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  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




  FREDA FISCHER brushed a strand of hair from her cheek, and with an air of weary patience, put out a hand to retrieve the

  hefty-looking suitcase which was gliding toward her along the conveyor belt. It was flanked by elegantly matching air travel cases of the sort one sees displayed in shop windows, piled like Chinese

  boxes. They gave hers the appearance of old tweed at a Dior show of evening wear.




  She carried it across to the Customs bench at an awkward trot and inserted herself next to someone who was already receiving attention. With a sigh she puffed the still errant strand of hair out

  of her eye. Her nose felt shiny and what was left of her lipstick was caking, but she had deliberately refrained from making any running repairs to her face until she was clear of all the

  formalities of arrival. A glamorous appearance at this moment would not, she had reckoned, be in her best interest.




  She had had time, while waiting for the baggage to be disgorged, to study the faces of the Customs officers and it was design which brought her to the particular place where she was now

  standing. It always struck her that British Customs officers looked as though they rightly belonged on the quarter decks of destroyers. They were so very different from their Continental

  counterparts who resembled much more the minor Civil Servants which they were, than nautical heroes.




  The officer she had selected was young and fresh-complexioned and wore the studiously polite expression which goes with the job. She watched him covertly as he finished with the person on her

  left and decided she had chosen aright. A second before he arrived in front of her, she cast down her eyes.




  ‘Is this all your baggage, miss?’




  ‘Yes.’ She nodded shyly.




  ‘Do you live in this country?’




  ‘No, I am a visitor.’




  ‘Would you read this, please?’ She stared at the notice he now held before her like a mirror. ‘You understand what it says?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And have you anything to declare?’




  ‘No.’ She shook her head slowly as if to emphasise that she regarded the question and her answer as forming a solemn contract between them.




  ‘No cigarettes or liquor: no watches or cameras?’




  ‘No, not any.’




  For a few seconds they stared gravely into each other’s eyes.




  ‘No gifts of any sort?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘How long will you be staying in this country?’




  ‘Perhaps two weeks I stay.’




  She had hoped she wouldn’t be asked this particular question, even though it was improbable that the same people would see her again when she left, whether she stayed two days or two

  months. And anyway she would, as before, make a point of having an excuse ready to explain her premature departure. It would, however, have been unarguable that her suitcase was uncommonly large

  and heavy for a mere overnight visit.




  The Customs officer gave her a small smile.




  ‘Well, have a nice stay,’ he said as he made a chalk squiggle on the end of her case and moved away.




  She returned his smile shyly and, lifting down the suitcase, prepared to carry it out into the crowded hall past the sea of expectant faces which were clustered round the doorways.




  Outside the terminal building, she paused to rest and to sniff the damp misty air of an early March evening. So far, so good. Everything had gone as smoothly as it had last time, and she was

  once more safely in England.




  The Fiat 600 was parked exactly where she had been told to expect it. With the duplicate key she unlocked the driver’s door, stowed her suitcase on the back seat and got in herself. Her

  first act was to set about restoring her face. It was one thing to assume an appealingly waif-like appearance in front of a Customs officer, quite another to do so before the five men who were

  waiting for her six miles away. By the time she had finished, she again looked the attractive and composed young lady of twenty-four which was her normal air. She gave her face a final examination

  in the small hand mirror, brushed some invisible specks off the shoulders of her bleached mackintosh and was ready to go.




  On reaching the main road, she turned left away from London. In twenty minutes she would be at her destination. A small smile flickered across her face as she recalled the Immigration

  Officer’s concern whether she would be able to support herself financially while in England. She had been able to satisfy him by producing her modest supply of travellers cheques.




  Hers, of course, were genuine and quite unlike the £100,000 worth of forged ones which lay concealed in the secret compartment of her very ordinary-looking suitcase.




  





  Chapter Two




  IN appearance there were few similarities between the five men who awaited Freda Fischer’s arrival in various postures of nervous boredom. One

  thing which they did share in common, however, was a quality of soft-spokenness to be found among criminals of a certain class. Admittedly George Bromley, their leader, had an ugly rasp to his

  voice and could shout as loudly as anyone when he chose, but his normal tone was no worse than a hack-saw cutting through bone, and as for the rest of them they always conversed in the quiet,

  relaxed tones of high financiers, which in a sense they were.




  The room in which they were sitting was cheerless and at this moment stiflingly hot. It was the living-room of a wood-built bungalow situated not far from the river midst a haphazard landscape

  of similar structures.




  George Bromley, known as Big George among his fringe acquaintances, sat at the head of the table like a Chairman waiting to call the meeting to order. He was scowling and even a blind canary

  could have told that he was in an ill-humour.




  ‘She should be here by now,’ he said, gazing without affection at each of the others in turn.




  ‘Give her a chance. Her ’plane was due only thirty minutes ago.’ Tony Dayne who spoke resembled an amiable rodent. But though he wore a perpetually somnolent and harmless air,

  he was capable of considerable physical and mental agility when occasion required. He sat, the smallest man in the room, sprawled in the largest chair with one leg dangling idly over the arm.




  Bromley ignored him. ‘You can never be sure with bloody foreigners. Some of you would do well to remember that.’




  ‘Yes, papa.’ Derek Armley said, with a wink at Dayne. He was a young man with a glib manner and a string of predatory girl-friends whose demands virtually ruled out the possibility

  of an honest life, even if he had so desired.




  ‘Aren’t you forgetting who set up this lark, George?’ Max Rutter was the oldest man in the room. He had also, under a variety of different names, served more sentences of

  imprisonment than any of the others. His failing was jewellery: his own. On at least one occasion he had been identified by the two diamond rings he wore on fingers of each hand.




  ‘I thought I asked you not to wear all those rocks on your hands,’ Bromley said in a grating voice.




  ‘I don’t when I’m out on the job,’ Rutter replied. ‘But among friends, what’s wrong? And anyway you haven’t answered my question.’




  ‘What question?’




  Rutter smiled tolerantly at the others. ‘If you don’t trust bloody foreigners, George, why did you take this on in the first place?’




  ‘You know why I did. Because of the money.’




  ‘And it’s been O.K. so far, hasn’t it? It’s been darned good in fact.’




  ‘So far,’ Bromley repeated darkly. ‘But I still say that you want to watch out when you have dealings with foreigners. You don’t think I roped all you lot in until I was

  satisfied it was a worth-while deal?’




  ‘More worth-while to some than to others,’ said Roy Passfield with a sweet smile which served only to underline the taunt.




  ‘What the hell do you mean by that?’ Bromley demanded angrily. ‘If it’s because I do better than you, of course I do. You’re paid staff. I’m the manager. If

  you’re not satisfied you can clear out.’ A silence followed this exertion of authority and Passfield himself, who had once been a male dancer on television, stared sulkily at his

  finger-nails.




  ‘Nevertheless,’ Bromley went on, thoughtfully studying the faces of his four colleagues, ‘I am proposing to have a bit of a showdown when our lady arrives. I don’t

  consider present arrangements are satisfactory and I mean to tell her so.’




  ‘But she’s only a courier,’ Dayne put in. ‘What can she do?’




  ‘She can convey our sentiments to headquarters,’ Bromley replied grimly.




  ‘But we don’t know anything about headquarters,’ said Rutter. ‘Or do we? I mean apart from the fact that they’re somewhere . . . somewhere in Europe.’ He

  glanced quickly at the others.




  ‘It isn’t in your interest to know where the stuff’s forged.’ Bromley pursed his lips. ‘Even I don’t know the exact location.’




  ‘Or the people we’re dealing with, I gather?’ Rutter added.




  George Bromley never cared having to disclaim omniscience, but realised it was better to do so on this occasion. ‘No, I don’t know them, either. That’s why I intend having

  things out with the girl when she gets here. She’s our only link with the people at the other end.’




  ‘How much is she bringing over?’ Dayne asked.




  ‘A hundred thousand.’




  Five pairs of eyes became lost in silent contemplation.




  ‘Well, thank God we’re operating from London this time,’ Passfield said, his expression suddenly brightening. ‘Winter in Manchester was almost the death of me. I

  don’t think you others realised what a perishing office that was, but Tony and I were there every day.’ He looked across at Tony Dayne for support, but Dayne appeared to be sunk in his

  own thoughts and only a distant smile flickering across his face indicated that he had been listening at all.




  Being more personable than the others, Dayne and Passfield had been given the duties of counter clerks in the office of Snowcap Holidays, with the job of charming clients into signing up for a

  winter-sports holiday. ‘Yes, sir, Snowcap Holidays take care of everything. . . . No, you don’t have to worry with your bank, we can supply travellers cheques as well . . . so much

  easier having everything dealt with under one roof.’




  Later when the rich harvest had been reaped, Snowcap Holidays of Manchester had melted away as completely as the snow to which it had feverishly consigned its gullible clients. And even those

  people who did happen to notice that the small travel agency on the corner had closed didn’t give it a great deal of thought. In an age of mushroom growths, there was nothing particularly

  remarkable about such an occurrence.




  Now, a few weeks later, Suntrap Tours had established themselves in a West London suburb and were ready to open their doors and sell enchanting holidays on Mediterranean beaches.




  And after that it would be somewhere in the south-west. Another office, another eye-catching name over the entrance. It all required a fair amount of organisation, but it was sufficiently

  profitable to enable its operators to contemplate a happy retirement from business before long.




  With Dayne and Passfield the front counter boys and Rutter working in a back room as secretary-cum-accountant of the outfit, Bromley and Armley were left free to look after things outside the

  office and to prepare for the next flit.




  In a business of such fat and rapid profits, none had felt the need to know more than he was told. It was sufficient that George Bromley had recruited them six months before and told them that

  an organisation on the Continent wished to undertake the distribution of forged travellers cheques in England and that this had to be done through a travel agency which would be established for the

  purpose. The sale of the travellers cheques, which purported to be those of an internationally known banking concern, would provide the retailers with a handsome profit (‘it was as good as

  making the money yourself’, Rutter had once observed) and the beauty of the scheme was that, thanks to the domestic ramifications of the bank concerned, it must take at least several months

  for the forgeries to be spotted—longer still to trace them—by which time the flit was complete.




  There was a strict rule, however, that they were not to cash the cheques for their own use, since this would increase the chance of detection. Despite this injunction, the others were aware that

  Bromley had several times done so, and now he was apparently proposing to send headquarters a message telling them where they got off.




  ‘That must be her car now,’ Bromley said, breaking the silence which had fallen.




  Dayne swung himself out of his chair and crossing to the window peered round the end of the heavy chocolate-coloured curtain.




  ‘It’s quite misty out there,’ he said with a slight note of worry in his voice. ‘Yes, she’s just coming up to the door.’




  ‘Go and let her in.’ Bromley nodded at Armley, who rose and left the room.




  A few seconds later the door opened and Freda entered. She smiled nervously at the faces which were turned in her direction. ‘I am sorry if I am late, but it is foggy and I caught a false

  road.’




  ‘Come in, Freda,’ Bromley said affably. ‘Is Derek getting your suitcase out of the car?’ He smirked at the others while Freda began to unbutton her mackintosh with cold

  fingers. ‘Now you’re here,’ he went on, ‘let’s get down to business. You come and sit next to me.’


  

  ‘Yes, it is always good to do our business quickly,’ Freda rejoined. ‘It is not good for me to stay too long.’




  At this moment Armley came in carrying the homely-looking suitcase, which he put down between her and Bromley.




  ‘We certainly don’t want to keep you,’ Bromley said, fixing her with a hard look, ‘but there are one or two things to be straightened out.’ He paused. ‘The

  lads and I are not too happy about some of the arrangements.’




  ‘I do not make the arrangements,’ Freda interrupted in an anxious voice. ‘I am only the courier, do you say?’




  ‘But you can convey our sentiments back to headquarters,’ Bromley went on. ‘There’s nothing to prevent your doing that.’




  ‘Why do you not write what you wish to say?’




  ‘Because I think a personal message via you will be more effective. Anyway, I have written and nothing happened.’




  Freda looked desperately round the five impassive faces which were turned toward her. ‘But I do not know the big bosses of our organisation. I am here only to hand over the cheques and to

  take back the money for them. . . .’




  Bromley scraped a tooth with his thumbnail and appeared to be cogitating. Then he said, ‘You see, we don’t believe this travel agency lark is the best way of getting rid of the

  cheques.’ It was clear from the expressions on the faces of his companions that they wondered what was coming next. They might or they might not agree. The royal ‘we’ had,

  however, alerted them. ‘We think there’s an easier way without the necessity of all this palaver.’




  ‘But it is laid down by headquarters,’ Freda said, urgently. ‘It is the best way. Headquarters know. They operate in other countries as well and it is always through a travel

  agency.’




  ‘I dare say,’ Bromley replied, ‘but because it happens to be the best way in Italy or France, doesn’t mean to say it’s the best for England.’




  ‘But you accepted their conditions.’




  ‘You can tell them that we shall be un-accepting unless they meet our suggestions.’




  ‘It is no good, I cannot discuss these things. They are not my concern. You must write. Now will you please give me the money for the cheques and I must go.’




  Bromley shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, blowing the word in her face. ‘What’s more you’re not leaving until I say so.’ He leaned back, looking pleased with

  himself. ‘Since you mentioned “payment”, let’s start there. We pay too much for these cheques. We’re the boys who run the risks; it’s only right that

  headquarters should recognise the fact.’




  ‘But this is nothing to do with me,’ Freda exclaimed in an agitated voice. ‘I know nothing about that side of things.’




  ‘You will do if you just sit and listen.’




  ‘I have to go,’ she said with sudden determination. ‘I cannot stay.’




  She rose from her chair but Bromley put out a hand and pushed her gently back.




  ‘And if headquarters think that we can be simply replaced by a more amenable bunch,’ Bromley went on as though nothing had happened, ‘then headquarters better have another

  think, because we shouldn’t just sit idly by and watch others reap this particular harvest. No, it’s us or no one, which means it’s us, for I happen to know that they’ve

  made a nice little profit out of their English branch. And that puts us in a good bargaining position. Understand, Freda?’




  For answer, Freda Fischer looked at her watch. ‘I will tell what you have said when I get back,’ she replied coldly, ‘but I cannot guarantee that it will reach the right ears,

  because I do not know whose they are.’




  ‘It’ll reach the right ears all right,’ Bromley said. ‘Messages of this sort always do. However, I’ve not finished yet.’




  ‘We have to work hard for our money, Freda,’ Passfield broke in to George Bromley’s obvious annoyance. ‘It’s not like robbing a mail train, two and half million for

  one night’s work.’




  Derek Armley sniggered. ‘Robbing a mail train’s easy by comparison.’




  Freda turned on him. ‘If it is so easy, why do you not do it, too?’




  ‘Not enough mail trains to go round,’ Passfield observed. This remark brought delighted laughter from Armley and Rutter, which was not, however, shared by Dayne, who sat impassively

  watching Freda, or by Bromley who was registering frowning displeasure at his temporary loss of control of the meeting.




  ‘Just cut it out and leave me to do the talking,’ he growled. Though none of them liked him, he nevertheless carried the necessary authority, so long as he remained their leader, to

  command attention. Silence fell immediately and Passfield’s face became a sulky mask once more.




  ‘We’d like to handle more cheques and pay less for them,’ Bromley said in a dangerously quiet voice. ‘That’s point one. And point two is that we’re fed up

  with this elaborate front. We want it changed. Point three is that when I say like and want, I mean that’s how it’s going to be in future. Now that’s the strength of

  the message you’ll take back to headquarters. So far’—he glanced round at the others—‘I’ve stuck to instructions and none of this lot even know the country you

  come from. But you can tell headquarters that I’m getting tired of communicating with a box number which appears to ignore my suggestions. Things have got to be changed—and changed to

  our liking.’




  It was at this moment that Dayne sprang from his chair and shot across to the window. ‘I’m almost sure I heard someone outside,’ he said in a whisper as he peeped cautiously

  round the edge of the curtain.




  In a second, Bromley was beside him. ‘Out of the way, let me look,’ he hissed. ‘Yes, there is someone out there,’ he said a moment later. ‘Just over by the hedge.

  Now, who the bloody hell’s snooping round here!’ He let out a further ejaculation. ‘There are two of them. My God and there’s another.’ He glanced back at the tense

  expressions now anxiously focused on him. ‘Out quietly through the back way. Leave all the lights on. I’ll take the suitcase. Call me at my place in the morning. You’ll have to

  take your chance with the rest of us, Freda. There’s no women and children first rule on this ship.’ He took another quick look out of the window. ‘It’s the bloody police

  all right,’ he said grimly. ‘They’re multiplying every minute, too.’ Even as he turned back into the room, it was empty. The suitcase had also disappeared. He raced to the

  door. ‘Give that to me, you . . .’ He seized the case roughly from Rutter’s hand as the latter was about to step out into the darkness. Ahead were shadowy figures dispersing like

  dandelion seed caught by a breeze.




  All of a sudden a whistle blew from somewhere the other side of the bungalow and a voice shouted, ‘Just all go back inside. You’re surrounded and can’t get away.’




  There followed a sequence of confused sounds. Running feet, scuffling, more shouts mingled with a few grunts and the same voice, which had shouted, calling out further instructions to his

  followers.




  In five minutes it was all over.




  ‘Well, well, just look what we have here,’ Detective-Superintendent Manton remarked as he gazed down at the neatly stacked piles of travellers cheques which filled the secret cavity

  of Freda’s suitcase. Scattered on the floor beside the case lay its remaining contents. Manton bent down and picked up a pair of black lace panties. ‘Really, George!’ he exclaimed

  reprovingly. ‘What will your wife say?’




  Bromley’s mouth hardened but he said nothing. Rutter, Armley, Dayne and Passfield remained as expressionless as blocks of salt, while half a dozen plain clothes officers stood behind them

  in an outer ring. More officers could be heard moving around outside.




  ‘I believe you’re the owner of this bungalow, aren’t you, Rutter?’ Manton asked.




  ‘Tenant. Not owner.’




  ‘Must be very pleasant here in the summer,’ Manton observed. ‘Keep a boat, do you?’




  Rutter cast him an unamused smile.




  ‘As soon as transport comes, we’ll be away,’ Manton went on.




  An officer came into the room. ‘We’ve searched the rest of the place, sir, but there doesn’t seem to be anything else of significance.’ He threw the five prisoners a

  curious and a slightly worried look. ‘I wonder if I might have a word with you outside, sir.’




  When Manton returned to the room five minutes later, he looked preoccupied.




  ‘O.K., the van awaits,’ he announced. He turned to the officer who had accompanied him into the room. ‘Take them out singly, Jim. I’m not risking their bursting free

  outside like a rugger scrum. They’d better have bracelets on for the journey, too.’




  The officer—Detective-Sergeant Jim Raikes—nodded. ‘Right, Bromley, you first. Hands behind your back.’




  With an officer fore and aft George Bromley was led out of the room. A couple of minutes later the procedure was repeated with Rutter: then with Passfield: then Armley, and finally with

  Dayne.




  After the last departure, Manton remained alone in the room, his gaze roaming restlessly over the frippery furnishings. He looked up eagerly when Sergeant Raikes re-appeared in the doorway.




  ‘Well?’




  Raikes shook his head, while his expression depicted failure.




  ‘No good, sir. Said it’d be more than his life would be worth.’




  ‘What the hell are we going to do now?’




  ‘Don’t see what we can do, sir, except go ahead.’




  ‘Who was the blithering idiot who caught him?’




  ‘One of the uniform lads. He’d only just come off duty when he was roped in for this party and I suppose he wasn’t given proper instructions. Not really his fault, sir. A bit

  of a box-up though.’




  ‘That’s a massive understatement,’ Manton observed sourly. ‘Oh, well, we’d better get back. Nothing more we can do here. Leave somebody to show the photographic and

  fingerprint people around when they arrive.’ He nodded at the suitcase. ‘Don’t forget the luggage.’




  Twenty minutes later the five prisoners were going through the process of being cautioned and charged and locked up for the night. Each had resisted the temptation to make any written statement

  or, indeed, to assist the police in any way. However, since they were caught with the goods on them, Manton, for his part, hadn’t felt the same incentive to obtain statements as sometimes

  exists.




  They were charged jointly with being in possession of forged travellers cheques, and the only one to make any reply in answer to the charge was George Bromley who said, ‘If you think

  they’re forged, prove it.’




  To this, Manton had replied, ‘Don’t worry, I shall.’




  Though the cells they occupied for the night were in a row, the dividing walls were solid and the opportunity of communication was nil. The thoughts of each, however, as he lay far from sleep,

  ran on similar lines and reached a similar conclusion. They had been well and truly shopped.




  In an upstairs office of the station, a thick-set young man in a tweed jacket and regulation blue serge trousers stood in front of Manton’s desk.




  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said, though there was a note of defiance in his tone, ‘but I wasn’t told to let anyone through.’




  Manton sighed heavily. ‘Well, you realise what’s happened. We’ve now got our informant charged and locked up.’




  The young constable made a slight face. ‘Couldn’t he have been released, sir?’




  ‘He could have, but he wouldn’t go. He’s a frightened man. Let him out now and the others will immediately know who grassed.’




  ‘I suppose he’ll just have to go through with it then. It’s hardly my fault, sir, if I wasn’t told.’




  Not for the first time, Manton wondered what the force was coming to when a young constable could answer back quite so perkily, even if he was in the right. In the midst of his brooding,

  Detective-Sergeant Raikes came into the room.




  ‘I’ve been delving a bit deeper into this mishap, sir.’ Manton bit back the scalding comment which flew to his lips. The sergeant’s euphemisms were really too much at a

  time such as this—‘It seems it was the bloke’s own fault. He must have lost his bearings in the darkness and he charged straight into P.C. Cotter here, instead of slipping out

  through the gap in the hedge as arranged.’




  ‘Did anyone try and escape through the gap in the hedge?’ Manton asked.




  ‘No, the chap there says not. Anyway, we caught all five of them, sir,’ he added, with a faint note of surprise in his voice.




  ‘I know we did. I was just wondering if there might have been a sixth we didn’t know about.’




  ‘No evidence of anyone else, sir,’ Sergeant Raikes replied briskly.




  ‘You didn’t notice a faint smell of perfume in that room at the bungalow?’




  Sergeant Raikes looked thoughtful for a moment, then shook his head. ‘Can’t say I did, sir. Fact is I have got a bit of a cold. I’ll ask some of the others if you like,

  sir?’




  ‘Yes. I’d like that checked.’




  ‘We weren’t expecting to find anyone else there, were we, sir?’ Raikes asked in a faintly puzzled tone.




  ‘No. But that doesn’t rule out the possibility.’




  There was a brief silence before Raikes said with a pleased grin, ‘On the whole sir, I reckon we can count it a good evening’s work. We’ve got enough to put them away for years

  and I haven’t any doubt myself that we’ll be able to tie this lot up with all the other forged travellers cheques which have been reported recently.’




  ‘There are a good many evenings’ work ahead of us before we’ll be ready to proceed in court,’ Manton said gloomily. ‘I can see this enquiry branching out in more

  directions than a weather-vane before we’re finished.’




  After the two officers had left him, he rose from his chair and began to pace around the furniture. Twenty-five years’ service had not provided him with any precedent for a situation in

  which a police informant becomes accidentally knocked off and then insists on being charged and proceeded against with his co-defendants.




  Perhaps the first step was to see that he got a good lawyer. And by good, he meant one with whom the police were able to work without locking up all their papers every time he

  appeared.




  Roger Elwin was the name which came immediately into his mind. Roger Elwin, the junior partner in Rufford, Rich and Co., who handled all the firm’s criminal work and who did a lot of

  prosecuting for the neighbouring county force.




  Now he would be just the person to handle the somewhat ambiguous interests of Tony Dayne.




  





  Chapter Three




  RITA BROMLEY stubbed out her half-smoked cigarette with a vicious gesture and leapt toward the telephone as soon as it began to

  ring.




  ‘Is that you, Lew? What have you been able to find out?’ Her voice was as hard as her face, though both now betrayed signs of the nervousness which had been consuming her since she

  had heard the news, soon after midnight, of what had befallen her husband. It was now half past seven, and though she had only lain on her bed for a few hours without sleep, she was heavily made-up

  and dressed in a tight black frock more appropriate to half past seven in the evening.




  Lew Slater was the sort of brother one would have expected Rita Bromley to have, shrewd and vicious enough to silence the most determined do-gooder. His tone, as he now spoke, was urgent.




  ‘Only that he’s been charged and will be coming up in court this morning. We must have a lawyer there to get him bail. Leave that to me, Rita. I’ll come round in an

  hour’s time and pick you up. We’ll try and see him before he goes over to court. It’s next to the police station. So we’ll call there first.’




  ‘But what happened, Lew? What went wrong?’




  ‘I don’t know, Rita. I haven’t been able to find out. The bloody police wouldn’t tell me anything apart from the fact that George and the others have been charged with

  possessing forged cheques. We shan’t know what happened until we see George. But don’t worry, girl, they won’t have George on the hook for long, he’s too smart. See you in

  about an hour.’
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