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  ››› 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
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  Chapter One




  THE RESTAURANT was on the first floor of what had once been a four-storied residence at the unfashionable end of Fulham Road. Faded velvet curtains

  emblazoned with the faint pattern of a white eagle blocked the view from the street through plate-glass windows. The name of the restaurant was painted in gold on a black wooden shield that hung

  above the sidewalk.




  

    WIELKAPOLSKA


  




  A smaller velvet curtain screened the glass entrance door while a narrow, dirty passageway, untidy with litter and milk bottles, led to the upstairs premises. The dingy

  nameplates on the wall no longer held significance. The building was due for demolition and there were no other tenants. It was six o’clock on a cold January evening. Candlesticks were

  burning on the tables in the long narrow room behind the velvet curtains. The tables were set against dull red walls decorated with prints of feudal Poland. Noblemen with ermine caps hawking on the

  outskirts of vast forests, peasants bent under bundles of firewood, children tumbling in the snow.




  Food was trundled up from the cellar kitchen on a hand-operated elevator. A small bar was embellished by icons, behind it was a tarnished gilt mirror diagonally set. The red walls and the

  reflection of the faded curtains gave an impression of cosiness. The Wielkapolska opened for dinner at eight. No lunch was served. The two Spanish waiters came in and set the tables during the

  afternoon, the Polish chef a couple of hours earlier to prepare his menus. The only person in the building at the moment was the owner of the restaurant, Casimir Zaleski. Zaleski had put his

  checkbook to use that morning and was wearing his purchases with a great deal of style, a tan cashmere shirt and a pair of elaborately checked trousers. He was sitting with one ankle locked over

  the other, his shoes old but burnished. Zaleski was a believer in spit, wax and the inside of a banana skin for the best possible polish. But the mixture was an unsavory one for the use of a

  gentleman, and he relied on a commercial product that could be applied without soiling the fingers. He wore his thick black hair brushed straight back. A prominent nose and high cheekbones

  protected small deepset eyes the color of wet slate. A monocle hung from a silk cord around his neck while a fold of flesh under his right eye suggested a convenient lodging place for it. The

  bottle of vodka on the bar in front of him was pinning down a newspaper. Three glasses stood beside the bottle.




  He sat completely still, listening to the building creak and groan under the weight of the traffic outside. Suddenly his ears detected a tapping on the street door. He slipped off the stool,

  sucking in his gut, a stockily built man of fifty-four smelling of eau-de-Portugal. He went to the door, opened it a crack then threw it wide, letting in two men of his own age. His gold

  bridgework flashed behind the smile of welcome. He spoke warmly and in Polish.




  “Bogdan — Stanislas! Welcome, old friends!”




  Bogdan Czarniecki spread his arms like a polar bear in a zoo pleading for fish. He was six-and-a-half-feet tall and dressed in a long, shabby topcoat worn over oil-stained denim workpants.

  Zaleski hugged him demonstratively and turned toward the other man, solicitous of the mutilated arm as they embraced. Sobinski’s left sleeve was pinned back above the elbow. Smooth white hair

  and an unlined face gave him the demeanor of an aristocratic cleric. Czarniecki aimed a moth-eaten beaver hat at a chair and shed his shabby topcoat. A North African virus contracted a generation

  before had left him completely bald. His stretched scalp was the color of old ivory and his neck revealed the scars of skin grafts. His teeth were ostentatiously false, his smile surprisingly

  gentle.




  Zaleski double-locked the street door and led the others toward the bar. Memory tricked the reflection in the advancing mirror so that he saw the three of them once again, boulevardiers in the

  Cairo redlight neighborhood, the heat of the battle behind them. He filled the three glasses from the chilled vodka bottle and toasted them.




  “Zdrowie!”




  Sobinski belched unaffectedly. “You will excuse me but it is the food. After twenty-five years in this benighted country, my stomach is still unable to digest mutton fat.”




  Zaleski nodded sympathy and refilled his friend’s glass. Sobinski worked as a ward cleaner in a nearby hospital. In his whole life, Zaleski had never put foot in a hospital, but he had a

  profound mistrust of all British institutions. He rapped on the bar with his signet ring, assuming the solemnity necessary to the occasion.




  “You are wondering why I have asked you to come here this evening?”




  The white-haired man said nothing. Czarniecki winked. “You are going to make our fortunes, again. Either that or offer us jobs as waiters.”




  Zaleski ignored him. The question had been rhetorical. “I would like to remind you, my friends, of a night in June, twenty-seven years ago.” The opening, he thought, had a ring to

  it, a promise.




  Czarniecki extended an arm across the bar. He unscrewed a bottle of olives and filled his mouth with them, firing the stones into the hollow of his hand like missiles.




  “Why should we need reminding? Our memories are as good as yours. You talk like an old woman sitting by the fire.”




  “And you like the child at her knee,” Zaleski said calmly. “I am merely putting things in their proper perspective. I will continue. A commando unit attached to the Carpathian

  Division was parachuted in behind the Gothic Line. Its mission was to attack the field headquarters of the Seventy-first German Infantry Division.”




  Czarniecki spat out his last olive stone. “Captain Zaleski commanding, Lieutenant Sobinski and Sergeant Czarniecki in loyal support.”




  Zaleski controlled his irritation. “We were supposed to capture two enemy agents, Italians. British Intelligence supplied us with their names, covers and photographs, but the men were not

  there. In fact, no one was there. The post had been evacuated an hour before we arrived.”




  “We fought like tigers,” said Czarniecki. He yawned.




  Zaleski fitted a cigarette in his holder, seeing ten men with blackened faces crouching outside a monastery stark in the moonlight. They had swarmed in to find abandoned equipment, a safe lying

  on its side. An abortive attempt had been made to open it as though the keys had been mislaid. He’d given the order to blow the safe, hoping to find documents of military importance. Sobinski

  had been the explosives expert. Czarniecki had helped him pack the strips of plastic putty into the interstices. The charge had fired prematurely, the explosion driving a piece of steel deep into

  the sinews and muscles of Sobinski’s arm. A smaller piece had scythed the back of Czarniecki’s neck. Eight men had pulled themselves up from the dust, staring through acrid smoke at the

  blackened safe. The door hung by a single hinge. On the shelf inside was a jeweled monstrance, undamaged.




  “The monstrance,” prompted Zaleski. “You remember the monstrance, surely?”




  Sobinski’s clear, calm eyes were expressionless. “No, Casimir, I do not remember the monstrance.”




  Czarniecki grunted. “It is hardly surprising. You were eating morphine tablets in the plane like pieces of candy. But I remember well, Casimir. You disembarked holding the thing high above

  your head like a missionary bringing the news of Christ to heathens. It was very impressive, all those diamonds sparking in the sunshine. The British major made a touching speech when you

  surrendered it in the name of the Father, the Son and the Second Polish Corps. He called us ‘men of honor.’ ”




  “We were,” said Zaleski. “And we still are.”




  The giant put his tongue between his lips and blew hard. “I will tell you what I remember best about that night. A girl was hiding in a ditch as we went up the side of the hill. She was

  holding her skirt over her head and I could see her ass, bare in the moonlight. The British had promised us low cloud and no moon.”




  Sobinski was making wet circles on the bar with the bottom of his glass. “Ten parachutes, perfect targets for machine-gun fire — drifting down on the hill like balloons at a village

  fair. We thought it romantic.”




  A nerve jumped in Zaleski’s cheek. The word jarred his sensibilities, reminding him of a recent remark by his bank manager. The nature of an overdraft, Mr. Zaleski, is that it needs to

  be reduced. I sometimes have the impression that your approach to business borders on the romantic.




  “What we thought doesn’t matter,” he said. “What we need now is a pragmatic attitude to the present.”




  Sobinski fished a package of loose tobacco from his pocket and rolled a cigarette deftly with one hand.




  “Thus spake Zaleski. Test the truth any way you like, my friend. We are middle-aged failures, embarrassments to our hosts.”




  Zaleski leaned back against the bar, extracting full dramatic value from each word.




  “Betrayal. Rejection. Hardship. None of these alters the fact that we are still Poles.”




  Sobinski dropped an eyelid, avoiding the spiral of smoke. “If I had more than one hand I would applaud.”




  Zaleski’s glance was affectionate. His friend’s irony was understandable. Sobinski had suffered more than any of them. Zaleski lifted the newspaper revealing the photograph that lay

  beneath. He held it up so that both men could see it. The glossy ten-by-eight had been carefully preserved. A Ministry of Information stamp on the back bore the date June 1945. The photograph

  portrayed a group of men sprawling in hot Italian sunshine. Tethered in their midst was a pugnacious looking ram. A young Zaleski had one arm around the animal’s neck. He was holding his nose

  with the fingers of his free hand. A typewritten caption pasted onto the print read




  

    

      

        A POLISH COMMANDO UNIT MAKING FRIENDS WITH A LOCAL RESIDENT SOMEWHERE ON THE ITALIAN FRONT.


      


    


  




  He used his thumb to blot out one face after another. “Dead. Dead. Missing. Missing. Dead. Missing. Dead. Out of ten men we are the only survivors.”




  Czarniecki filled his mouth with more olives, speaking through them. “And of less importance to the British than the blacks or the Asians. They at least have their defenders.”




  Sobinski peered down at his own image, clicking his tongue. “So young, so brave and so handsome. Well, Casimir, it has been a long day, attacking bedpans in the geriatric ward.”




  “Wait,” said Zaleski. He unfolded the week-old periodical, slotted his monocle in place and started to read in accented English.




  

    

      

        THE VIRGIN’S DOWRY GOES HOME




        In June 1944, a British commando unit attached to the Eighth Army attacked a Panzer headquarters deep behind the Gothic Line. The primary mission was to capture two enemy

        intelligence agents. The raid was successful in spite of fierce resistance, and among the booty was a jeweled monstrance known as the Virgin’s Dowry and looted by the Germans from the

        convent of San Marco, near the town of Montefelcino. The origin of the monstrance dates back to 1698 when the widow of a local aristocrat took the veil and gave her fortune to Holy Mother

        Church. A Venetian jeweler fashioned the monstrance from pure gold and crystal, encrusting it with gems from the widow’s collection. Additions were made over the centuries, diamonds,

        rubies and emeralds being donated by the faithful in recognition of favors received. The jeweled monstrance was valued at over £ 100,000 in 1940. A conservative estimate of its

        present-day worth would be in the region of £500,000. Due to the peculiar circumstances surrounding its capture, the constant movements of military units at that time, the monstrance

        was forgotten by all except the faithful of San Marco. Inquiries were made after the surrender of the Italians, but the years passed without further news of the booty. In August this year,

        the Virgin’s Dowry was found in a store once used by the office of the Custodian of Enemy Property. After a careful inspection by a representative of the Italian government, the

        monstrance was said to be intact. From the 19th to 22nd inst, it will be on exhibition at the Dante Gallery, Conduit Street. Mr. Paolo Tedeschi who owns the gallery is a native of San Marco

        and is lending the premises for the occasion. The monstrance will be returned to His Excellency the Italian Ambassador at a ceremony at the embassy attended by officers and men of the

        Parachute Regiment.


      


    


  




  Zaleski widened his eye, letting the monocle fall into his cupped hand. He reverted to his own language.




  “A British commando unit!”




  Sobinski wriggled a shoulder. “So? The British are not famed for the length of their memories or for that matter the depth of their gratitude.”




  The building shook as a truck lumbered by. Zaleski pushed the vodka bottle to safety. Czarniecki continued to pick the black grease from his fingernails with the end of a match-stick.




  “I can remember,” he said conversationally, “riding my bicycle as a boy twelve kilometers just to leave a flower on a windowsill. The girl was your cousin Basha, Casimir. Since

  then I have learned to borrow money from my landlady and at the same time stay out of her bed. She is over fifty and uglier even than I am. That is what I call pragmatism.”




  “You lie,” Zaleski said calmly. “You would borrow from the Jews if you could and go to bed with my grandmother. I ask you both a question. To whom does the monstrance belong

  — to the church? All the gold in Africa is less than the wealth of Holy Mother Church. To the Italian people? They are communists.”




  Czarniecki suspended his manicure. “Blood brothers to the commissars sitting in Warsaw. To the gallows with them!”




  Zaleski slid the photograph between the pages of the newspaper. “The monstrance is neither the Englishman’s to give nor the Italian’s to receive. Morally it is ours.”




  Sobinski spoke with the care of a man asking directions from a stranger. “What do you intend to do about it — summon the press and tell them that three penniless Poles are the

  rightful owners? You dream, my friend. Night and day, you dream.”




  “This is no dream,” said Zaleski, shaking his head. “What we have done once we can do again. We are going to retrieve this monstrance, dispose of it and share the

  proceeds.”




  Sobinski’s bright blue eyes were the color of the Baltic. “You are joking, of course?”




  Zaleski crossed himself elaborately, touching his thumbnail to his lips.




  “Before God I am not joking. This will be a military operation governed by the rules of war.”




  Sobinski stared at him. “A military operation! Is your brain addled or what? It is what the law of the land says it is, robbery!”




  Zaleski waved away the suggestion contemptuously. Where he led, Czarniecki would follow. Sobinski had always been the difficult one.




  “The law of whose land?” he demanded. “Not yours, certainly. You have no country, Stanislas. An Irish gunman has more claim on England than you have.”




  Czarniecki’s yawn shifted his store-teeth. “For my own part I would rob a bank tonight if I thought I could get away with it.”




  Zaleski concentrated on Sobinski. “Think positively, Stanislas. We have brains, courage and loyalty. There is nothing we cannot do together. I need your help.”




  Czarniecki extended his yawn. Sobinski smiled wryly. “For once your logic is irrefutable, Casimir. I have no country, no home, no possessions. But I do have my liberty.”




  Zaleski pounced like a terrier. “Liberty for what? To collect soiled bandages? To prowl the museums on your free afternoons, looking for some spotty girl to share your bed?”




  Sobinski’s pallid face colored. “You are being offensive.”




  Zaleski reached out, patting his friend on the knee. “We are brothers, Stanislas. The years have kept us so. Have I ever failed you? Trust me,” he added quickly before Sobinski could

  answer the last question.




  “You sound like a confidence trickster,” Sobinski said calmly.




  Zaleski forgave him. “I am offering you an end to indignity and suffering.”




  “Save your breath,” Sobinski shrugged. “You win. Of course you must win. My nights would be sleepless otherwise. In any case what do I have to lose?”




  Czarniecki put his head back and let go with a bellow of laughter. Zaleski found himself infected. Sobinski joined in. The three men fell about, supporting one another weakly as the tears rolled

  down their cheeks. Zaleski wiped his eyes and refilled the glasses. They all stood. He toasted them solemnly.




  “Never above you, never beneath you but always at your side!”




  They drank quickly, upending the glasses as they had done in a hundred bars from Tripoli to Trieste. Sobinski’s boyish face was flushed.




  “This military operation, when does it take place?”




  “Tomorrow night,” Zaleski said casually.




  The news sobered the looks on the other men’s faces. Czarniecki sounded a shade dubious.




  “We wouldn’t have to leave our jobs?”




  “The opposite,” Zaleski assured him. “It is essential that we all go about our business in the normal way. Bogdan at the garage, Stanislas at the hospital, me here. We will

  need a car for tomorrow night. Can you manage that, Bogdan, without it being missed?”




  The big man’s face was painfully thoughtful. “I think so. I am certain, yes. Fleetline has two hundred vehicles on the road. There are always some in the repair shop. When a car goes

  out on a test run it leaves by the back way. There is no check on the car or driver.”




  “What time is the back way closed?”




  “Eight o’clock. Men work overtime.”




  “Good,” said Zaleski. “That gives us three hours. We will need a car that is inconspicuous yet big enough for a man to be held down without being seen from the

  outside.”




  “Ahah,” said Sobinski, looking up from rolling another of his handmade cigarettes. “A man is held down?”




  “With a hood over his head,” added Zaleski. “I spent the whole of last week reconnoitering the area. The owner of the gallery is a bachelor who lives alone. If he is not home

  on time there is no one to worry. He closes the premises every night shortly after five and walks back to Berkeley Square where he leaves his car. I have watched him six nights in a row. His

  routine never varies.”




  Czarniecki scratched his bald head with a calloused forefinger. “Starting tomorrow it will. A jeweled monstrance is more than just paint and canvas.”




  Zaleski looked at him charitably. “It is all in the mind, Bogdan. What we think of as a jeweled monstrance others see as an historical relic. This Tedeschi is no fool. His gallery is well

  protected — burglarproof locks, an alarm system with the bell hanging outside on the wall.”




  Sobinski aimed a stream of smoke at his glass. “It gets better and better. Continue.”




  Zaleski leaned forward, tapping the side of his nose. “I have seen Tedeschi set the alarm. I know where the switch is.”




  Sobinski’s eyes were as clear as pebbles in a mountain brook. “And I know Conduit Street. West Central Police Station is no more than a couple of hundred yards away. There is bound

  to be some watch on the gallery.”




  “Agreed,” said Zaleski. “But not at five in the evening. Listen. When Tedeschi leaves the gallery, we grab him and take his keys. I go back and open the door. You will be

  driving Tedeschi around in the car. At six o’clock sharp you dump him somewhere safe and go home. It will be dark, and you will both be wearing disguises. No one will see me entering the

  gallery. No one will see me leave.”




  Czarniecki yawned again. Zaleski knew him too well to think that the yawn was prompted by nerves.




  “Any questions?” asked Zaleski.




  Sobinski looked up. “What happens when we have the monstrance. What do we do with it?”




  “Everything has been taken care of,” Zaleski answered calmly. “By this time next week we shall be rich men.” The scene was vivid in his mind. Cashiers whispering together

  as he made his way to the bank manager’s office. The respect as he flipped open the dispatch case, revealing the wealth inside.




  Czarniecki rattled his teeth excitedly. “What does a rich man do with his money? I have never had any to worry about.”




  The question disappointed Zaleski. “Have you no dreams?” he demanded. “Money turns dreams into reality.”




  Sobinski’s eyes lingered on the giant fondly. “Bogdan has dreams. We can live like princes. Changing our clothes four times a day, drinking champagne, eating only steak.”




  “There’ll be women,” prompted Zaleski, still irritated by the big man’s simplicity. “Beautiful women of high birth.” He kissed the tips of his fingers,

  winking.




  Czarniecki pounded the bar happily. “The first thing I will do is kick the foreman’s ass. Then I will go to bed for a week in the Ritz Hotel.”




  Zaleski cleared his throat. “Then we are agreed. We meet at my flat at sixteen hours tomorrow. Bogdan brings the car and you dress in your best clothing.”




  He helped both men into their overcoats and saw them to the door. He watched from behind the curtain as they walked away in opposite directions. He put the vodka bottle back on the shelf under

  the mirror and rinsed the glasses. It was twenty minutes of seven, a time of day he disliked since his separation from Hanya. He imagined her now, sitting alone in her damp apartment by the river,

  painting china with patient strokes of her brush. A woman of quality, daughter of a general, daubing crockery at twenty pence apiece. He nodded unconsciously, hearing his wife’s caustic

  tongue. Her condition was ascribed to his improvidence, his drinking and philandering. Yet in spite of it all, their relationship was better than it had ever been. Above all, Hanya was loyal. It

  would have been unthinkable to plan the restoration of their fortunes without telling her the truth. After much argument, her approval had been given resignedly. Even after that, she’d

  continued as devil’s advocate, going over every step in his scheme, challenging him on the very point Sobinski had raised. What was he going to do with the monstrance? The truth was

  that as yet he had no answer. But the essence of command was the use of initiative. Tonight would see it employed. Sam Gerber had booked his usual table for eight o’clock. Jerzy Dubrowski had

  first brought Gerber to the restaurant, a well-dressed gangster known as Lucky Sam. Dubrowski worked as a croupier in a casino patronized by big-time gamblers and thieves. Gerber had become a

  frequent visitor. The women he brought with him were always good-looking, and he spent his money freely without reference to its source. Zaleski was impressed on all counts. The matter would have

  to be handled circumspectly, but the more he thought about it, the more confident he was that Gerber was his man.




  He put on his astrakhan hat and black leather overcoat. The chef had his own key and let in the waiters. It was a point of honor with Zaleski that he never appeared in the restaurant before nine

  o’clock. He crossed Fulham Road and walked two blocks south to Waverley Court, a small red brick building with ten units. The separation from Hanya had left his life oddly disoriented. There

  was no longer anything to get away from. For years he had thought of a bachelor’s life with envy. The first-floor studio flat seemed just what he needed. The other tenants were young. Girl

  secretaries, a ménage of male models, a married couple in television who looked and dressed alike and talked about “the medium.” Zaleski had envisaged a succession of romantic

  adventures in which he would star. There was no resident janitor, and Zaleski’s front door opened onto the lobby. There’d been this one occasion, months before, when his doorbell had

  rung at seven o’clock at night. He hadn’t been out all day and was still in his pajamas and robe. He’d peeked through the curtains into the forecourt. A tall blonde wearing a

  white stocking cap on the back of her head was standing beneath the light over the entrance. He’d let her in. A wine and cheese party was going on upstairs, and she had pressed the wrong

  buzzer. She looked back over the banister at him, her voice husky and exciting. Why didn’t he join them — Joe and Joyce would love to have him, et cetera. The hosts were the couple in

  television. Zaleski had taken pains with his appearance, choosing dark blue trousers and shirt and knotting a silk handkerchief at the side of his neck. He clipped the hairs in his nostrils and

  rinsed his mouth with a liquid compounded of cinnamon and cloves. He walked up the stairs slowly so that his breathing would not be affected. Sudden bursts of energy left him winded of late. The

  apartment door was open, the atmosphere in the living room acrid with the smell of hash. People were lying around on cushions, others were in the kitchen drinking. The beat of Brazilian music

  persisted through the mind-bending chatter. Zaleski sucked in his stomach and slotted his monocle, searching for his hosts. The girl in the white cap was in a corner, dangerously close to a bearded

  fellow in a shaggy sweater. Zaleski knew the type well. Pretentious and penniless poseurs with a glib line about the arts. He bowed in the girl’s direction, trying to catch her eye. She

  looked at him over the man’s shoulder and said something, smiling. Zaleski rolled on the balls of his feet as if struck. His nose thinned.




  “Peasants!” he called out in Polish, but nobody seemed to hear him. Back in his apartment, he poured himself a stiff whiskey and water. By the time he had drunk it, anger had changed

  to outrage. Who did they think they were, these mummers and strollers! He was still young and vigorous, a man of experience and sophistication. He poured another drink from the Scotch bottle and

  called a cab. He finished the night in the arms of a Swedish masseuse, biting her neck in an exercise of passion and virility. It was the last time he accepted any invitation from within the

  building. His doorbell had been out of commission ever since.




  He turned into the forecourt, observing the new graffiti scrawled on the low wall. He had his eye on the offender, a surly milkman who was without doubt a communist. A party was under way up on

  the third floor. A bottle of wine had been dropped on the stairs. The floor was still wet. Someone had used the mop in the broom closet to wipe up the mess and the closet door was still open. He

  shut it and unlocked his apartment. The furniture, paintings and television set were rented. There was nothing of his own in the flat except a few things in the bedroom — his clothes and

  shoes, two framed pictures of Hanya taken in Cairo years ago. She’d been a handsome woman then, with fire in her veins. The basic trouble was that women aged faster than men. His own

  appearance had altered little since the old days. There were no gray hairs on his head, he could still quote Plato and the roll of fat around his middle was due to a lack of exercise. In a country

  besotted by horses, getting up on the back of one was an expensive business.




  As winter approached and the days grew shorter Zaleski spent the most of Sunday in bed, surrounded by the newspapers and empty coffee cups. The building started to stir around noon. The English

  had a preoccupation with breakfast, wolfing great plates of bacon and eggs no matter how arduous the night before had been. They were insensitive, clattering milk bottles and playing their protest

  songs at high volume. They shouted up and down the stairs before leaving for the pubs around one, annoyingly fresh and clear-eyed. Zaleski maintained a haughty silence, broken only by an occasional

  skirmish. His phone rang rarely. When the building was empty a deep sense of melancholy settled on him, a nostalgia for something only barely remembered.




  He bathed and dressed in the dark suit he usually wore in the evening. It was a long time since he had given his tailor any money, and there was the matter of a county court summons that had

  gone to Hanya by mistake. She had paid the tailor’s bill in full, stupidly using her savings. To protect his honor, she’d said, as if nonpayment of a tradesman’s bill could smirch

  it. Yet when he needed cash she pleaded poverty. A sheaf of unpaid accounts fluttered through his mind. He saw them settled with one grand gesture. Graciously, of course, as befitted a gentleman, a

  little pained perhaps at his creditors’ lack of faith.




  It was precisely nine o’clock as he turned the corner onto Fulham Road. Three cars were parked in front of the restaurant. He recognized the red convertible that Gerber drove. A cosy glow

  came from behind the curtains. The shabbiness of the floors above were hidden in the darkness. He made his entrance, smiling as he assessed his customers. Six of the ten tables were occupied. The

  Canadian who ran the bookstore further up the road was there with his girl friend. The middle-aged couple holding hands were Sunday regulars. They chose the same dish each week, drinking a bottle

  of Hungarian wine with their meal. Gerber’s party was at the window table. The rest of the diners were strangers. He hung his hat and coat behind the bar, glancing automatically at the food

  elevator. The Polish chef was temperamental and given to shouting abuse up the shaft at the Spanish waiters. Zaleski poured himself a quick shot of vodka, drinking it under the bar. He wiped his

  mouth and straightened up, winking at the Canadian. The girl at the table waved back.




  Gerber was a tall man of forty with sandy hair receding from a high glistening forehead. A razor slash had removed the tip of his left ear, leaving a thin line in the scalp behind where the hair

  had ceased to grow. Zaleski always avoided looking at it. Scars that were not the results of gunshot wounds revolted him. Gerber’s clothes were chosen with restraint. He dressed like a

  merchant banker in dark, natural-shouldered suits, white silk shirts and sober ties. In spite of the disfigured ear, heavy-framed spectacles gave him a donnish look. Zaleski walked across to his

  table. The redhead with Gerber was wearing a mink hat. A matching coat was draped over the back of her chair. The last member of the party was a thin-faced man in his thirties wearing a double-knit

  suit and snakeskin shoes. He wore a large ugly ring on the index finger of his right hand and his head was flattened like a weasel’s. Zaleski knew him as Benny, or the Bookeeper. If he had

  other names, they were never mentioned.




  Gerber pulled a chair. Zaleski remained standing till the gambler made the introductions.




  “This is the owner of the place, Share. Watch him, he’s the fastest worker in the business! Sharon O’Donnell.”




  Zaleski touched the outstretched hand with his lips. The girl’s flesh was expensively scented. He knew that his English was fractured. After three weeks at a language school, he’d

  given up the struggle with syntax and canceled the rest of the course. He still thought in Polish, translating as he went.




  “Welcome, mademoiselle. Wielkapolska is honored by such beautiful guest.”




  Gerber snapped his fingers for another glass. There was a bottle of champagne on the table, an empty one upturned in the ice bucket.




  “Sit down, you old goat,” he said jocularly. “I told you, Share, watch him! He’s a lecher.”




  Zaleski dissembled his disgust. “Is possible we can talk together?” he asked quietly. “Alone.”




  Gerber took his hand off the girl’s thigh promptly. He thumbed her in the direction of an empty table.




  “You too, Benny,” he ordered. “Tell each other how you lost your virginities.”




  The redhead squirmed to her feet, trailing clouds of scent. “Isn’t he awful?” she whined coquettishly.




  The Cockney accent shocked Zaleski profoundly, bur he smiled gallantly as she left, followed by the man in the snakeskin shoes.




  Gerber snipped off the end of a cigar with a pair of gold cutters. “What’s your problem, Zaily — you’re not nicked are you?” His references to the law always

  implied a certain disrespect. He talked openly about his ability to defeat it.




  Zaleski scraped his chair closer. “You are gambler, right?”




  “I like a bet,” admitted Gerber. His lighter was gold like the cutter.




  “Money interests you?”




  “Pos-i-tively,” said Gerber. “I’m fascinated by it.” He tilted the wine bottle and filled Zaleski’s glass.




  Zaleski’s sip was no more than a token.




  “You are man of discretion as well, I know this.”




  “Silent as the grave,” said Gerber, lowering an eyelid.




  Zaleski was picking his way delicately. “Gamblers are taking chances.”




  “Keep going,” said Gerber. “You’re doing all right up to now.”




  Zaleski smiled acknowledgment. “Polish army was good school. I am judge of men, you understand.”




  “Not a word,” said Gerber, flicking ash at the carpet. “If you’ve got a proposition, make it.”




  The middle-aged couple had paid their check and were leaving. Zaleski waited till the door had closed behind them. The redhead was giggling with Benny. The other guests were intent on their

  food. He leaned forward confidentially.




  “You are man of world, Mr. Gerber. Friends of mine are having fortune in jewelry. Difficulty lies in selling.”




  “You mean the gear’s bent?” said Gerber easily.




  Zaleski blinked. “Bent?”




  “Crooked,” amplified Gerber, waving his cigar. “Your friends nicked it, right?”




  Zaleski glanced up in the mirror hurriedly. Nobody seemed to have heard. Gerber was feeling the effects of the champagne.




  “Is complicated story,” Zaleski said in a lower voice. “Is difficult to explain but no chance selling jewelry in ordinary way.”




  Gerber cocked his head. “Like I said, they nicked it.”




  Zaleski put his finger on his lips, pleading for discretion. He had gone too far to turn back. The fellow had the cunning of his kind and would bear careful watching.




  “Are hundreds of diamonds,” he whispered. “Rubies and emeralds.”
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