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  Chapter One




  THE coffee bar was deserted except for two youths who sat on stools at the counter, and the barman who was talking into the telephone at the far end of

  the narrow room. Lou Fingerhut glanced in through the doorway. The place was shady and it looked cool. A fan hummed busily. He entered gratefully, his wide shoulders blocking out the hot May

  sunlight only for a fraction of a second.




  His entrance was unnoticed. The barman’s back was turned, and the two youths had their heads together over some matter which seemed to be important to them. He quietly sat down at a little

  table close to the wall, immediately behind the backs of the two young men. They were less than six feet away from him, but he could not hear their conversation. He stretched his long, strong legs

  and stared at his feet. He was in no hurry to be served. The barman could talk into the phone for another ten minutes for all he cared.




  Looking at his hot, aching feet, Lou reflected that they had taken him to the end of the road. For many days he had been seeking a job which was suited to his special talents. Anything to do

  with physical training would have been right for him, but such jobs were rare, and he had had no luck. He asked himself what sort of a future a man could have when he was barred for ever from doing

  the one thing he could do superbly. He compared himself with a doctor or a lawyer who had been thrown out of a profession. He considered that his had been a profession. He had been a prize-fighter,

  and at twenty-eight years of age his future had had a promising brightness. The big money had started to roll in, and fame had been just around the corner. Now he had no profession, no future, no

  fame, and no money.




  Lou was a Londoner of mixed blood. He was mainly English but he had some Irish in him, and a tenuous but strong gipsy strain. He looked somewhat like a gipsy and he thought that his was a gipsy

  surname, but it came from a forgotten Jewish ancestor whose genes, like his name, had persisted for generations. The cross-breeding had produced an excellent physique with courage to match, a

  handsome face, and an adequate brain. Normally his dark eyes looked at the world rather thoughtfully, but they could twinkle with mirth or blaze with quite deadly fury. He had been well liked in

  boxing circles.




  Thinking of friends and acquaintances now lost to him, Lou was inclined to feel sorry for himself. He reflected that he was not a thickhead: he had known all the moves. He had not been an

  habitually crooked fighter, nor had he been an idealistic one. A man had to fight to orders occasionally. Certain fights had to be fixed, if anybody was going to make any money. It had been the

  usual thing. An up-and-coming fighter could take at least one defeat on his way to the championship. Then he could win the return fight, and his reputation would not be seriously affected.




  That had been the arrangement, and Lou had been told to conform to it. There was to be a hard battle and a convincing knock-out in the ninth round. Nice pickings for everybody concerned. Not too

  many, of course. Just a reasonable sum all round. Nobody was going to spoil it.




  But somebody did spoil it. The odds in Lou’s favour were too good, and certain participants in the plot set out to make a fortune. And then, with heavy money on, the fight was a farce.

  Lou’s opponent had not trained properly. He was so obviously not good enough that the crowd was reviling him before the end of the second round. The crowd also reviled Lou, for failing to

  wade in and finish his opponent, as he was so palpably able to do. The fight could not go on. There was a hurried change of plan. Lou had to go down, and stay down, in the fourth round. Pandemonium

  followed the verdict, and Lou was attacked by disillusioned admirers. Later, sardonic reporters filled his dressing-room, and their questions were hard to answer. They went away to write emphatic

  articles with titles like “CLEAN UP THE FIGHT GAME”. An inquiry was demanded, and promised. Then the heads of the conspiracy behaved as such people invariably

  do. They looked around for a scapegoat, they conferred secretly, and then they betrayed Lou with solemn unanimity.




  In recollection, the ruined prize-fighter mused sadly on the effectiveness of low cunning. The promoter and the managers, men with the brains of wily children, were afraid to face Lou before the

  inquiry. So they surrounded themselves with their fighters and henchmen and refused to see him, declaring that they never wanted to set eyes on him again. Publicly, while pointing the digit of

  accusation at him, they shouted louder than anyone about the smear upon the clean and noble art of self-defence. It was as simple as that. Without subtlety and without shame, they got out of the

  trouble with not so much as a query against their names.




  From the start of the inquiry, there was no doubt about the result. As a name in pugilism, Lou was a big enough sacrifice to appease the “reformers”, and yet he was not big enough to

  affect the general set-up of the business. Witnesses were called to testify that they had placed bets for Lou, against himself. Bookmakers gave their evidence, for the bets had undoubtedly been

  placed, though not for Lou. The chairman of the board of inquiry smiled grimly when the accused man made his denials.




  That was all. They suspended Lou, for life. There was no appeal and, at the time, no chance for him to vent his fury upon the false witnesses. But henceforward, certain people, when taking their

  ease in public places, were to arise and hurriedly depart as he entered. Such is the penalty of the betrayal of such men as he.




  While he sat thus in thought, Lou’s attention was drawn to the two young men at the counter. Still unaware of his presence, they had allowed their discussion to become a dispute. He looked

  up and considered them.




  A couple of little creeps, was his verdict. Above narrow shoulders they carried two beautiful heads of hair, one black, one auburn. The hair was naturally or artificially waved, shiny with

  dressing, and much too plentiful. In contrast to the cherished hair, their clothes were shabby and their thick, crepe-soled shoes were scuffed and dirty.




  The dark-haired one grew “sideboards” down to the level of his ear lobes. These gave him a Latin look, but his voice was true Cockney. He still kept the voice low and grating, but

  emphasis made his words audible to Lou. ‘Nah!’ he snarled. ‘It’s too risky around there. Crawling with coppers. And what could we do with a thing like that?’




  ‘We don’t want it. Think of her other stuff, and her cash,’ the red-haired boy urged. He had a weak, intelligent face, and he might have been good-looking if he had not had

  such a long, sharp nose. He had a newspaper cutting in his hand, and he appeared to have been reading it to his companion.




  ‘Nah!’ Sideboards repeated. ‘You can’t get near them places. They’re lousy with bogies, I tell you. As soon as we started casing the joint, they’d have us

  spotted.’




  ‘I had a look round. I never saw a bogie.’




  ‘They don’t all wear uniform, birdbrain! I bet some big copper saw you, all right.’




  ‘I think we could do it,’ Longnose persisted.




  ‘Well, I don’t. And I won’t touch it,’ Sideboards growled. Then he shuddered. ‘Park Lane! Man, if they caught a geezer with your record just spitting on the

  pavement up there they’d give you ten years, never mind a jool robbery. Jesus, the cops ’ud crucify you.’




  ‘You’re only scared because it’s a big job.’




  Sideboards turned to look at the red-haired youth. He went tough. His eyes narrowed and his lips set in a cruel line. ‘You’re dead right, kid,’ he said softly. ‘I’m

  scared. I’m so scared I’m going to shorten that long beak of yours if you say another word.’




  Longnose seemed ready to weep with disappointment. Petulantly he crumpled the newspaper cutting and threw it to the floor. In doing so he noticed Lou. Lou was not looking at him, and apparently

  was not listening.




  Sideboards drank the last of his coffee and slipped from his stool. Without a glance at Lou he strutted out of the bar. Longnose drank up hastily and followed him. Neither did he look at Lou as

  he departed. It did not matter to him whether or not Lou had been listening, because he and Sideboards were not going to do the job in Park Lane.




  In a little while the barman put down the telephone and came to serve Lou. ‘Yessah?’ he asked brightly.




  ‘Coffee, please,’ said Lou. ‘Black.’




  ‘Yessah,’ the barman said, and he turned away to execute the order.




  Lou leaned down, and reached to pick up the newspaper cutting.




  They came at Lou’s request to his house in Baron Street, Islington, when his wife had gone to the pictures. They came reluctantly. They knew the facts of Lou’s recent

  trouble, and they sympathized with him. Nevertheless, like other men, since the trouble they had avoided him as if they feared that his misfortune might be contagious.




  There were two of them, Goldie Duggan and China Cribb. Goldie was a welter-weight. He was young, only twenty-two, but lately he had received four hammerings in a row, and his manager had lost

  interest in him. Though his right hand carried a knock-out punch, it was generally considered that he would never rise above the rank-and-file of pugilism. He was still a nice-looking lad, with

  clear blue eyes, a complexion as fine as a baby’s, and light yellow hair.




  China Cribb was a middle-weight. He was thickset and strong, and very light on his feet. He was a good fighter who had had the misfortune of being too often matched against better men than

  himself, and the boxing business had given him little money and lots of punishment. Now he was getting old for the game, and he was grateful for any job as a sparring partner, or for any sort of a

  fight which the promoters would throw his way. His nickname, “China”, had been given to him because he had once spent several years as a seaman on ships sailing between Britain and the

  Far East. The nickname suited his appearance, because he had a flattened profile and he had taken a lot of pounding around the eyes.




  ‘What you want us for?’ China asked, when Lou had poured out three cups of tea.




  ‘Business. The chance to make a fortune.’




  ‘Bent?’




  ‘Worse than that. Outright robbery. But you could retire on it. You could have your little pub in the country then, China. You could have a swank hotel if you liked, with barmaids picked

  for their looks.’




  ‘What sort of robbery?’




  Lou looked from one to the other. He knew what to do here. Show them the worst aspects first, and then talk them into it by showing them the possible benefits.




  ‘It’s a jewel robbery,’ he said. ‘A big one, and damned dangerous. It’ll set the newspapers yelling and the cops running about like madmen. There’ll be

  questions in Parliament about this one.’




  ‘Count me out,’ China promptly retorted.




  ‘Me too,’ said Goldie. ‘I don’t want to do ten years in the nick.’




  Lou nodded. ‘I don’t blame you for looking at it that way. I thought the same, till I’d had a squint around. Now, I think different. The job can be done, and got away with.

  There’ll be rich pickings. Thousands and thousands. Split four ways, it’ll make four fortunes.’




  ‘Four ways? Who’s the fourth?’




  ‘A diamond cutter.’




  ‘You got him organized?’




  ‘Yes, he’ll come in. And he’ll earn his share, too.’




  ‘Where is this fortune in jools?’ Goldie demanded.




  ‘I don’t say, till you come in,’ Lou replied. And again showing them the worst of it, he said: ‘I’ll tell you this much. It’s a top-floor flat. It’s in

  a place where they’ve got fancy names for everything, and they reckon to call it a penthouse.’




  ‘How many floors up?’




  ‘Six.’




  ‘And how do we get in?’




  ‘We climb.’




  Goldie and China laughed, Lou remained impassive.




  ‘Six storeys,’ he said. ‘Pretty high ones, too. Of course we only have to climb five to get to the top floor.’




  ‘You’ll break your neck.’




  ‘I won’t. I’ve looked around, I tell you. From the back, I can take those six storeys in easy stages, with a nice little rest in between. I can do it easy, and so could

  you.’




  ‘It’s not straight up, then?’




  ‘At the front it is. Six whopping big bay windows with balconies. Straight up, and no way of climbing. But it’s a jumbled sort of building at the back. You go up two storeys from the

  mews, crawl over a roof, and rest as long as you like. Then you go up one storey, and you’re on a sort of parapet wall. It looks to be about a foot wide. You walk on this wall and you come to

  a balcony, but it isn’t one of the front balconies. This one faces in another direction, looking towards—looking across the side street. You step over the railing on to the balcony,

  walk past the window, and climb on to a slate roof at the other side. And right away you’re at a fall pipe which goes up the side of the building. It goes up three storeys to the penthouse

  roof, but you only climb two storeys, to the penthouse balcony. The fall pipe passes about a foot from the balcony. A foot from the front corner of the building, that is. Once you’re on the

  top balcony, you’re in. Nobody would expect anybody to climb up there. Ten to one, this weather, the big french window in the bay will be wide open. That part of the job will be a piece of

  cake.’




  ‘What happens if the fall pipe ain’t properly fast to the wall?’ China wanted to know.




  Lou shrugged. ‘I get killed,’ he said, ‘and you scarper. I’m the heavy-weight of this mob, and I go first.’




  ‘And when we’re in, how do we come out?’ Goldie asked.




  ‘Down the stairs, maybe. We’ll have to see how we’re fixed for time.’




  ‘Why did you pick us for the job?’




  ‘First, because I’ve watched you at the gym. I’ve seen you both climb ropes with hands only. Second, neither of you is doing right well, and you could both do with some

  money.’




  Goldie said: ‘I’m no robber.’




  ‘I know. I wouldn’t touch you with a barge-pole if you were. That’s another reason why I picked you.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Once the police have got you on their books, you may as well wrap up. The only way to beat the police is by not having a crime record. They put their crooks into categories.

  It’s what they call M.O.—modus operandi. It means the way a fellow goes to work. Certain thieves always limit their stealing to one special sort of plunder which they know how

  to handle. Others find an easy way of breaking into places, and they never think of doing their jobs any other way. Scotland Yard has ’em all filed and cross-indexed, and after a crime they

  know just where to look for who did it. But if a man hasn’t a record, or if he changes his style, they can’t come up with him so easy.’




  China was impressed. ‘You’re right there,’ he said. ‘I’ve often thought a bloke could do one big crime and set hisself up for life, and leave it at that. If he kept

  very quiet for a while after the job, the bogies ’ud never spot him.’




  ‘I don’t like it,’ said Goldie, but he was less decided than he had been. He had a girl and he wanted to get married. But he had no money, and only that morning his manager had

  rudely told him to get out of the office when he had persisted in his demand for some sort of professional engagement.




  ‘It won’t be easy,’ said Lou, still determined that all the difficulties should be known from the start. ‘Where this place is, I should think there’s more coppers

  to the square inch than anywhere else in the world. In that division there’s hundreds of ’em out every night, either in uniform or in plain clothes. That’s how dangerous it

  is.’




  ‘How do you know all this?’




  ‘I was an amateur before I turned professional, wasn’t I? There are lots of amateur heavy-weights in the Metropolitan Police. I used to mix with ’em a bit. I nearly joined up

  myself, one time.’




  ‘It’s too dangerous,’ said Goldie. His glance appeared to be fixed and unseeing as he looked inward at his thoughts.




  ‘Well, jobs have been done in those parts, and they can be done again. It depends on how we go about it.’




  ‘How will you go about it?’




  ‘Are you in?’




  Goldie and China were silent, then Goldie asked: ‘Why can’t you do it on your own?’




  ‘I have reasons, which I can explain. For a start, it’s a woman. She’s a widow, and she’s a Yank. I don’t know whether she has a maid or not, because I didn’t

  case the job as closely as all that. I don’t want to be remembered as the man who was nosing around. Also, I don’t know the lady’s character. She sounds a bit gay to me, and she

  might be one of those merry widows. When we get in there, she might easily have a fellow with her. In any case, I want somebody to keep her quiet if she wakes up.’




  ‘You wouldn’t hurt her?’




  ‘Certainly not. All her jewels will be insured. When she realizes she’s not going to come to any harm, she’ll keep quiet. If she won’t be quiet, she’ll have to be

  gagged.’




  ‘It gets better and better,’ China commented, with sarcasm.




  ‘There’ll be about two hundred thousand quid’s worth of diamonds.’




  ‘How do you know? And how do you know she doesn’t keep ’em at the bank?’




  ‘From a newspaper cutting. She always keeps her diamonds with her, and she says she knows how to keep ’em safe from thieves. One of her diamonds is famous. It’s called the

  African Star.’




  ‘It sounds like a medal.’




  ‘It’s eighty-seven carats, blue-white, of matchless quality,’ said Lou, quoting from the newspaper cutting. ‘The woman’s husband paid four hundred thousand dollars

  for it. She keeps it with her, always.’




  ‘It’s all very well talking in hundreds of thousands, but you haven’t even cased the job properly,’ Goldie objected. ‘How do you know you’ve got the right

  flat picked out?’




  ‘I walked past there just once and saw her name on a row of letter-boxes. The newspaper said she lived in a penthouse. The penthouse is always the top flat.’




  China was thinking about the African Star. ‘What could we do with a stone that size?’ he wanted to know.




  ‘Break it up. Make a number of smaller stones from it.’




  ‘That’s where the diamond cutter comes in, is it?’




  ‘That’s where he comes in.’




  ‘It’ll reduce the value.’




  ‘I know. But the stones we get from it will still be worth plenty.’




  ‘What’s the woman’s name?’




  ‘Mrs. Morrow Early. Mrs. Miranda Morrow Early, and she lives in Park Lane. Now you’ve got the lot. Are you in?’




  ‘Suppose we get up on that balcony and find she ain’t come in yet?’




  ‘Then we sit down and wait for her. We’ll be safe enough up there. Are you in?’




  ‘I’ll have a bash,’ said China.




  ‘How about you, Goldie?’




  Goldie nodded, reluctantly.




  





  Chapter Two




  THEY met half an hour after midnight, on a fine, warm night. ‘It’ll make the bobbies sleepy,’ Lou had said, ‘and there’s

  sure to be a window open.’




  The time was chosen because there were few people about, and yet those few were not out late enough to draw suspicious glances from the police. They avoided busy Park Lane, tap-root of the Great

  North Road. China came by way of South Audley Street, while Lou and Goldie walked together along Curzon Street. China had approved that arrangement with a grin and a glance at Goldie’s hair.

  ‘It’ll look just right,’ he had said. ‘Anybody who sees you will think it’s a pansy headed for Hyde Park with a friend.’ That had made Goldie scowl, and Lou had

  said: ‘Cut it out, China.’




  The first small set-back was caused by street women. A girl was standing at the corner of Curzon Street and Park Lane, and she was looking hopefully in their direction. ‘Bag!’ China

  muttered angrily, but Lou said, ‘Down here,’ and led the way along the mews which was a continuation of South Audley Street. ‘That girl’s all right,’ he said as they

  went. ‘As long as she’s there, we know there’s no copper in sight.’




  When they reached the other end of the mews they looked round the corner and saw that there was another girl, also in Park Lane at that end of the block. She was standing with her back to

  them.




  ‘Blast it!’ said Lou. He indicated a fall pipe. ‘I thought of going up here, but if that dame happens to turn round she’ll see us.’ He paused in thought.

  ‘We’ll go through into the court. We’ll find a drain-pipe there.’




  They went along a little way towards Park Lane, and entered a short, narrow, covered passage. There were half a dozen steps in the passage, going upward into a sort of courtyard which was

  surrounded on three sides by the block of property in which Mrs. Morrow Early had her top-floor flat. In the courtyard all was quiet, and the many surrounding windows glimmered darkly.




  Near the inner end of the passage there was a fall pipe. Also, not far away, there was a street lamp which threw a strong light across the court. ‘Let’s turn it out,’ Goldie

  suggested.




  ‘No!’ came Lou’s firm whisper. ‘Bogies get suspicious of things like that. We’ll have to be quick, that’s all.’




  He pulled on his gloves and shinned rapidly up the pipe. Like the other two he was a good climber, strong and agile. And it was a shorter climb than the one he had first intended to make.




  In only a minute or two all three of them were on the second storey roof, at the back of the building. ‘That’s the worst part over,’ murmured Lou as they lay flat on the

  slates. He peered down into the court and saw nobody, so he led the way over the roof to an adjoining roof where they could not be seen except from the windows above and around them.

  ‘We’ll rest a minute,’ he said.




  ‘I could do with a smoke,’ said China, thus revealing that he was already feeling the strain.




  The suggestion received no answer from Lou. He was studying the climb ahead. The block of property was fairly old. Parts of it had a Regency air, and other parts seemed to have been added at a

  later date. The roof on which they crouched was backed on two sides by a wall. This, as Lou had observed from below, had a flat top upon which they could walk a little way and reach that odd

  third-storey balcony which he had described. The wall was about nine feet high, and at first it presented a difficulty. But when they were ready to move China stood with his thick legs braced at

  the highest point where the slates were leaded to the wall and said: ‘Be careful with your big feet. I don’t want my head kicking off.’ One after the other, Lou and Goldie climbed

  on to China’s broad shoulders and scrambled on to the wall. They lay flat on the wall, both of them reaching down to pull China up. This was done easily enough, but if the wall had been

  twelve inches higher, the enterprise would have ended there.




  They sat on the wall, which was a parapet hiding a further incline of slates. They were gratefully aware that they could not be seen in silhouette from anywhere around, and from the street they

  could only be seen from the one spot in the mews from which Lou had considered that part of the climb. That one small patch of pavement now seemed to be a long way below, and it was unlikely that

  any passer-by would look up. They had been neither seen nor heard. All of them were wearing brown or dark grey clothes which would not show up very clearly, and which, later, would not show the

  dust and dirt of the climb. And, so far, their crepe-soled shoes had made no noise.




  They walked along the wall and strode over the rail of the third-storey balcony which seemed so out of place, and once more Lou wondered what architect’s whim had caused it to be put

  there. Perhaps, he thought, before the nearby buildings were put up, it had given its occupants a view across Green Park and the grounds of Buckingham Palace. Or perhaps they had used a strong

  glass to see what was cooking for the Duke of Wellington’s dinner at Apsley House.




  The three men silently crossed the balcony. The french window was open, and there was the sound of someone snoring lightly. They reached the rail at the farther end of the balcony, and then it

  seemed to Goldie and China that their accomplice had deceived them when he had said that the worst part of the business was over. There was a fall pipe which clung to the side of the building,

  above a sheer drop to the street. It climbed three storeys to the roof of the highest flat, and it was not a straight climb. The pipe slanted away towards the front of the building, to within a

  foot of the front corner. Near the corner it bent at an obtuse angle, and then for more than two storeys it was perpendicular. And anyone who made the climb could be clearly seen by any person who

  chanced to look up from Park Lane.




  ‘Blimey!’ China breathed, in awe and consternation.




  For answer, Lou climbed the rail. He crouched on the other side, and there was a moment’s heart-stopping anxiety as he transferred his grip and his weight from the balcony to the pipe.

  Then he was away, wriggling and edging up towards the front of the building. When he was about four feet from the bend in the pipe he lost his grip with his knees, and more persons than himself

  were heart-in-mouth as he hung by his hands. But holding by his hands he found that he could edge along with comparative ease. He reached the bend and strained to pull himself up. The pipe seemed

  to be fixed very firmly to the wall, so he locked his fingers behind the lowest perpendicular part and began to swing. He got one foot on the sloping pipe and then grasped it again with his knees.

  Then he slid his hands up the pipe, gripping with the insides of his forearms as well, and moved upward until he was standing holding the pipe, with one foot supporting him in the angle of the

  bend. He rested there, and then he began to climb rapidly, straight up. He went without pausing until his feet were level with the top balcony. It was within easy reach of the pipe. He put one foot

  upon it, then he grasped the rail with one hand and transferred his weight, and the climb was accomplished. He got over the rail and then stood, breathing heavily, looking down. China began to

  climb.




  China adopted Lou’s method of moving “hands only” along the sloping pipe, and he did not have any trouble. Lou watched him negotiate the bend, and then he straightened himself

  and took a preliminary look around the balcony. It was empty of furniture, and the french window was open. ‘We’re in,’ he breathed, but he still waited for China.




  He gazed out across Hyde Park. From where he stood, five tall Regency storeys above the ground, the park stretched away in a vista of lamplit verdure with big patches of darkness. Immediately

  below, the traffic of Park Lane sped by under strong lights. At the moment Lou hated those lights. They showed up China clearly as he crawled up the side of the building. “May lightning blind

  the nosy blighter who looks out of his window now,” he prayed. For he was in. This was the moment. He was within a few yards and a few minutes of a fortune. He could not bear the thought of

  anything going wrong now.




  China made it, panting. When he was safe on the balcony he seemed about to make some comment on the climb, but Lou made an emphatic signal for silence. Both men watched as Goldie began to climb.

  He climbed more easily and more quickly than either of them, and when he was safely past the bend in the pipe Lou turned and looked towards the french window.




  He moved softly forward, reconnoitring, but as soon as his shadow fell across the window opening he realized that he was up against something which had never entered his calculations. A dog! He

  ought to have thought that there might be a dog!




  As a dog it could hardly have been called formidable, but it was both noisy and fearless. It was a Pekingese which could not have weighed more than five pounds, and it shot through the french

  window and stood barring Lou’s way, yapping furiously. The noise made Lou angry and apprehensive, and he aimed a kick at the dog. It was agile enough to avoid his foot, but its quick leap to

  one side brought it within reach of China, whom it did not appear to have noticed. While it yapped and snarled at Lou, China stooped and grasped a handful of the hair and skin on its back. He slung

  the little creature over the balcony rail.




  The poor thing sailed down and hit the roadway, not far from the kerb on the near side. It was not killed outright by the terrible impact with the tarmac, because it immediately began to crawl

  homeward with piteous silent determination, wriggling along at the best speed it could make with shattered bones. Cars and lorries swerved to avoid it, but no vehicle stopped.




  Lou had no time for contemplation of the little dog’s plight. He turned, with the intention of entering the flat before its occupant could use the telephone. But at that moment the

  occupant stepped out through the french window, and she was holding an automatic pistol. She was a small, slender woman and it was a big pistol, but she held it as if it had grown in her hand.




  ‘Get back,’ she said to Lou, and then she motioned to China with the pistol. ‘Get over there with your friend.’




  China obeyed, with his gaze fixed on the automatic. When she had them both at one end of the balcony she raised her left hand to her lips, and Lou’s heart sank. She was holding a police

  whistle. One long blast on that, and the numerous policemen in the neighbourhood would gather with the celerity of foxhounds. At that time of night, in spite of the traffic below, the shrill

  double-note whistle would be heard half a mile away. It would bring policemen far more quickly than a “nine-nine-nine” call.




  But the woman did not blow the whistle. She had noticed the abrupt silence of her dog, and she became aware that it was missing. Keeping her gun aimed at a point midway between the two men, she

  turned her head to take a quick glance through the french window. ‘Chang,’ she called. ‘Hi, Chang. Come here, boy.’




  When she had waited a few seconds for the dog to appear, she seemed to guess what had happened. With the gun still levelled, she moved to the balcony rail. She looked down at Park Lane, and Lou

  wondered if he could risk an attempt to rush her. But she was too far away from him. His slightest movement would bring her gaze back to him, and she would shoot. He had no doubt of that. She would

  kill him or cripple him before he could reach her.




  The woman’s first quick downward glance showed her the small, struggling dot on the lighted surface of the road. Her second glance told her what it was. There was grief and horror and wild

  anger in her voice when she spoke.




  ‘Who did that?’ she demanded. ‘Which of you did that to my dog?’




  Neither of the men answered her. Behind her back, Goldie was climbing over the balcony rail. They dared not look at him.




  ‘I’ll kill the dirty coward who did that,’ the woman said, with a sobbing breathlessness which showed that she was near to tears. ‘Which of you was it?’




  There was no answer. Now Goldie was just behind the woman. He did not try to take the gun from her. He simply hit her as hard as he could on the back of the neck. She was knocked against the

  rail, and she would have gone over if he had not caught her. She sagged in his arms. He lowered her gently to the floor of the balcony, and then he took her pistol and put it in his pocket.




  Lou moved to the rail, and peered anxiously down. The two prostitutes were still on their pitches, one at each end of the block. Neither was looking up. Apparently they had not heard the

  woman’s voice, and they had not seen the dog in the road. And before that, they had not paid any attention to a little dog yapping on a top balcony.




  Lou stooped, and removed the police whistle from the woman’s fingers. Then he picked her up. She was quite unconscious. Her slight figure was completely lax in his arms, and her head

  lolled. He carried her into the room from which she had emerged. It was not quite dark inside. The bay window, with the glass doors in the middle, ran nearly the full width of the room, and some

  reflection of the city’s lights came in to lighten the gloom.




  It was a bedroom, the master bedroom of the flat. Lou saw the gleam of white where bedclothes had been thrown back. He laid the limp form on the bed.




  ‘Get those curtains drawn,’ he said. ‘Then we can have a light.’




  His accomplices drew the curtains, and he found a light switch.




  He went on: ‘Have a quick look round the flat, to see if there’s anybody else sleeping here. I don’t think there will be. I’ll attend to the woman.’




  When they had gone, he drew a cord from his pocket. He rolled the woman over, and tied her hands behind her. Then, afraid that she would recover consciousness and start to scream, he tore up a

  silken pillow-slip to make a gag. As he rammed the gag into her mouth he reflected that she was a very pretty woman, though a little too frail-looking for his taste. With more of the silk he tied

  the gag firmly, prising apart the white teeth so that the binding could not be worked loose. All the time he worked on her, her legs, her arms, and her head limply dropped just where he put

  them.




  Goldie and China returned. ‘All clear, no maid,’ Goldie said. He looked curiously at the gagged woman. ‘Unnecessary,’ he said, with a hint of elation, as if the burglary

  were already successfully accomplished. ‘She’ll be out to the world for half an hour. When I hit ’em, they stay hit.’




  ‘All right, all right, we know you got us out of a jam,’ was Lou’s good-humoured reply. ‘But I’m taking no risks with that woman. A couple of good loud shouts for

  help could get this place surrounded by coppers.’




  They began to search the room. They found Mrs. Morrow Early’s handbag, and got her keys. In the bag was a bundle of five-pound notes and three one-pound notes. ‘Good, we shall need

  some of the ready,’ said Lou. ‘We’ll share these later.’ He was about to stuff the notes into his pocket when he saw China’s eyes narrow in suspicion. ‘All

  right,’ he said, proffering them. ‘You look after ’em.’
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