odd years of his life in that country and had never lost the bronzed complexion that he had acquired there. He wore a

  small dark moustache and his black hair had hardly a touch of white in it. His promotion in the C.I.D. had not been spectacularly rapid, but he was recognized as a sound, painstaking officer,

  absolutely fearless and indeed almost ruthless. His early life in Johannesburg had given him a sound working knowledge of diamonds, and partly for this reason he had been put in charge of the

  investigation of a series of expert jewel robberies that had puzzled the police of the Metropolis for nearly a year.




  Burr’s breakfast of bacon, marmalade and tea was soon eaten, and a quarter of an hour after hearing the first buzz of the telephone he was spinning towards London in the car which his wife

  had called from the nearest garage. Normally he would have walked to South Greenford station, but that would have taken ten minutes, and as the new suburb in which he lived was at the end of one of

  the many tentacles of the Underground, the train journey would have taken at least another half-hour; in a case of murder, minutes may mean the difference between life and death—to the

  murderer—so Burr had no hesitation in incurring an expense which he felt sure the Receiver would pass.




  Even as it was, it was nine o’clock before the detective found himself in Bond Street. News of the tragedy had evidently got about—the closed shutters on a weekday were enough in

  themselves to excite curiosity—but a couple of stalwart young policemen were dealing effectively with the crowd, which was given no time to assemble. A constable at the door admitted the

  Chief Inspector, whose appearance was well known to the members of C. Division, and inside Burr found Detective-Sergeant Holland, who had been detailed to work with him in these cases. The

  sergeant’s principal duty in the early stages of an investigation was less to act himself than to prevent other people from taking action which might be undesirable; the one thing that his

  chief wanted was to find things as nearly as possible as they were when the discovery of a crime was first made. In a closed shop this was a fairly simple matter; the assistants were herded to one

  end of the room, with the exception of the chief assistant who remained by the sergeant, whilst on the floor Dr. Blathermore was examining the body with due regard to not moving it, or any part of

  it, from the position in which it had been found.




  Burr nodded to his colleague and to the doctor, who took no notice of him. Then he glanced enquiringly at the tail-coated, anxious-looking man who stood beside Sergeant Holland.




  “My name is Marsden; John Marsden. I am chief assistant here. It was I who discovered the crime and the . . . the body.”




  Burr nodded and carefully looked the chief assistant up and down. Mr. Marsden was a rather tall, slim man, with dark hair and an elegant black moustache. He was exquisitely dressed and his

  general appearance was not unlike that of M. Adolphe Menjou.




  “You usually the first here—chief assistant?” queried Burr.




  “Yes. Except for the night-watchman no one is allowed on the premises before me, or after I leave at night—unless Mr. Hallam himself relieves me—as he very occasionally does. I

  see everything locked up at night and I unlock in the morning, at eight o’clock. The other assistants arrive at the same time but nobody enters before me. Mr. Hallam and I alone have keys of

  the outer door, as of the cases; the watchman is allowed to open the door to nobody.”




  “What about the cleaner, eh?” asked Burr. “I suppose the place is cleaned sometimes?”




  “Certainly,” replied Mr. Marsden, looking rather shocked, “but that is done directly the shop is closed in the evening and while I and the other assistants are still on the

  premises. You will understand that in a business of this kind it would not do to have any irresponsible person, such as a cleaner, on the premises when they are otherwise empty.”




  “Then what about the watchman?” asked Burr, on whom the precise manner and tone of the chief assistant had an irritating effect.




  “I said ‘irresponsible’”, murmured Mr. Marsden. “The watchman is . . . was a man of known repute, an ex-sergeant-major of the Royal Artillery.”




  “Oh, sure. Diploma of integrity”, muttered the detective. “How long had he been here?”




  “I was coming to that. Only six months, since these burglaries—these unsolved burglaries—caused Mr. Hallam to think further precautions necessary.”




  “He thought that, did he? Then why the hell didn’t he take away those shutters and keep his shop lit at night, and let our people see what’s going on in here. Worth an army of

  watchmen, that is.”




  “I believe . . . but Mr. Hallam will no doubt explain that to you. Mr. Hallam will wish to know that you are here. I will inform him.”




  The chief assistant turned away, but Burr gripped his arm.




  “No, you won’t”, he said. “I want to work in peace. You can tell him I’m here if you like, but when I want to see him I’ll come to him. Where is he? Room of

  his own?”




  “Yes, at the back.”




  “All right, you go there and stay there. Holland, take all these other assistants’ addresses and tell them to clear out of here.”




  “I’ve taken their addresses, sir, but there’s no other room for them to go to—only Mr. Hallam’s room and a small lobby.”




  “All right, tell them to go away and come back in an hour—say ten. You through, doctor?”




  Dr. Blathermore was brushing his knees.




  “Base of the skull fractured, laceration of the brain I should think is the actual cause of death. There’s a bruise on the jaw, too, possibly where he struck something in falling,

  though I don’t quite see why that should happen.”




  “What was he hit by? The usual ‘blunt instrument’?”




  “Yes and no. It was certainly not a sharp instrument, in the sense that an axe is sharp, but the skin has been cut—in fact, the flesh has been cut rather deeply. That’s what

  makes me think that there has been laceration of the brain. Probably some heavy instrument with a jagged corner or a spike—something like the weapons that were sometimes carried in trench

  raids in the war.”




  Burr looked round the room.




  “One of these do it?” he asked, pointing to some large silver candlesticks shaped like Doric columns.




  Dr. Blathermore put out his hand as if to pick one up, but Burr stopped him.




  “No finger-prints, please, doctor,” he said. “Pick one up by those top corners only.”




  The police-surgeon nodded, weighed the candlestick carefully between finger and thumb and put it down.




  “Plenty of weight there, I should say, and those bottom corners are nasty looking things. I should look them over.”




  “I will. Holland, fetch that chief assistant back.”




  The shop, behind its dropped shutters, was still lit by electricity, but Burr took a flash-lamp from his pocket and ran it over the base of each candlestick in turn. At the end one he paused,

  took a small magnifying glass from his pocket and examined the base more carefully.




  “Have a look at this, doctor,” he said.




  Dr. Blathermore took the glass from him.




  “Looks like a scrap of human hair caught between the silver and the wooden base,” he said. “It has probably been wiped, but you ought to find traces of blood along that

  crack.”




  “I’ll look for it. There you are, Mr. Marsden; you don’t lock everything up, I see; these candlesticks, for instance.”




  “We do not lock up all the heavy articles, especially if they are of no great value. Those candlesticks, for example, are electro-plated; we have silver ones too, of course, very superior

  articles of exquisite workmanship. I shall be happy to show you . . .”




  “Yes, yes. I’m not buying to-day, Mr. Marsden; I only want my questions answered. I’ve told your staff to go away and not come back till ten.”




  The chief assistant looked rather taken aback, but said nothing.




  “Don’t you go, though”, continued Burr. “You trot along back to Mr. Hallam’s office and I’ll come presently. You’ll want to do a P.M., doctor, of

  course; I’ll send him along as soon as I’ve had him photographed and I’ll do that when I’ve had a look round in peace. By the way, time of death?”




  Dr. Blathermore shrugged his shoulders.




  “Ten to fourteen hours, I should say. Not later than eleven, anyway, nor before seven.”




  The detective grinned.




  “Not giving much away, are you, sir”, he said. “I hoped you’d say not later than five past ten nor earlier than five to.”




  “Make your work too easy, wouldn’t it? Must leave you something to do. Well, I’ll be getting along.”




  When the door had closed behind him, Burr turned to his subordinate.




  “Now, Holland, let’s get going. See there’s no one listening behind that door. Right. Now up with those steel shutters at the back.”




  The heavy steel shutters rolled up, letting a flood of wan daylight into the room. The electric lights at once assumed a dissolute air and the whole atmosphere became even more dismal and tragic

  than before. Not that the two police officers paid any attention to atmosphere; the only other occupant of the room was past caring.




  “Windows latched, sir; no marks on the latch.”




  “Hullo, what’s this?”




  Chief-Inspector Burr pointed to a small box-like fitting on the window-frame.




  “Burglar alarm. Well, they’ve got all the old-fashioned tricks.”




  He ran his eye along the wire flex . . . and whistled.




  “Cut! So that’s where they came in. Opened from inside and they went out by the front door; that’s got a latch fastening—shuts from the outside.”




  He turned towards the still body of the dead watchman.




  “Well, my Royal Artilleryman of known repute, your pals did you in when they’d used you, eh? By God, Holland; that’s a dirty trick; they bribed the poor devil and then put him

  out when he was no more use to them. Cold-blooded devils! But they’ve made their mistake. We’ll get them now. You can’t get away with murder like you can with burglary.

  What’s been taken, anyway?”




  The two detectives made a quick examination of the shop. Glass cases had been forced open and their contents taken; silver appeared to be untouched; jewellery had evidently been the objective of

  the thieves. A steel safe which was set into the wall near the back of the shop showed no sign of being tampered with.




  “Wonder why they left that alone”, muttered Burr. “They’ve been into safes in the other cases.”




  “Disturbed, sir”, suggested Sergeant Holland, nodding towards the night-watchman.




  “Not by him. He let them in. Well, we must find out. Come on, we’ll have a word with the old man.”




  They made their way to the inner room which the head of the firm used as his office. Mr. Hallam was seated at a substantial writing table, but rose when the detectives entered, and greeted them

  with a courteous bow. He was an aristocratic-looking old man, erect and of good figure. His nose was thin and his mouth, under a rather heavy moustache, grey like his hair, was sensitive. At this

  moment of tragedy his face looked haggard and worn, and his hand, as he pointed to a chair, was trembling slightly. Burr, who correctly put his age at nearer seventy-five than seventy, guessed that

  his strength was not equal to such a shock, but thought he looked a fine old boy.




  The other occupants of the room were the chief assistant and a young man whom Burr had not previously seen.




  “My son, Lancelot”, said Mr. Hallam, noticing the detective’s look of enquiry.




  “Partner, sir?”




  A slight smile lit Mr. Hallam’s face.




  “Oh, no, a learner”, he said.




  “Just down from college, perhaps?” queried Burr, looking at the young man.




  It was difficult to judge Lancelot Hallam’s age. He had curly hair, of a light ginger shade, blue eyes, and a perfect set of teeth. His complexion was smooth but there was a firmness about

  his chin that suggested considerable character. Like his father, he was dressed in a short black coat, striped trousers, black folded cravat complete with pearl pin. He grinned at the

  detective’s words.




  “Down four years”, he said. “I’m twenty-five.”




  “Twenty-five and still learning, eh? Well, I’m still learning and I’m over fifty.”




  “I, too, have had my lesson to-day”, sighed Mr. Hallam. “I delayed taking a precaution that had been decided upon four days ago. And this poor man’s life is the price of

  my dilatoriness.”




  The detective raised his eyebrows.




  “I decided last Monday, after a conference with my son and Mr. Marsden here, to adopt the principle of leaving the shop open and lit all night. I had long realised that it was generally

  recognized by jewellers—and I believe by the police too—to be the wisest method, but I suppose I am old-fashioned and cling to old ideas. I had been brought up behind steel shutters, so

  to speak; my dear father, who founded the business, installed them and I was reluctant to give them up. Still, I did decide last Monday and then I delayed while we obtained tenders for open steel

  grilles.”




  Chief-Inspector Burr nodded.




  “That certainly would have been a wise precaution, sir; gives our people a chance to see what’s going on. Still, it’s no use crying over spilt milk—or blood, for that

  matter. Now, what’s missing, sir?”




  Mr. Hallam shrugged his shoulders.




  “I cannot tell you that with any precision”, he replied. “We have had no chance of checking the stock; your people were commendably prompt in taking charge. Still, roughly, I

  should say about two thousand pounds’ worth of minor articles such as rings, ear-rings, necklaces of unimportant stones. The more valuable set jewels, mostly necklaces and tiaras, with the

  finer rings and so on, were locked up in the safe and have not been taken. The uniformed police-inspector who was here when I arrived allowed me to open the safe if I could do so without disturbing

  any possible finger-prints. I was able to do that. A glance inside was sufficient to show that it had not been disturbed.”




  Chief-Inspector Burr was looking at his subordinate with raised eyebrows.




  “Inspector Francis, from Vine Street, was here when I arrived, sir”, said Sergeant Holland. “I took over from him. He didn’t tell me that.”




  Burr’s lips tightened, but he said nothing. After a moment’s thought, he turned again to Mr. Hallam.




  “And everything of great value was in that safe, sir?”




  Mr. Hallam shook his head.




  “Not the finest unset stones”, he said. “I take them home with me every night. Another old-fashioned idea inherited from my father, I suppose, but I feel happier having them

  with me. They’re supposed to be kept there”, he pointed to a small safe in the corner. “Only Mr. Marsden here and my son know that I take them.”




  “I think it’s asking for trouble”, broke in Lancelot Hallam. “If it got known, father might be attacked. But he won’t listen to me.”




  “Obstinate as mules, we old men”, said Mr. Hallam with a smile. “Well, there it is; they’re safe at any rate. But it’s this poor man Holt that distresses me so

  deeply. I feel responsible for his death. Have you discovered any clue, Chief Inspector?”




  Burr hesitated; then shrugged his shoulders.




  “I’m afraid it was an inside job, sir”, he said.




  “Inside job!” exclaimed Lancelot Hallam. The chief assistant gasped and Mr. Hallam stared.




  “The thieves—or thief—were admitted by that window looking on to the little yard at the back. The burglar alarm was cut and the window opened from the inside. The obvious

  assumption is that the night-watchman opened it himself. In a small place like this it’s hardly possible that anyone else can have done so while he was about, even if they’d remained

  hidden in the shop after it was closed. By the way, what’s your routine about that?”




  The jeweller was so distressed by the suggestion of the night-watchman’s treachery that he seemed unable to answer, but signed to Mr. Marsden to do so.




  “The establishment closes at six”, began the chief assistant.




  “Shop shuts”, murmured Lancelot Hallam with a wink at Sergeant Holland.




  “The important pieces are then put in the safe and the cases locked. Trays from the windows are also put away. At six-fifteen the two cleaners arrive and remain till about six-forty-five,

  at which hour the night-watchman comes on duty. During that time accounts for the day are being checked by the assistants with Mr. Paling, the cashier, under my supervision. The junior assistants

  leave as their work is complete, but I do not leave until everybody but the night-watchman has gone.”




  “Except myself”, said Mr. Hallam with a smile.




  The chief assistant blushed.




  “Except yourself, sir, of course, and sometimes Mr. Lancelot.”




  “But not often”, put in that young man.




  “The door just pulls to as you go out? The night-watchman doesn’t lock or bolt it from the inside?”




  “No, because until we started a night-watchman six months ago there was no one left in the establishment and one had to be able to open it from the outside. There seemed no point in

  altering the doors after the watchman came. Both the inner steel door and the outer glass one just pull to with a click and can only—when the latch is down, that is to say, not in business

  hours—be opened with a key.”




  “Except from the inside?”




  “Yes, except from the inside where they could be opened by turning a handle.”




  “And that’s how the thief—and murderer—got away”, said Burr.




  “But . . . but surely . . . I cannot believe about poor Holt. Surely they must have forced a way in and he was killed in struggling with them.”




  “What were his orders if he was alarmed, sir?”




  “To ring through to Vine Street.”




  “He didn’t do so. He must have heard them and had plenty of time to do that if they had broken in. Besides, where could they have broken in? The front and back windows are intact,

  except for the burglar alarm being cut. There’s no other door?”




  Mr. Hallam shook his head.




  “Not into the street. There is a door from the lobby into the passage leading to the street door.”




  “Then that only leaves this window; you haven’t touched it?”




  “The Inspector asked us not to.”




  Burr walked to the window, raised the steel shutters, and examined the catch.




  “Didn’t come in here”, he said. “Burglar alarm all O.K. too. There’s nowhere else? No other window?”




  “The lobby window, but that’s high up and heavily barred.”




  “There’s the lavatory, father”, said Lancelot.




  “Yes, so there is. But a tiny window—and barred too.”




  “Let’s see it.”




  Lancelot Hallam led the way into a small lobby, in which the assistants’ coats and hats were hung. In the corner, a partition had been put up to form a tiny lavatory. It was lit and

  ventilated by a window not much more than a foot square, in the centre of which an iron bar was fixed into the stonework.




  “No one got in there, anyway”, said Chief-Inspector Burr.




  He took hold of the bar and gave it a confirmatory tug. It came away in his hand.




  





  Chapter Two




  Peppermints




  Friday, 9th October




  “I’M afraid I did that old Gunner a bit of an injustice, sir”, said Chief-Inspector Burr, who was never afraid of confessing a blunder. “I was a bit too quick at jumping

  to a conclusion. The old man was pleased as punch about it—about finding that they’d got in from the outside after all, I mean. Might have been his oldest friend, the way he took on

  about Holt, and yet he’d only been in Hallam’s employ for six months. The right kind of employer that, I should say; a real gentleman.”




  The Chief Inspector was making his report to Sir Leward Marradine, Assistant Commissioner (Crime) at New Scotland Yard and effective head of the Criminal Investigation Department. Sir Leward was

  a handsome, alert-looking man, just a shade too dapper, perhaps, but a good man at his job. He had left the Army at the psychological moment just after the war, and picked up this plum at the time

  when the active-service soldiers of his own rank were too tired to think of themselves. His subordinates liked him and that fact out-weighed one or two less attractive qualities.




  “You think it’s the same gang as the others?” he asked, taking no notice of Burr’s confession.




  The detective shrugged his shoulders.




  “Impossible to say, sir. Nothing to go by. This is the fifth successful jewel burglary in just under a year and I can’t find any definite connection between them—except that

  they were all successful. There’s no recognizable M.O. common to them all. Two were by force—at Parmino’s they broke through the floor from an empty shop next door; Bean and

  Mellett’s was a window job. Verricle’s was a hide-in; a big rambling place, carelessly run; chap must have walked in and hidden in an empty cupboard—a cool hand, any way. At

  Praiseworthy’s he impersonated a policeman—knocked up the night-watchman, said he’d heard suspicious noises, and got the man to let him in, then chloroformed him. And now this.

  They haven’t even taken the same sort of stuff every time. At Parmino’s, where they came through the floor, they took a lot of silver as well as jewellery and didn’t touch the

  safe. At Verricle’s only uncut stones. Twice the safe’s been opened by oxy-acetylene. There’s just one thing I will say; I think whoever’s doing it has a fair working

  knowledge of the jewellery business; he knows where to look, he knows where there’s a night-watchman, and he knows what’s what—he doesn’t waste time or space over rubbish.

  But still, that’s only to be expected. If it’s all one man I’ll have a small bet he’s been employed in the trade for some time to learn the ropes.”




  “As a jeweller, you mean?”




  “Yes, sir; either as an assistant or a cleaner, or something.”




  Sir Leward nodded.




  “Very likely. What about this night-watchman business? That isn’t usual, is it, in that business? Jewellers’ shops are usually quite small; I thought they left them unshuttered

  and lit so that anyone can see what’s going on inside.”




  “Most of ’em do, sir, but that’s been the trouble—and that reminds me; four of these jobs have been behind shutters; otherwise the oxy-acetylene would be impossible

  unless the safe was out of sight somewhere. The night-watchman business is the result of a conference some of the big jewellers had six months ago; they agreed all to incur an equal

  expense—either watchman or something else—in safeguarding their stuff; so as to avoid undercutting, I suppose.”




  “And this chap knows about it?”




  “Looks like it, sir.”




  The Assistant Commissioner remained silent for a time, stabbing at his blotting-pad with a paper-cutter.




  “Well, go ahead with your story, then”, he said at last. “He got in through the lavatory window this time, eh?”




  Burr shook his head.




  “I’ll bet he didn’t, sir. He put a boy through to cut the burglar alarm—he knew about that—and let him in through the big back window. No man could have got in

  through that lavatory window; a boy might—just. There’s a small yard at the back, belonging to the two shops on either side of Hallam’s; they have back doors and the yard leads by

  a narrow passage out into Albermarle Street. In the yard are two sheds, and in one of them, used by a fruiterer for storing boxes, I found a sort of cache where I believe that boy had lain

  hidden for some time. The only clue I found in it was this.”




  Burr drew from his pocket book a grubby bit of crumpled paper. It was, in fact, a small paper bag.




  “What is it?”




  Burr held it out.




  “Smell it, sir.”




  Sir Leward did so.




  “Peppermints, eh?”




  “Yes, sir; I guess he sustained life on those during the weary hours of waiting. It’s just possible that might help; in these days of cheap cigarettes peppermint-sucking by small

  boys isn’t quite so common as it used to be.”




  Burr carefully returned the little bag to his pocket book.




  “There was a mark or two on the wall under the little window where he probably kicked with his toes getting in. How he did the filing without being spotted isn’t too easy to explain

  but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t done last night—or by the boy. I should say the man himself did it on some dark, stormy night when no one was likely to have a head out of a window.

  He probably left it just holding by its skin and rubbed grease and dirt on the cracks. No one would be likely to notice unless they were looking for it—and a burglar’s got to take

  risks.”




  “And when was it done?”




  “Ah, there I think I’ve got something. Dr. Blathermore was as helpful as usual; ‘some time between 7 and 11 p.m.’ was his verdict. He’s never recovered his nerve

  since that Smethurst case, where they warmed the body up. It’s all very well being cautious, sir; a mistake’s worse than no use; but he’s not helpful at all. I’d be glad if

  you would have a word with him, sir. I think he might get within something less than a four hour limit.”




  “I thought you said you’d got something.”




  “Oh, yes, I did, sir; but I got it myself.” Burr, while not afraid of admitting a mistake, was not shy of claiming credit. “There’s the night-watchman’s clock. I

  found out he had to clock in every three-quarters of an hour to show that he was awake. He’d clocked in last night at 7.45, 8.30, 9.15, and 10. That’s pretty good evidence that it

  happened between 10 and 10.45, which comes within Dr. Blathermore’s limit.”




  “That’s good work, Burr.”




  The Chief Inspector blandly accepted the compliment, not thinking it necessary to inform his chief that his attention had in fact been drawn to the clock by young Hallam.




  “What I don’t quite understand”, said Sir Leward, “is how that boy got into the place and let the man in, without the watchman giving the alarm. Surely . . .”




  “Ah, that’s what struck me, sir”, broke in the Chief Inspector. “In fact it was that as much as anything that made me think it must be an inside job. But I think

  I’ve got round that. I found a thermos flask with tea in it—in fact two flasks—I was looking for it. I tasted the tea and I think it’s been doctored—opium, I should

  say; I’ve sent it for analysis. What I guess happened is that Holt had a drink, didn’t like the taste, and didn’t take any more. What he had was probably enough to send him to

  sleep for a bit but not for long. He probably woke up when the thief was in and at work. Somehow the fellow laid him out before he could give the alarm and hit him a bit too hard, got a fright, and

  bunked without finishing the job.”




  The Assistant Commissioner blew a slow cloud of smoke down his nose.




  “Yes, that seems to cover the facts”, he said. “And now what are you going to do about them?’




  Burr leant back in his chair.




  “Ah, there; now you’re asking, sir. Unless we get some finger-prints, which it’s a hundred to one we won’t, the only clue I’ve got is this bit of paper smelling of

  peppermint. I shall work on the usual routine, of course, as I’ve done in the other cases; look up all the ‘regulars’, find out what they were doing last night; look up the M.O.

  records and see if this case connects with anyone. But I don’t believe it’s anyone we’ve had through our hands before.”




  M.O., or Modus Operandi, is one of the most effective lines of English detective work; a record and analysis is kept at Scotland Yard of the working methods of all known criminals and

  the idiosyncrasies displayed in every crime. Such details are recorded as: method of approach (car, bicycle, foot); method of entry (upstair window, pantry window, door, skylight); articles stolen;

  habits of burglar (takes food, takes clothes); single-handed or with accomplice; and many other details of a similar nature. When these are compared with other records it is often found that

  remarkable similarities of method exist and the crime may be identified as that of a particular individual or gang. Naturally, this applies particularly to habitual criminals, but even in the case

  of ‘amateurs’ or criminals not yet identified, the correlation of these details is often of great value.




  “Are you making a note of temporary assistants, or assistants who’ve been dismissed from these various shops?” asked the Assistant Commissioner.




  “Yes, sir. Sergeant Holland is getting that from Hallam’s now. And there’s another line I’m going to work—the diamond merchants these firms deal with; they know a

  good deal about the inside workings of the trade. I’ve got a list of Hallam’s dealers now and I’ll get the others as soon as Holland comes in.”




  “Let’s have a look at it”, said Sir Leward, holding out his hand.




  The list was a short one, as Burr had only asked for the merchants living in England.




  “Know anything about these people?”




  “I know them all by name, sir, and some I’ve met. There’s nothing against any of them, except possibly Rintalli—we had our eye on him at one time as a possible receiver

  in the Midlam emeralds case—Luson had been seen drinking with young Rintalli; but we never proved anything against them.”




  “And never found the emeralds”, commented Sir Leward with a touch of bitterness. “This name, Corvett; does that convey anything to you?’




  “No, sir; I know he’s a dealer, not in a very big way. Nothing more.”




  Sir Leward frowned.




  “I feel sure I’ve heard the name lately”, he said. “I’ll make enquiries. Well, you get off now, Chief Inspector; you’ve got a lot of work in front of

  you.”




  When Burr had gone, the Assistant Commissioner pressed a button on the house-telephone.




  “Superintendent Fraser? What have I heard lately about a diamond merchant called Corvett? Oh, yes, of course. Who did you put on to that . . . Inspector Poole? Right. No, don’t

  bother; I’ll get hold of him myself.”




  Again a button was pushed and a voice answered.




  “Inspectors’ room? Is Inspector Poole in? At the canteen; ask him to come and see me when he’s had his lunch; don’t hurry him.”




  The Assistant Commissioner put down the receiver and turned his attention to a file of papers dealing with the unpublished idiosyncrasies of a popular politician.




  Detective-Inspector Poole was a young man who had anticipated the ‘general idea’ of Lord Trenchard’s Police College. While still at Oxford he had decided to become a policeman,

  with the Assistant-Commissionership (Crime) as his ultimate objective. He had taken his degree, been called to the Bar, and then enlisted in the Metropolitan Police, in due course making his way

  into the C.I.D. By hard work, good brains, and a fair share of luck, rapid promotion had come his way, and though still well on the right side of forty he had several successful ‘cases’

  to his credit, notably the murders of Sir Garth Fratten, Lord Grayle, and the Chief Constable of Brodshire. He was rather a protégé of Sir Leward’s, a fact which would

  have caused him a good deal of trouble with his colleagues if his own modesty and good sense had not enabled him to live it down; now his nicknames of ‘Gentleman Johnny’ and ‘The

  A.C.C.’s boy’ were a good-natured joke which had lost its sting.




  Receiving the Assistant-Commissioner’s message he finished his modest luncheon and made his way to Sir Leward’s room.




  “Sit down, Poole. You’re doing a job for the Inland Revenue people, I understand. Tell me about it.”




  “It’s the case of a diamond merchant called Corvett, sir; they aren’t satisfied with his returns for tax assessment; they think he’s making more than he shows.

  They’ve been through his books and they appear to be all right and they’ve kept an eye on him themselves for some time, but they aren’t satisfied. They asked us to help and

  Superintendent Fraser put me on to the job. I’ve been watching him now for ten days and I think there’s something in their idea. Do you want the details, sir?”




  “Please.”




  “He’s a Scotsman, sir; he was . . .”




  “What, a real Scotsman? Or a Palestine Highlander?”




  “A real Scotsman, sir. His name’s Gavin, anyway. He was born in Old Meldrum in ’88; the Aberdeen police know all about him. Son of a grocer in a small way. He’s knocked

  about the world a good deal and been a good many things in his time, they think, though they don’t know much about the ten years following the War—and nothing against him. He still goes

  up every year to see his mother; the father’s dead. He’s married to a woman older than himself; I believe she’s fifty-two; respectable middle-class, daughter of a dentist in

  Bayswater; no children. They live in Hampstead, the Corvetts; a comfortable house with a nice garden and Mrs. Corvett drives about in a Daimler. That’s what first put Inland Revenue on to

  him; there’s something very prosperous-looking about a Daimler.”




  “What does he return his income at?”




  “Varying from one to three thousand nett, sir, with two practically nil returns in ’31 and ’32. Last year it was £2,200 odd.”




  “You can run a Daimler on two thousand if you’ve got no children”, said Sir Leward feelingly; he himself had two sons at Harrow and a daughter in Paris.




  Poole smiled.




  “Yes, sir. I thought the I.T. was being rather unreasonable at first.”




  “At first?”




  “Rent of house £600, sir; gardener and boy £150; four indoor servants £250; chauffeur £100; housekeeping, say £300; clothes £200—I haven’t

  had time to find out whether she’s extravagant or not, sir; if she is it may be three or four times as much; doctors, theatres, travelling, holidays, can’t come to less than another

  £200; I’m looking into the holiday question, sir. Rates £200; taxes variable, but averaging £500. I don’t see how you can put all that at less than £2,500 a

  year.”




  “But his returns, you say, run up to £3,000?”




  “ ‘Up to’, sir. Average not much more than two.”




  “He may be living on capital.”




  Poole shook his head.




  “We’ve seen his list of securities; there’s no sign of substantial selling, except in ’31 and ’32, when his business was nearly dead.”




  Sir Leward was silent for a time.




  “It’s not definite enough, Poole. You’re guessing a good many of those figures.”




  Poole flushed.




  “I haven’t had very long yet, sir. I’ve got quite a lot of them fixed. And that’s not all.”




  “Oh?”




  “I thought he might have a second establishment, sir. I’ve spent a good deal of time watching him for that reason, but I couldn’t find a sign of it, not even any rumour of that

  kind about him from the tradespeople or the servants. Then I heard he was going to Amsterdam on business. Superintendent Fraser gave me leave to follow him. He didn’t go to Amsterdam; he went

  to Paris; he’s got a flat there.”




  Sir Leward whistled.




  “A well-furnished flat, eh?”




  Poole smiled.




  “Very nicely furnished, sir.”




  “Now you’re talking. How long has that been going on?”




  “Four years, roughly. Not the same . . . flat all the time.”




  “The Sûreté know about him?”




  “All about him, sir, but again—nothing against him.”




  “And what did he do in Paris, apart from . . . occupying the well-furnished flat?”




  “Nothing, sir. He was there three nights, he went out to luncheon and dinner each day; he did some shopping, always accompanied by his friend. The only exception to that was that he

  stopped at an antique dealer’s on his way from the station to the flat, the day he arrived. At least, he didn’t stop at it, he stopped in the Boulevard Haussmann and walked to

  it—about five minutes’ walk—leaving his taxi waiting for him. I had to do the same and as it was a quiet back street I was afraid he might notice me, but I don’t think he

  did; he naturally had no reason to suppose he was being followed.”




  “Hadn’t he?” Sir Leward was sitting up. “Poole, you thrill me. This is as good as a Wallace—and almost too easy. And the dealer is a well-known fence.”




  Poole laughed.




  “I’m afraid not, sir. The Sûreté haven’t a word to say against him. He specialises in carved ivories and Corvett collects them. He was carrying a small parcel when

  he came out of the shop.”




  “You hid in his flat and examined the parcel when he took his lovely accomplice out to dinner It contained the crown jewels of Montenegro?”




  “It may have, sir. I didn’t get a look at it.”




  “A pity, Poole; a pity. Well, well; we live in a world of hard and rather dull realism. We must just plod on in our unimaginative way. What does this fellow look like? Corvett, I

  mean.”




  “Rather a good-looking chap, sir; lean, clean-shaven, good mouth and jaw, rather a hard face. Dark hair, going grey. Medium height. No Scotch accent.”




  “We’ve no record of him here?”




  “No, sir. I managed to get hold of his prints; there’s no record of them.”




  “That’s good work—getting his finger-prints; may come in useful. I’ll tell you why I’m interested in him, Poole. You’ve heard about this burglary and murder

  at Hallam’s?”




  “Just the outline, sir.”




  “Corvett is one of the men whom Hallam deals with. Burr thinks the job was done by someone who knows a good deal about the inside of the retail trade—all these jewel burglaries of

  the last year. We’ve got to check up on everyone who is, or has been, connected with the firms that have been robbed. A big job but a lot of it will clear itself off quick enough. If

  there’s anything funny about any of the people we’re looking over—well, that’ll ask for closer investigation. Corvett is obviously one of them. Watch him, Poole. If he goes

  abroad again, get a look at his luggage. And there’s one special point. It’s practically certain that this job at Hallam’s was done with the help of a boy—a small boy who

  could slip through a window one foot square—a boy with guts and intelligence. And a boy who is fond of peppermints.”




  





  Chapter Three




  The Gunners




  Friday 9th, Saturday 10th, October




  AFTER leaving the Assistant-Commissioner’s room, Chief-Inspector Burr got himself some luncheon and returned to Old Bond Street. By his permission, and on the

  principle, so dear to Englishmen, of ‘business as usual’, Hallam’s had been re-opened and, by the look of things, was doing an exceptionally good day’s trading, largely no

  doubt with the ‘souvenir’ type of purchaser and collector. Even Mr. Marsden, the chief assistant, was too busy to appear harassed. Burr made his way as unobtrusively as possible to the

  inner office, where he found Mr. Hallam and his son both at work at their respective tables. Cutting short the jeweller’s questions about ‘progress’, Burr intimated that he had

  reached the stage where routine enquiries must be attended to; for instance every member of the firm, from head to cleaner, must account for his or her whereabouts from the time the shop closed on

  the previous evening until, say, midnight. It was pure routine, involving no implication of suspicion on anyone; probably nothing would come of it, but the facts must be obtained. Now, Mr. Hallam .

  . . ?




  Burr thought he saw a look of something like consternation cross young Hallam’s face, but it was gone in an instant.




  “Shall I go?” he asked, rising to his feet.




  “Quite unnecessary, sir”, replied Burr; “unless Mr. Hallam prefers.”




  “I have no secrets to hide from my son”, said the old man, with a slight smile. “Sit down, Lance. I left here a little after seven, rather later than usual. I walked to my club

  in St. James’s Street, where I talked to a few friends. I think I could give you their names if you require confirmation. My car picked me up there at seven-thirty, as usual, and took me

  home, where I dined. After dinner I sat with my wife, read the papers, listened to the news, and went to bed a little before eleven. That is my usual routine and my servants will be able to confirm

  it.”




  “Thank you, sir; that is very clear. And now you, Mr. Lancelot?”




  “Oh, well, my evening was not quite so respectable, but I think I can account for it”, said young Hallam, with a smile at his father. “I left just before seven, went to

  Julian’s and had a cocktail or two—not more than two, father, really, but I stayed some time talking; there are always lots of chaps I know there. Then I had dinner with Frank Pickerton

  and his sister and we went to a flick together; I went back to their flat and had a glass of beer and a smoke and got home somewhere round about twelve.”




  Old Mr. Hallam shook his head.




  “You drink too much, my boy”, he said, “and such rubbish. Good wine, yes, and early hours; you cannot play tricks with your health if you wish to succeed in

  business.”




  “No, father. You . . . er . . . told me.”




  “And you can give me names and addresses of these friends of yours, sir—for confirmation?”




  “Yes, rather.”




  The names given, Burr asked to see each member of the staff in turn.




  “Would you wish to see them in here? I am afraid the shop is rather crowded.”




  “Thank you, sir, but I think I’d better see them alone. I thought in the lobby where they hang their hats and coats. If your son would be so good as to disengage them from their

  work, one by one? No need to trouble Mr. Marsden now; I’ll see him after the place is shut; but I’d like to get through all the rest before they go home.”




  Lancelot Hallam showed the Chief Inspector out and as soon as they were alone in the lobby turned to Burr with a rather rueful expression on his face.




  “I say, Chief Inspector”, he said, “I’m afraid I’ve told you a pack of lies, but you know it really was a bit awkward your questioning me in front of the old man.

  He’s a bit old-fashioned in his ideas and I simply daren’t let him know all the details of a really quite blameless life. It was true about cocktails at Julian’s but after that I

  made it up while you were getting father’s confession. What I really did last night was to have a spot of dinner at my club—the Celibates—and then I went round to the Inanity.

  I’ve got a friend playing in that and I go there fairly often, but the old man would have a fit if he knew. So I keep a spare lot of evening clothes at the club and change there and tell the

  family some harmless tale. I don’t think you’ll have any difficulty in tracing me at the Inanity; I’m pretty well known there, and it was only last night. The chuckers-out and

  probably some of the programme girls are pretty well bound to have spotted me, and Gabb at the stage door—I was there during the interval. After the show I took my friend—Cherry

  Burnside—to supper at Valtano’s; they’ll know me there too. Took her straight home to her lodgings; she lives in St. John’s Wood, all on my way—and so to bed, not long

  after twelve. That’s all gospel, Chief Inspector, and you can easily check it. I’m sorry to have told you the tale first time, but you see how it was.”




  Burr had watched Lancelot Hallam carefully while he spoke and was inclined to believe that the young man was telling the truth. The first, false story had really been excusable under the

  circumstances. Anyhow, as he said, there should be no difficulty in checking the present one.




  “All right, sir,” he said; “I see your trouble. Now these assistants.”




  Nothing of interest emerged from the routine questioning that followed. They involved two or three days’ dull work for Sergeant Holland in checking them, and nothing was likely to come of

  it all. Without waiting for the shop to close, Burr went off to the other establishments where burglaries had happened, and obtained lists of the diamond merchants with whom they dealt. Two or

  three well-known names occurred on each list; Rintalli was on Praiseworthy’s list only, and Corvett, about whom the A.C.C. had asked, on Verricle’s. Burr already had the lists of

  dismissed or temporary assistants from these firms and had found nothing suspicious about any of them, but he would have them all looked up again, in the light of yesterday’s affair. After

  all, murder was a bit extra, and justified endless trouble.




  By the time he had finished the round of burgled shops it was past closing time, and Burr took himself to a tea-shop and had a poached egg and coffee. After a visit to a sweet-shop, he got on a

  bus and went out to Hammersmith. His destination was a small white-brick house in a row of white-brick houses not far from the river. The door was opened to him by a pleasant-faced woman in an

  apron over a tidy frock.




  “My husband’s just smoking a pipe in the garden after his supper”, she said, in reply to Burr’s enquiry. “If you’ll come into the sitting-room, I’ll

  call him.”




  “Let him smoke it out in peace, Mrs. Marsden,” said the detective; “he’s had a nasty day and a smoke’ll do him good.”




  From the sitting-room window Burr looked out on to the garden. There was just light enough to show that it was surprisingly large. At the end, a brightly lit window in a little shed showed a

  curly head bent over some task.




  “Your little boy?” queried Burr.




  “My little girl”, replied Mrs. Marsden, with a smile. “She’s always in that workshop. Takes after her father. I always tell him he ought to have been a mechanic.

  He’ll be joining her there in a minute.”
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