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  Chapter One




  San Podino Gold




  “DOES THE name ‘Berrenton’ ring a bell with you, Peter?”




  Chief-Inspector Lackett looked up sharply from the file which he had been reading.




  “Hector Berrenton?” he asked.




  His visitor nodded.




  “That’s the chap.”




  “Hector Berrenton; I should say it does. I shan’t forget that case in a hurry; proper headache it gave me. What about him? Not in trouble again?”




  “Not your kind of trouble. Coming my way this time. I want to know all about him.”




  John Poole sank into a vacant chair and pulled a pipe and pouch from his pocket.




  “Any objection to smoking?”




  Lackett grinned. He was seldom seen without a cigarette between his lips and his fingers were stained with nicotine.




  “Tell you all about him?—a case that took six months off my young life? Tell you . . . as if I hadn’t got any work to do.”




  “This’ll be work all right. I suppose even C.6 has to get down to it at times,” said Poole lightly.




  The Criminal Investigation Department of New Scotland Yard is divided into seven departments, not counting the Special Branch, which is concerned with ‘Security’. Chief-Inspector

  Poole was a leading light in C.1, which deals with major crimes and is by far the largest department of the seven. Chief-Inspector Lackett, on the other hand, was a member of C.6, the small but

  highly trained department which specialises in involved fraud cases and is popularly known as ‘the fraud squad’. Lackett was the younger man of the two by five years, being only

  forty-seven; but whereas Poole was one of sixteen Chief-Inspectors, with eight Superintendents and a Chief Superintendent above him, Lackett was one of two, with only a Chief Superintendent and two

  Superintendents senior to him in his special hierarchy. He could therefore claim—and often did when Poole was teasing him—that he was the more indispensable officer of the two, his time

  more precious and his work more exacting and important.




  Now, however, he pushed his file aside and lit a fresh cigarette from the stub of the old. He knew that Poole would not have interrupted him without good reason.




  “If he’s not our bird you’re welcome to him. He can fly all right; tricky as a woodcock.”




  Poole grinned.




  “Got away from you, anyhow, didn’t he? Was he guilty?”




  Lackett leaned back in his chair, the hard wooden chair which keeps Chief-Inspectors awake, and watched the smoke drift up past his eyes.




  “I’m not so sure,” he said at last. “I never was so sure. Old Franklin was and so was the D.P.P., but it never seemed to me that we had quite enough on him to prove

  fraud. Clever chap; doesn’t necessarily mean he was crooked. Unlucky, perhaps. Ruined a lot of poor people, but I suppose that’s all part of the financial game.”




  “Franklin was in charge of the case, wasn’t he?”




  “Yes, his last case before he retired. Bit sour at going out on a loser, he was. I worked under him, just before my promotion. All the hard work, of course, but not the

  decisions.”




  “Naturally. And you yourself would not have advised a prosecution?”




  Lackett shook his head.




  “Wouldn’t be right to say that. I didn’t know all the facts. There may have been something on his record that I wasn’t shown. Anyway, he was prosecuted and acquitted. A

  lot of public money wasted . . . unless one can feel that the case was a deterrent to others.”




  “Sure to have been,” said Poole comfortingly. “And someone seems to have thought the acquittal was a mistake.”




  Lackett pricked up his ears.




  “Eh? How’s that?”




  “About ten days ago Mr. Hector Berrenton had a nasty accident in his car. The North1 Sussex police don’t like the smell of that accident; they think someone was trying to

  do him in.”




  “Good Lord. You mean . . . because of this case?”




  “That’s a possible idea.”




  “But it’s an old story; what was it? 1949? Three years stale. Surely that’s a bit far-fetched?”




  “Old sins have long shadows,” quoted Poole sententiously. “Mind, I’m not giving you my own opinion. The story has only just been handed to me. East Grinstead think the

  accident was no accident, that it is a throw-back to the fraud case—there appears to have been a threatening letter of some kind—and that if it really is so connected, then we are the

  boys to handle it. Strictly under their direction, of course. And Chief-Inspector Poole, with his well-known social tact, has been handed the job, because the victim was wearing an Old Marlvington

  tie.”




  Chief-Inspector Lackett laughed.




  “Our Gentleman Johnny; and so you come to me to put you on the right lines—me fresh out of Hornsey Grammar School.”




  “Fresh out of Mincing Lane or Threadneedle Street, or wherever it is these company-promoting gentlemen have their stamping ground. I don’t want to wade through the whole case, Peter;

  I just want the rough outline of what Berrenton was tried for, so that I can get the background right.”




  Lackett nodded.




  “I expect I can give you that,” he said, “but if you want details you’ll have to go to the file. Three years are three years, and I’ve had a lot of fraud through my

  fingers in that time. Berrenton was charged with circulating a prospectus inviting subscriptions to an issue of stock in the San Podino Gold Company, well knowing that prospectus to be false;

  that’s just the bare bones. Another director was charged with him, a man named Fallon—they were joint managing directors—and also the Secretary of the Company; I forget his name

  at the moment. All three were acquitted.”




  “And was it false?”




  “Oh, yes, it was false all right. The whole case turned on whether the directors knew that it was false. The San Podino is a Bolivian gold-field. There had been small-scale placer mining

  there for a good many years—you know, prospectors panning the streams and that sort of thing and winning small quantities of pay-dirt, or whatever the expression is; nothing to make a fortune

  out of.”




  “Enough to paint the town red and then start again.”




  “That’s it; not a case for large-scale mining. Then in—somewhere in the late twenties—a young Mexican mining engineer did a more systematic survey and struck a

  gold-bearing quartz lode not very far below the surface. He believed he was on to something big, and didn’t tell anyone on the spot; he went back to Mexico to try to form a company to work

  it. The Mexicans laughed at him; they said that the San Podino area was well known to be simply a mass of pyrite, with just enough placer deposit in the streams to keep the old-timers

  happy.”




  “Pyrite?” said Poole. “That’s the stuff that has a yellow sparkle, isn’t it? ‘Fool’s Gold’, don’t they call it?”




  “That’s the stuff. There is gold in it, or in some forms of it, but not enough to repay working, except as a byproduct from other forms of mining or quarrying—granite

  and so on. The Mexican engineer, Mendez, still believed that he was on a winner, and he was just starting off for the States to try his luck there when Berrenton turned up. Berrenton had interests

  in Mexico: two mining companies, tungsten and graphite I think they were, and . . .”




  “Half a minute, Peter,” interrupted Poole. “Is Berrenton a practical mining engineer?”




  “No, not exactly that, but he undoubtedly knows something about it. He started life in the Royal Engineers, fought in the Kaiser war—got an M.C., I think—but retired soon

  afterwards and took up civil engineering. Then he came into some money and drifted into finance, company-promoting.”




  “Then he might have enough knowledge of the dangerous kind but not enough to avoid being made a fool of?”




  Lacket nodded.




  “I think that was the conclusion that the jury came to. Rather the same with his financial knowledge; clever chap but not quite clever enough to keep out of trouble. Probably he fell

  between two stools; he spent a lot of time travelling and inspecting his various interests, not enough time on his office stool in London. That’s what he said himself, anyhow.”




  “Well, go on; sorry for the interruption.”




  “Not at all; accustomed to it. Mendez met Berrenton and got him interested. Berrenton went and had a look himself and agreed to finance a serious gold-mining concern. At first it looked as

  if he’d backed a loser; the vein petered out and they were on the point of chucking the whole thing. Then, during the war—this last war—they struck another—a real bonanza,

  Berrenton called it—and the money rolled in; shares went sky-high and all the rest of it.”




  “Genuine money? Nothing rigged?”




  “Genuine money. Real gold coming out of the ground. But not for long. It began to peter out again, slowly, but enough to worry the directors. Then Mendez came up with another discovery; he

  had been boring in the neighbourhood of this vein, using a diamond core drill, and he declared he had struck a new one, deep down but rich. It would need really big money to develop it, much more

  than the existing capital of the Company could command. The good years hadn’t been enough to enable them to build up any substantial reserves; they had borrowed heavily during the lean years

  and had to pay that off. And the good years were petering out with the shallow lode.”




  “So the faithful shareholders were to be asked to take another chance?”




  “Yes. The point was that if that deep vein was to be worked, a lot of new money was needed. Hence the prospectus and the invitation to the public to subscribe to an issue; something like

  two hundred and fifty thousand pounds, I think it was, debentures and ordinary shares.”




  “And was it subscribed?”




  “It was; over-subscribed, mostly in small blocks by people of modest means—the trusting, optimistic sheep upon whom the wolves feed. Not that Berrenton and Fallon were wolves; not at

  all; they were acquitted. But the type of subscriber is . . .”




  The telephone on Lackett’s desk rang and for several minutes he was engaged in a detailed conversation connected with some other case. Chief-Inspector Poole re-lit his pipe and thought

  over what he had been told. As soon as the telephone conversation ended Poole asked:




  “But do you mean to say that these people launched a quarter million issue on the ipse dixit of a Mexican mining engineer?”




  “Oh no, not exactly. At least . . . well, I’ll tell you. The Board of the Company . . .”




  “Half a minute; what sort of a Board was it? A reputable Board?”




  “So-so. The usual titled guinea-pigs, one or two soundish business men. But Berrenton and Fallon were the brains and the operating machinery. They were both concerned—they are

  still—with a number of other companies, not all of a very gilt-edged standard. To be quite frank, we had had our eye on them for some time, but there was nothing definitely crooked—just

  sailing a bit near the wind. I am afraid that applies to a lot of men in that line of business.”




  “So I imagine. Well, go ahead; the Board did what?”




  “Decided to get a second opinion. They sent out a consulting engineer from this country—a young Scotsman called Tattie, who had built up quite a reputation in that line. When I say

  young, I think he was in the early forties.”




  “Very sensible of them. And he reported favourably?”




  “He didn’t report at all. By an extraordinary bit of bad luck he was drowned in a sudden spate when he was on his way down to the coast by river. The boat capsized and he and another

  man were drowned. His body came ashore miles downstream, but his baggage was never recovered. His report must have been in that; there was nothing on the body.”




  “Nothing at all? Had it been robbed?”




  “Oh no, I don’t think so. There was money and so on and a note-book, with some rough notes that nobody could make head or tail of. Some personal shorthand, probably; he may not even

  have written a report—may have got it all in his head. Anyway, no report was ever received.”




  Poole frowned.




  “Sounds a bit fishy, with all that money involved. Any suspicion of foul play? What about Master Mendez?”




  “The Bolivian police were satisfied that it was a pure accident. Mendez was up at the gold-field; he couldn’t have had anything to do with the drowning.”




  Poole sniffed.




  “So what?”




  “So Berrenton flew out there himself, and Mendez convinced him that it was a strike. There was a suspicion afterwards that the bore had been salted—that the gold brought up by the

  drill had been dropped down the bore-hole by Mendez or someone else. Anyway, Berrenton was convinced; they floated the issue, and after they’d spent thousands of pounds on deep-mining they

  found nothing. There was a terrific slump in the Company’s shares and thousands of people were ruined.”




  “Including Berrenton and Fallon?”




  “Not including Berrenton and Fallon. They had sold their holdings in the Company while the boom was on; to raise money for the exploitation of an Arabian oil-field in which they were

  interested.”




  “And which is now doing quite nicely, thank you?”




  “Quite nicely.”




  “And that, no doubt, was a smell in the nostrils of C.6 when San Podino flopped.”




  “It certainly was, but there was nothing illegal about it, not even dishonest or dishonourable; quite a normal procedure in the tick-tock of company-promoting.”




  “All right. Then answer me another. When Tattie was drowned, why didn’t they send out another consulting engineer? If Berrenton could fly out, why couldn’t another engineer fly

  out?”




  Chief-Inspector Lackett laughed.




  “The bull’s-eye question,” he said. “It was that more than anything that put Berrenton in the dock. His prospectus, of course, made it appear that mining experts had

  reported the discovery of a rich gold-bearing lode. After the bonanza boom the public accepted that and rushed in. Berrenton’s answer to your question was quite frank; he said that they

  simply could not wait for another expert opinion; their money was finished, their skilled labour beginning to disperse; you see, that shallow vein really was worked out, and the men on the

  spot knew it. They weren’t going to hang about without pay, and most of them were not native Bolivians; they wanted to get home—to Mexico and elsewhere—while there was still money

  in their pockets. So Berrenton flew out there, satisfied himself about the prospects and managed to satisfy the engineers and others that more money was coming. He cabled home ‘Go

  Ahead’ and the prospectus was issued; money poured in and for six months all was golden—except the ore.”




  “And the jury believed that it was an honest mistake?”




  “So it appeared. They acquitted them.”




  “And they left the court without a stain on their characters?”




  “On their official characters, anyhow. And now some misguided person is trying to show his disapproval. Is that the idea?”




  “That seems to be the general idea. Or else.”




  





  Chapter Two




  County Constabulary




  ON THE morning after his talk with Chief-Inspector Lackett of the ‘fraud squad’, Poole presented himself at the Headquarters of the North Sussex Constabulary at

  East Grinstead and asked for Detective-Superintendent Mitten. The head of the North Sussex C.I.D. was a big, burly man with grizzled hair and moustache, slow of speech and movement but not of wit.

  He had all the qualities of a bull-dog and was popularly known in his force as ‘Bonzo’. He greeted the London man with a friendly smile, waved him to a chair and pushed a packet of

  cigarettes towards him.




  “Pipe if I may, sir,” said Poole. “As you’ll know, I’ve come about this accident to Mr. Berrenton.”




  Mitten nodded.




  “The Chief thought it was a case the Yard ought to look into,” he said, “because of its possible connection with the San Podino case. I’ll tell you the local story and

  then you’ll see why that possibility came into our minds. You know about the San Podino case, I suppose?”




  “Just the outline of it, sir; the rise and fall of the Company, the prosecution for issuing a false prospectus, the acquittal. I had a talk with a Chief-Inspector who was working on the

  case at the time, and he gave me a general idea of the character of the Company and the directors and the considerations that led up to the prosecution and the apparent reasons for acquittal. I

  haven’t been through the file yet or read the verbatim report of the trial; I’ll do that as soon as I’ve got the up-to-date story at this end.”




  “Might be as well to,” said Superintendent Mitten quietly. “Now, one thing before I start on the story, Mr. Poole. While you and I are alone together I suggest we don’t

  be too formal. You have been good enough to call me ‘sir’, and quite right too, but I don’t reckon a Superintendent in a County C.I.D. has much on a Chief-Inspector from the Yard.

  We’ll do better and get along easier if we call each other ‘Mitten’ and ‘Poole’; when we’ve got my subordinates with us you can throw in a ‘sir’

  every now and then just as a matter of form. That suit you?”




  Poole smiled.




  “That’s very nice of you, Super,” he said. “It does make things easier if one’s not too formal, and it’s a help to a Yard man to be treated as a

  friend.”




  “Right; then that’s agreed. Now this Mr. Berrenton, Mr. Hector Berrenton, lives in a nice house at Dabridge—Dabridge Manor, it’s called—half-way between here and

  Crawley. Of course, the ‘Manor’ is all my eye; it’s a modern house, built on land bought off somebody’s farm. Mr. Berrenton is well off, keeps a fair staff, man-servant and

  so on, chauffeur, two or three gardeners—no lack of money, one would say. Couple of cars, a limousine for his wife and a two-seater coupé for himself. That’s the one that had the

  trouble. It was on . . .”




  “Any family?” asked Poole.




  “Eh? Oh, yes; only son, mother’s darling, I’d say. Too much money and not enough work. Spends his time running about in his own car between there and London. I believe he does

  have some kind of a job in one of these big motor businesses in London—a sort of super-salesman when he feels inclined. Round about twenty-six or seven, I’d say. Want to know

  more?”




  “Sorry, Mitten; I interrupted. I just wanted to get the family picture. And there’s a Mrs. Berrenton—all happy and so on?”




  “So far as I know. I’d say they were a very devoted couple—on the surface, at any rate. I fancy she’s a year or two older than him, and he’s still a vigorous man.

  That makes for trouble, sometimes, but I know nothing about that here.”




  “Right; thank you.”




  “Well, it was on Friday last week the accident happened—Friday, 19th September, just to get our record right.”




  Poole grinned and jotted the date down in his note-book.




  “It’s Mr. Berrenton’s practice to drive himself into Crawley every day in his two-seater to catch the London train—9.28, I think it is. He drives very fast, but

  he’s a skilful driver and I’ve never known him in any trouble, except for once or twice exceeding in a built-up area. There’s a nasty bend on the by-road that leads from Dabridge

  Manor to the main road, a bend with a sharp drop on the outer side; the camber’s all wrong, too—the road leans the wrong way. Our people have spoken to the County Surveyor more than

  once, but he says it’s a minor road and he hasn’t got the money even to put right the black spots on Class One and Two roads. So nothing gets done until someone’s killed—or

  lucky not to be. Of course, Berrenton knows that bend like the back of his hand and he knows just how fast it’s safe to go round it, but on this particular morning the car doesn’t

  answer the steering-wheel and just goes through the rails and over the edge.”




  Superintendent Mitten pulled a one-inch ordnance survey map from a drawer and spread it out on his table.




  “That’s the place, Poole. Quite true, it is a quiet road and not many cars go along it in the day, probably, besides the Berrentons. Still . . . well, that’s not my business.

  Luckily for Mr. Berrenton there are bushes and scrub growing on the slope below the road where he went over. The car didn’t go far; it turned over on its side, but it didn’t catch fire.

  Even so he had a nasty crash and was pretty badly shaken, his face cut and bruised and a rib or two broken against the steering-wheel. A carter found him and went back to the house; they telephoned

  for an ambulance and took him to hospital, but he wouldn’t stay there once they’d patched him up. He’s back at home now.”




  “Not much the worse?”




  “Not much, the doctor says. Shock worse than injuries. Not to be wondered at. He’s not an old man—fifty-five, I think he told us—but one doesn’t like to be thrown

  about even at that age. Still, he’s taken it all pretty calmly; I will say that.”




  “Did he report it as an attack on him?”




  “Oh no, and I’m not sure that he believes now that it is. No, it was our chaps who came to that conclusion. Of course, the accident was reported in the usual way and the Divisional

  Superintendent went out there and examined the car—a Lorte Renton coupé—with one of the mechanics from our Headquarter garage. We run our own repair shops at Headquarters, you

  know, and we’ve got some knowledgeable chaps in the mechanical line. Naturally, they examined the steering-gear, and they found that the steering-track rod was detached from the off-fore

  wheel.”




  “Is that a thing that could happen accidentally?” asked Poole.




  Superintendent Mitten shrugged his heavy shoulders.




  “Well, of course, accidents do happen, they say, and I suppose a split-pin can pull out. That’s what had happened here; the split-pin had come away from the ball cap on the track-rod

  end. I’m told that in most cases it would be impossible for that to happen accidentally and next door to impossible for it to be mischievously pulled out, short of a major operation, but it

  is a fact that such an accident did occur with a Lorte-Renton about three years ago; with their new models they have eliminated that risk, but Berrenton’s is a 1946 model, and so with his car

  it was possible. What we have to find out is whether it was an accident or a deliberate attempt to smash the car and kill him.”




  “I think you said the Berrentons keep a chauffeur. What has he got to say about it?”




  “Well, of course, he thought he was going to get the blame, so he swore black and blue that the steering-gear was in perfect order. But when I asked him . . . I should say the case was put

  in my hands when we heard about the letter; we’ll come to that . . . when I pressed him about it he admitted he hadn’t been under the car to overhaul it for a month or more. He was away

  on his holiday when the accident happened, but he came back two days later.”




  “What sort of a chap?”




  Again that massive shrug.




  “I didn’t cotton to him much. One of these slick young fellows with no manners for anyone but the people who pay them. Twist, his name is. Wilson—that’s our

  mechanic—didn’t form much of an opinion of his knowledge or his keenness. He thought it just possible that Twist might have let the steering get into a dangerous condition from sheer

  idleness. I might have thought that myself if it hadn’t been for this letter. I’d better get on to that now. When Berrenton got back home out of hospital he found this waiting for

  him.”




  From a folder on his table Superintendent Mitten drew an envelope and a sheet of common writing-paper, bluish in tinge and ruled in broad lines. On it was written in capitals, in black ink with

  a spluttery pen:




  SAN PODINO




  

    

      

        	THIS IS YOURS.



        	   



        	FALLON NEXT.

      


    


  


  




  “Short and to the point,” said Poole.




  “No identifiable finger-prints. Posted London, E.C.1, the day before the accident, you’ll note.”




  Poole nodded.




  “Significant, certainly,” he said. “Anything like it before?”




  “It seems there have been. Each year since the trial, on the date of acquittal, Berrenton has had the same sort of thing. Heading: San Podino, then some sort of threatening message. He

  says he didn’t pay any attention, just burnt them; didn’t want to worry his wife. Directly after the trial he had a mass of letters; regular fan mail he called it. But they stopped,

  except this one. He kept this one because the accident had made him think, and because of the mention of Fallon. But he’s still sceptical; thinks it was probably just a fluke, though he

  admits that this is the first that hasn’t come on the day of acquittal.”




  “Anything interesting about the paper or ink?”




  “Nothing that I could find. I thought you chaps at the Yard might like to play with it.”




  “I’ll take it, Mitten; it’ll make C.3 happy, but they’re not likely to find anything. Cheap and common. It’s difficult to believe that the timing was a fluke.

  Posted after the country post collection, so there could be no warning. Someone who knew Berrenton’s habits and knew there was going to be an accident. That surely means that if the car was

  tampered with it must have been done that night; if it had been some sort of delay-action sabotage the letter couldn’t have been so neatly timed.”




  “That’s how it struck me. Looks all very neatly laid on.”




  “The garage where this car is kept; locked at night, I suppose?”




  “Yes, but the damn fools keep the key under a brick, where any fool can find it. Say it saves trouble. Didn’t save this trouble.”




  “The chauffeur live nearby?”




  “Flat over. And he was away on holiday. All very neat and handy.”




  “You’ve got no suspicions of anyone in the neighbourhood?”




  “Not a one. We’ve nothing to go on, unless you can get a lead through San Podino. That’s why we passed the buck to you.”




  Poole sat in silence for a while, staring at the late September sunlight striking down on the house across the street.




  “I’ll get on to that at once,” he said. “If it’s someone local you’ll find him better than I shall, with your local knowledge, but I may be able to give you a

  pointer. But you know, Mitten—I’m sure you’ve thought of this—if somebody has really tried to murder Berrenton, he has failed; he may try again. It’s for your Chief to

  say, but has he gone into the question of protection at all?”




  Mitten gave a short laugh.




  “He has that. Wanted to post a constable in the house, but Berrenton wouldn’t hear of it; he said—Berrenton did—that if anyone meant to do him in no constable would stop

  him; waste of public money he called it, and I’m inclined to agree with him.”




  “Sounds like a stout fellow. That leads me to what I wanted to ask you. What sort of a chap is Berrenton?”




  Poole was conscious of a slight stiffening in the Superintendent’s manner as he answered:




  “The Chief Constable would like to talk to you about that himself. I’ll just go along and find out if he’s disengaged.”




  Probably there was some difference of opinion here, thought Poole. No doubt he would soon discover Mitten’s own views; he certainly meant to get them.




  It was nearly five minutes before the Detective-Superintendent came back and took Poole along to the Chief Constable’s office on the sunny side of the Headquarters building. Major George

  Hurley was seated at his desk and greeted Poole in a rather formal manner. He was a good-looking man of about sixty, with a large head well covered with silky grey hair and a handsome moustache; it

  was not till he stood up to say good-bye that Poole realised that the Chief Constable’s stature did not match his head.




  “Good morning, Chief-Inspector,” he said. “I wanted just to have a word with you before you started on this case. Superintendent Mitten will have given you all the technical

  details; it’s on the personal side I want to speak. I am anxious that you should not start out with any preconceived and false ideas about Mr. Berrenton arising from that unfortunate trial.

  It is not for me to say whether there should have been a prosecution or not, but it cannot be too clearly borne in mind that there was an acquittal—an absolute acquittal. Mr. Berrenton left

  the court without a stain upon his character . . .”




  Poole smiled inwardly as he remembered his own quotation.




  “. . . It was a very great relief to me. I have known Mr. Hector Berrenton ever since I came to this county nearly fifteen years ago, and I have always found him a most upright and

  honourable man. Any other view of his character might start you off entirely on the wrong lines. I hope I made myself quite clear.”




  Major Hurley’s hand reached up to the silky moustache and stroked it appreciatively.




  “Thank you, sir,” said Poole. “I was most anxious to obtain your opinion about Mr. Berrenton. Am I right in supposing that he has lived at his present house for some

  appreciable time?”




  “Certainly ever since I have known him.” The Chief Constable looked towards Superintendent Mitten.




  “Since 1935, I believe, sir.”




  That was before the bonanza, thought Poole. If his impression of the house was correct, Berrenton must have been doing well out of his company-promoting even during the San Podino’s lean

  years.




  “And the son, sir? Not that he would have anything to do with this case, but as part of the picture.”




  “Julian? A graceless young puppy. Well, not so young, perhaps—twenty-six or seven, eh, Mitten? No sportsman, I’m sorry to say; never seen him on a horse. Motor-bicycle as soon

  as he was old enough, and then sports-cars—and the sort of girls who go with them. Does a bit of motor-racing, but that’s not sport. Break his father’s heart, I should

  think—and his mother’s. But as you say, he’s got nothing to do with this case. Some disgruntled shareholder, no doubt—probably a madman, though he’s shown some method.

  Well, Chief-Inspector, you will want to get started. You will, of course, work under my orders, which you will receive through Superintendent Mitten; but I shall always be glad to see you if there

  is any particular matter on which you wish to consult me.”




  Major Hurley rose to his feet and revealed the lack of inches that perhaps accounted for his somewhat pompous manner. Mitten and Poole metaphorically bowed themselves out of the presence and

  retired to the Superintendent’s little office.




  “Time for a bite of lunch, Poole—unless there’s anything else I can tell you first.”




  Poole looked quizzically at his companion.




  “I’d like to know what you think yourself, Super, if you care to tell me.”




  Mitten scratched his formidable chin.




  “I think I’d like you to form your own opinion first,” he said.




  





  Chapter Three




  Dabridge Manor




  DABRIDGE MANOR was a large, comfortable house, described as of Elizabethan character, though it is doubtful whether the architects of the great Queen would have recognised it

  as such. It had been built in the spacious days of Edward VII by a City magnate who, having to make rather hurried adjustments in his mode of living, had sold it at a heavy loss to the

  up-and-coming financier, Hector Berrenton. That was in 1935, and modern as the house was then, its new owner had still further improved it in the matter of heating and plumbing, so that even in the

  straitened days of victory it was possible to live there in considerable comfort with a modified staff.




  On the Sunday following his return from hospital Hector Berrenton and his family were sitting at lunch in the large dining-room whose mullioned window looked out over a sloping lawn. Although it

  was still September and the sun was shining, a log fire was burning on the hearth, and its flicker and crackle certainly added vitality to the scene. Mrs. Berrenton, though well-covered, felt the

  cold, probably because she had become lazy and took little exercise, physical or mental. As Lucy Grelayne, daughter of a west-country baronet of barren acres, she had been a beautiful girl,

  followed hounds whenever she could borrow a horse, played tennis with skill and energy, and danced the winter through—as well as through the one London season which was all her parents could

  afford for her.




  But now the muscle formed by all that energy had turned to fat, the rich red hair had faded to a rusty grey, and the hazel eyes had lost their sparkle. They were turned now upon the woman

  sitting on her husband’s right, as he sat at the other end of the table. This was an extremely attractive young woman of a little more than thirty, with brown hair parted in the middle and

  brushed back with only the faintest indication of a wave over each temple. Her figure was beautiful and in no way suffered from the quiet, modest frock that she was wearing, a frock clearly

  inexpensive but well chosen. This was Daphne Gordon, secretary or—in the modern phrase—‘personal assistant’ to Hector Berrenton and his joint managing-director, Jocelyn

  Fallon.




  Fallon himself was sitting on the right of Mrs. Berrenton. He was a man of little more than fifty, of middle height, wiry, clean-shaven, with sandy hair just touched with grey, and pale blue

  eyes. His face, too, was pale and gave indications of worry in the lines running from nostril to mouth-corner, but he was good-looking, and his smile, when it came, was extremely attractive. He was

  doing his best now to entertain his hostess, but he realised that her attention was at the other end of the table and he had little doubt as to the reason for that. With or without justification

  Lucy Berrenton was a jealous woman, and she was extremely perturbed now that she realised the attractiveness of the girl who worked in such intimate association with her husband, and the vivacity

  with which he was now talking to her did nothing to allay his wife’s anxiety.




  Hector Berrenton was, as Superintendent Mitten had described him, a vigorous man; tall, robust, with dark hair turning grey but scarcely receding from a fine forehead; though somewhat florid,

  his looks were good and he had considerable charm. Daphne Gordon did not appear to be greatly impressed by them; she talked quietly with her employer, with only an occasional smile, and gave a very

  fair share of her attention to the young man on her right. This was Julian, undoubtedly, from his looks, the son of Hector. He had, too, something of his father’s brain, but none of his

  energy and character. Major Hurley’s description of him, though unkind, had been far from untrue; Julian had too much money, he had been too young to take an active part in the war, he was an

  idler, never sticking long to one job. It was by his father’s wish—a wish backed by control of the purse-strings—that he was in a job at all; his mother wanted him to ‘go

  into Parliament’—as if that were a career that could still be had for the asking. He was looking his best now because his eyes were alive; they were concentrated on Daphne Gordon and

  they clashed at times with those of his father.




  The sixth person at the table might almost as well not have been there—except that she was having a good lunch. Mary Allot, secretary, companion or, yet again, ‘personal

  assistant’ to Mrs. Berrenton, was a plain, dumpy girl in the late twenties. Nobody took the least notice of her, or thought about her at all, except the little maid in blue uniform with white

  cap and pinafore, who was helping the butler, Martin, serve lunch and who admired Mary Allot for reasons that would have been entirely incomprehensible to her mistress. But though attracting no

  attention, Mary was as nearly indispensable as anyone in Dabridge Manor; she relieved Mrs. Berrenton of all necessity for effort or—almost—thought, she made life run smoothly in his

  home for Hector Berrenton, and she was no cause for jealous anxiety at all.




  Fallon had driven down from London that morning in order to bring his partner up-to-date in the affairs of the various companies with which they were concerned. Even eight days’ absence

  from the control of so many financial wires was a cause for concern to Hector Berrenton, though he was fortunate in having a man of such ability, so well accustomed to think on the same lines with

  him as his fellow managing-director. Fallon had brought their secretary with him in order to take shorthand notes of any business decisions and instructions, as well as to prompt the directors from

  her own excellently stored memory. Those, at least, were the ostensible reasons for her journey, though Jocelyn Fallon may have had a more personal reason for inviting her to devote part of her

  week-end to duty.




  As lunch ended Mrs. Berrenton collected her bag and spectacles and the eyes of the two young women.




  “We’ll leave you to drink your port in peace, Hector,” she said.




  “Oh, no, my dear, not necessary at all. Just a light port; a glass will do us all good.”




  But Lucy Berrenton rose to her feet.




  “We will have our coffee in the drawing-room,” she said. “Then Mary can take Miss Gordon for a nice walk. You won’t be doing any more work this afternoon, will you? I am

  sure Dr. Jameson would not wish you to. You won’t be going back before tea, will you, Jocelyn? And, Hector, you’ll lie down, won’t you?”




  It was only with reluctance that Mrs. Berrenton called her husband’s partner by his Christian name; she had never liked him and, against all reason and evidence, had blamed him for the

  dreadful ordeal of the trial, but it was Hector’s wish that she should do so and she had felt obliged to comply.




  The butler being out of the room, Julian Berrenton opened the door, and as soon as the ladies had passed through it he slipped out after them. There was a frown on the face of each of the other

  two men as they noted this manœuvre, but no comment was made. They drank their port almost in silence and then moved to the study, where yet another fire was burning.




  “Lucy will do it,” said Berrenton; “she thinks I need coddling. All great nonsense. I suppose I’d better do what I’m told about resting, if only to get back to work

  sooner, but before I do there’s one thing I’d like to talk to you about, Jocelyn.”




  He went across to his massive writing-table, unlocked a drawer and took out a sheet of paper, with a few words in block letters written on it.




  “I haven’t shown this to anyone but the police, and I don’t know that I’d have done that if it hadn’t got your name on it. Thought it only fair to warn

  you—just in case.”




  Berrenton watched his companion’s face as he read the few words. He saw the colour drain from it.




  “Good God! What . . .”




  Fallon looked up, saw that his partner was watching him, and pulled himself together.




  “Where did you get this?”




  “Arrived by post the afternoon after the smash. As a matter of fact that’s a copy; the police have got the original.”




  “But what does it mean?”




  “May mean what it says, may be a leg-pull. Bit of a coincidence if it is. You haven’t heard this; nor has anyone else. I’d like you to keep it to yourself. The police think my

  smash was no accident; they think someone sabotaged my car.”




  Fallon sat down in a large armchair. The paper in his hand was shaking slightly and he put it down on the table beside him.




  “Do you mean . . . because of this?” He touched the paper.




  “Partly that, no doubt. Also because they don’t believe the steering ought to have gone. We needn’t go into that. Point is that there’s just a possibility that there is a

  connection with the San Podino business. If there is, you ought to know about it. Only fair to you.”




  Hector Berrenton was rather enjoying his partner’s discomfiture. It was always interesting to see how another man would face danger; however well you knew them you could never be certain

  till the crisis came. Not that this ought seriously to frighten anyone; forewarned was forearmed.




  Fallon may have realised something of what was passing through his companion’s mind.




  “All a bit of bluff, I should think. Not that it wasn’t a nasty jar about your accident, old man; might have been very serious. But after all, someone who heard of the accident may

  have thought this was a way to frighten you—some disgruntled shareholder, no doubt.”




  “The letter was written before the accident,” said Berrenton quietly.




  “Before? I thought you said it came next day.”




  “It arrived by the second post, on the afternoon of the day of the smash.”




  There was silence, as Fallon cogitated this disturbing news. His hands—fine well-cared-for hands which yet showed signs of hard use at some time in his life—moved restlessly on his

  knees.




  “Odd,” he said. “Have you had anything like this before? This letter, I mean.”




  Berrenton had crossed to a large leather sofa by the window and was now lying on it with his feet up.




  “Oh yes, something like it, though not so definite. ‘Beware; your time is at hand’; that sort of nonsense. Always that ‘San Podino’ at the top; no signature. I put

  them on the fire—or rather, set a match to them, because there are no fires on the sixteenth of July—even in this house.”




  Fallon stared.




  “You mean . . . the date of our acquittal?”




  “That’s the idea.”




  Hector Berrenton drew comfortably at his cigar. Fallon had allowed his to go out; he made no present attempt to re-light it.




  “You never had anything of the kind, Jocelyn?”




  Fallon shook his head.




  “Not since the lot we got immediately after the trial. Most of the directors got some of them.”




  “I wonder if poor old Rightson got any. Damn shame if he did. Have you seen anything of the old boy?”




  Again Fallon shook his head.




  “Not since he left us. I never understood why they prosecuted him.”




  “Matter of red tape, I expect; his name was. on the prospectus. Innocent as a babe unborn.”




  Berrenton smiled at the glowing end of his cigar.




  “So, of course, were we, but I never can feel happy about all those poor devils who lost their money.”




  There were no special signs of unhappiness on the handsome, florid face now. Even the strips of plaster on the forehead hardly marred its looks.




  “Well, now, Jocelyn, you’d better go off and join that nice walk of Lucy’s; leave me to have my nap. You might be in time to stop that young rip Julian worrying Daphne. If

  you’re interested.”




  Fallon’s face flushed angrily. Apparently oblivious to this, his friend continued:




  “If you’re not you can lead Mary down another garden path and give him a run. Not that Daphne would look at him, I’m afraid; she’s a nice girl, wasted on you and

  me.”




  He stubbed out his cigar, settled himself more comfortably on the sofa and closed his eyes. Looking extremely displeased, Jocelyn Fallon pulled himself out of his chair and left the room.




  In the study Hector Berrenton dropped into a heavy slumber, his face in repose losing much of its attraction. Pouches showed under the eyes and small veins seemed to stand out more clearly on

  the nose. The minutes ticked by and the sleeper stirred uneasily, muttering an inaudible word or two.




  Presently the door opened quietly and the butler appeared. He hesitated and was about to withdraw, but his master woke and saw him.




  “Eh, yes, Martin; what is it?”




  “I am sorry to have disturbed you, sir. There is a person called to see you, sir. He said that you would not know his name, but that he thought you would wish to see him.”




  “Oh, be damned; I can’t see him now; I’m resting. Tell him to . . . Oh, well, perhaps I’d better see him. Where is he? In the hall?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “I’ll see him there; easier to get rid of him.”




  Berrenton rose to his feet. He felt slightly giddy and stood for a moment, recovering his balance. Then he walked through into the hall, where his visitor was standing, looking at the fine Orpen

  portrait on the wall. He turned as Berrenton appeared, and the latter could see that he was a man of about fifty, with a pleasant open face, brown hair hardly flecked with grey, and a pair of

  steady grey eyes. He wore a dark brown suit and carried a soft hat in his hand.




  “Good afternoon, sir; I hope I haven’t disturbed you,” he said, at the same time holding out a small case with a card in it.




  Hector Berrenton read it and nodded.




  “Very well, Chief-Inspector,” he said quietly. “Come along to my study.”




  





  Chapter Four




  Elder Sister




  MRS. BERRENTON’S suggestion of a ‘nice walk’ as a suitable Sunday afternoon occupation for the two young women fairly represented the upbringing of her

  generation and of the strict west-country family from which she came. She had entirely failed to carry on the tradition with her own son, and so was extremely surprised to see Julian following Mary

  Allot and Daphne Gordon out through the French windows of the drawing-room as soon as they had finished their coffee. Mary, of course, would have done cheerfully whatever her employer wished.




  As soon as they were out of earshot of the house, however, Julian displayed his own ideas for the afternoon.




  “I say, Miss Gordon, you’re not really going to do anything so dim as go for a walk, are you?”




  Daphne laughed.




  “Well, as a matter of fact, my shoes wouldn’t carry me across country,” she said. “But I would like to have a look round the garden if Miss Allot will show it to me.

  Perhaps I might even be allowed to pick a flower or two; they are ruinously expensive in London, and my flat looks so dreary without them.”




  Mary Allot at once fell in with this very sensible idea and went off to get a basket and a pair of garden scissors. Even Julian had the sense to realise that Miss Gordon really wanted the

  flowers and that to put any obstacle in the way of getting them would not endear him to her. Like his mother, he had been astonished at the attractiveness of the ‘personal assistant’

  whom Jocelyn Fallon had brought down. He never went near his father’s office and had imagined that he would employ something grey and grim to help him in his money-spinning; he knew—or

  thought he knew—that many business men dictated their letters to blonde cuties, with other qualifications besides words-per-minute, but he had never known ‘the old man’ show the

  slightest sign of being girl-conscious, and this lovely was a revelation to him.




  Not that Miss Gordon was a ‘lovely’ in the lighter sense, still less a ‘cutie’. She was obviously a lady and would know very well how to look after herself, but she was

  hellishly attractive and he had no intention of wasting more time on flower-picking than he could help. So he carried the basket and watched the graceful figure of Daphne as she stooped and picked,

  curbing his impatience in the hope of later reward.




  Half an hour saw the basket full, with some sprays of green stuff picked and carried by the cavalier himself. The time had now come for his bright idea.




  “What about a run down to the sea, Miss Gordon?” he said. “I’ve got a 3½-litre sports T.G. that’ll get us there in no time. We could have a dip and a cup of

  tea and be back before the old people know we’ve gone.”




  Daphne Gordon laughed.




  “I don’t think Mr. Fallon would want to wait all that time,” she said. “Besides, the Brighton road at a week-end can’t be much fun.”




  “Oh, I don’t mean Brighton; I know a little spot, practically unspoilt, where there’s good bathing and a decent place for tea. I know the by-roads to get to it without touching

  the week-end traffic.”




  But Daphne shook her head.




  “I really couldn’t go so far,” she said. “Mr. Fallon said he wanted to leave directly after tea. It would be rather nice, though, to have a short drive; I love an open

  car. Is there room for three?”




  But kind-hearted Mary wanted Julian to enjoy himself. Her quick judgment of Daphne had decided her that here was someone much more worth-while than most of his rather flashy girl-friends. She

  declared that she had letters to write and went off to get a scarf and a coat to lend to Daphne. In a few minutes she watched the low red T.G. shoot out of the stable yard with a roar of unsilenced

  exhaust. For a moment the memory of that bend on the road and last week’s terrible accident made her catch her breath, but Julian was a first-class driver and surely such a thing could not

  happen again.




  The roar of the T.G.’s engine had wakened Lucy Berrenton. She too, like her husband, had put her feet up on a sofa as soon as she was alone and had dropped into a heavy sleep—having

  regrettably eaten rather more for lunch than was advisable for a woman of her age and figure.




  She knew the sound of that car, and her thoughts, like Mary’s, at once turned to that bend on the Crawley road. Her husband’s accident had been a terrible shock to her, and she

  realised that there was some vague atmosphere of not-quite-rightness connected with it. But for the moment her anxiety was of a different character. She could not get out of her head the thought of

  the attractive brown-haired girl whom Jocelyn Fallon had brought down to Dabridge and who, she now realised, had worked for two or three years with Hector in his office in London. Like her son, she

  never went near that office; Hector did not welcome—perhaps she now knew the reason why—any interest being taken by her in his work. He said that she would not understand it, that it

  was too complicated to explain . . . explain! That girl.
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