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  Chapter One




  It must be admitted that city and county C.I.D. chiefs seldom become as agitated about “foreign” crimes as they do about the crimes which occur in their own police

  districts. Like charity, the prevention and detection of crime begins at home. So, in the beginning, the Granchester City Police were not unduly worried by Scotland Yard’s inquiries about

  certain oxygen cylinders.




  But one fine morning Chief Superintendent Clay of the Granchester C.I.D. received a letter which made him raise his eyebrows. The Scotland Yard correspondent wanted to know what had been done

  and what was being done about his previous inquiries. It seemed that he was justified in being sharp and insistent. Clay sent for Detective Chief Inspector Martineau, of A Division C.I.D. Martineau

  went to him at once.




  “Those inquiries about oxygen cylinders from the Met,” Clay began, and his tone suggested that this was a prelude to censure. “I passed them on to you for your information and

  action.”




  Martineau nodded, looking at the blank side of the sheet of paper which Clay held in a fist which was like a ham shank with whiskers. Clay was a man who could grow hair anywhere except on the

  top of his head.




  He continued: “This time they’ve written direct to the Chief, and he’s not too pleased about it. He wants to know what you’ve done. I want to know, too.”




  Martineau had been living with trouble for twenty years. His gray eyes were steady as he looked at the C.I.D. chief. His hard but not unattractive face was serious, but composed. With a hand as

  big as Clay’s, but bonier, he took the letter as it was proffered, and read it. At last he said, “I gave the matter a good deal of thought. As far as I can see, there’s nothing

  much we can do.”




  “Nonsense,” said Clay as he took the letter back. “There’s always something. The matter is getting really serious. These London jobs aren’t the biggest in the

  world, but this XXC mob has done eleven of them, and their total take now amounts to twenty-six thousand pounds. I’d go scatty if I had that lot on my books. Now, then, in seven cases out of

  the eleven oxygen cylinders were left on the scene of the crime. And every one of those abandoned cylinders has been traced by its serial number to the North Western Oxygen Corporation’s

  depot in Granchester.”




  “It’s a big depot.”




  “What of it?” Clay wagged the letter at Martineau. “We’ve got to answer this somehow. We can’t just tell Scotland Yard that we’ve got enough troubles of our

  own. I can hang on to this letter for a couple of days. Put one or two good men on to the job, then it’ll look as if we’ve done something.”




  “Very good, sir,” Martineau said, and then he returned to his own office. He shrugged as he thought about the problem. The XXC thieves had not used more than one cylinder a

  fortnight. That was one cylinder in thousands. Granchester and its surrounding industrial and residential areas housed and found work for several million people. Many hundreds of oxygen users were

  within the range of the N.W.O.C. depot’s lorries. And that meant that there were hundreds of places where thieves might be able to obtain oxygen, acetylene, and propane.




  In answer to a summons, Detective Sergeant Devery and Detective Constable Hearn appeared.




  “There were some inquiries from the Metro about oxygen cylinders,” Martineau told them, and both men inclined their heads in admission that they knew of the matter. “It’s

  turned out to be a big job.”




  They looked expectant, because they liked big jobs. He gave them all the details he had, and if their confidence ebbed they did not show it.




  “Start where you like,” Martineau concluded, “but it might be a good idea to go along to the depot and see what they can tell you.”




  The suggestion was tantamount to a command. Devery and Hearn went to the N.W.O.C. depot, and there they were directed to the small office of Mr. Barden, the cylinder investigation officer.




  Barden was a man of medium size, lean and spry. “You’re lucky to catch me in,” he said when they were seated. “They’re keeping me busy.”




  Only three minutes ago Devery had learned that there was such a thing as a cylinder investigation officer. “Ah, sorry,” he said. “Perhaps I should have made an

  appointment.”




  Barden let that go with a nod. “I hope you’ve come to tell me that you’ve found something of mine,” he said.




  Devery shook his head. “On the contrary, we’re seeking information.”




  “Regarding what?”




  “Some oxygen cylinders left behind after a number of safe robberies in the London district.”




  Barden treated his visitors to a smile. He opened a drawer of his desk and took out a thin file. He opened the file.




  “I’m already in touch with Scotland Yard about something of the sort,” he said. “Cylinders left behind at seven out of eleven jobs, to be precise.”




  “That sounds like the same inquiry. They wrote to you?”




  “They wrote to the firm. It’s my pigeon, of course.”




  “Have you been able to do anything about it?”




  Barden took a deep breath. “Let me put you in the picture. Do you know how many lost, stolen or strayed cylinders I recovered last year?”




  “No.”




  “One hundred and twenty-six. Two thousand pounds’ worth.”




  The policemen looked properly impressed, as indeed they were. Devery said, “It looks as if you’re on top of your job.”




  “No. The job is on top of me. I quoted those figures to give you some idea of the problem. At this depot we have nearly two hundred drivers. They deliver fifty thousand charged cylinders

  every week to our customers, and they bring back as many empties. We don’t sell cylinders, you know. We only rent the cylinders to registered customers, and of course they pay for the

  contents.”




  “So you should be able to keep track of all cylinders, if they’re numbered.”




  “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? Even at fifty thousand a week. We have security measures, and a good system of checking. But we lose cylinders every week. They don’t get

  checked out. They disappear.”




  “The drivers steal them?”




  “In two hundred men there will always be a few rogues. And there may be rogues among the checkers. But they’re not easy to find.”




  “Could a cylinder be used for any other purpose when it’s empty?”




  “No. Our thieves are mean fellows. Some of them will steal a pair of cylinders worth thirty-eight pounds for the sake of thirty bob’s worth of gas. The cylinders get lost. But that

  isn’t always the procedure. Two years ago I caught a driver and a checker working in collusion. They were supplying unregistered customers with gas, and the driver was bringing the empty

  cylinders back to the depot. All they were stealing was the gas.”




  “How do you find the cylinders?”




  “I hunt for them, in garages, repair shops, small engineers’ shops, and even on rubbish dumps.”




  “I suppose you prosecute when you turn something up?”




  “When I have proof of stealing or receiving. Receiving is hard to prove, especially with a registered customer. If he’s caught with a cylinder he shouldn’t have, he swears

  blind he got it in the normal way. If there’s any mistake, he says, it must be a mistake of the depot staff. It’s the same with the drivers. Unless you catch a driver absolutely

  red-handed, he simply says it wasn’t his fault if his load wasn’t checked out properly. Fifty thousand a week, remember. And if you try to sack a man without absolute proof of guilt

  you’ve got a strike on your hands.”




  “Well, this London mob just leave cylinders lying around. They know where they can get more. They must be in contact with one of your drivers.”




  “Or one of our customers who is encouraging a driver to steal. Or one of the unregistered users who does the same.”




  “Mmmm.” Devery was thoughtful. “As you say, it’s a problem.”




  “How do you propose to tackle it?” Barden asked.




  The sergeant looked at him. “At the moment I don’t even know how to start,” he admitted.




  “Well,” said Barden, “let me know if you make any progress. I’ll do the same. We might have a bit of luck.”




  Devery and Hearn looked up local records, and they required their colleagues to search their memories for suspect garage proprietors, suspect scrap-metal merchants, and the

  like. They nosed around. They found nothing, but the chief of their department was able to present Scotland Yard with an account of inquiries made and inquiries in progress.




  The depredations of the London safe-cutting gang continued, and the total of their gains became even more impressive. It was not difficult to imagine the ferment and frustration in the ranks of

  the Metropolitan Police.




  But Detective Sergeant Devery was too valuable a man to be detached forever on a foreign inquiry. He returned to his normal duties, leaving Hearn to follow up the thing alone. Hearn made little

  progress, but his reports showed that at least he was trying.




  Nobody worried much. London was two hundred miles away from Granchester. To the average Englishman, born and bred on his small island, that was still a great distance.




  





  Chapter Two




  In the criminal argot of London, oxyacetylene is known as XXC. The gang of thieves that was giving Scotland Yard so much trouble was called “the XXC mob” because

  the police had been unable to learn the name of any one of its members.




  But the peculiar circumstances that led to the formation of the mob had really begun to arrange themselves some time before, when Howard Cain was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment after

  the most agonizing piece of bad luck ever suffered by a self-respecting organizer of important crimes. And not only did it mean imprisonment, it meant dishonor.




  Cain’s misfortune occurred in a mews behind Park Lane, London, in the middle of the day. Happening to pass that way, he saw a wallet and picked it up. He found that it contained no money.

  He immediately realized that it had been rifled and discarded by a pickpocket. He threw it down as if it were hot, and he was seen to do so by two prowling detective officers, who are as thick as

  flies in that area. Both of them had a recollection of seeing his face in pictures. They picked up Cain, and then picked up the wallet. It had a monogram, and it contained visiting cards which were

  not in the name of Cain. Explanations were required, and for once in his life Cain told the truth. In the past he had often lied to the police, and occasionally his lies had been accepted because

  there was no evidence to the contrary. Now, with evidence wrongly interpreted, his true story was not believed. This was irony of the grimmest kind, and Cain’s soul was in torment. Already he

  saw the newspaper comments, and the disgusted faces of his friends. He actually pleaded with the officers.




  “I’m Howie Cain,” he said. “I always stood up to what I done. Please don’t take me for a lousy dip.”




  The officers were not merciful. He was taken to West End Central police station and searched, and found to have a considerable sum of money in his pockets, and most of the money was in

  five-pound notes. He was detained. The owner of the wallet was sought and found. This person alleged that the wallet had contained seven five-pound notes, and that he had been relieved of it

  somewhere between the Dorchester Hotel and Hyde Park Corner. His times were right, Cain could have been the pickpocket. It was assumed that he had stolen the wallet and thrown it away after taking

  out the fivers and adding them to his own money-in-pocket.




  At Cain’s trial by Summary Jurisdiction the Magistrate believed this, and Cain was remanded in custody until the Quarter Sessions. At the sessions trial the jury also believed in his

  guilt, in spite of his counsel’s efforts and his own vehement reiterations of the truth. After the verdict his long, bad record was read out, and the jury looked smug, more than ever

  convinced that their decision had been right. Fortunately the recorder perceived that in all his criminal history Cain had never been detected in the act of Larceny from the Person. A faint doubt

  came into his mind, and he did not inflict the ten years’ Preventive Detention which he had been considering. He gave Cain two years. After the verdict, and Cain’s record, he could

  scarcely have given less.




  Cain was still bitter when he came out of Wandsworth. He had heard of innocent men being sent down. He had also met men who claimed to be innocent, though he had not believed them. And now there

  he was, completely innocent, and nobody believed him.




  “You shouldn’t’ve tried it, Howie,” his sister’s husband told him. “It’s not your line.”




  Cain was furious, and if his brother-in-law had not been a noted tearaway he would have struck out, not blindly but with great force and accuracy.




  “My own relations!” he cried in pain. “My own relations putting me down for a bloody lousy whizz boy. I never lifted a wallet in my life. Not from nobody’s pocket,

  anyway. God forbid I should ever do such a thing.”




  His only comfort was his wife, Dorrie. Whether or not she believed him, she pretended that she did. Probably the only chattel he had ever acquired honestly was Dorrie, and though he was not what

  is known as a good husband he freely admitted that his marriage was the best bargain he had ever made.




  Dorrie’s younger sister, Flo, was all right too. She said nothing at all. But then she never did say much about anything. She was a strange kid. She just seemed to drift along, neither

  interested nor bored, and really you couldn’t understand what made her tick. Her only real characteristic was that she liked to imitate Dorrie and have the things Dorrie had. She was an

  attractive bit of stuff all the same, and nearly as good-looking as Dorrie.




  So Cain had two women in the house, and though they had survived in his absence, he found that there was no money in the kitty when he reached home. Flo was a good hoister. She had been known to

  walk out of a store wearing a lifted fur coat, as cool as she had been before she slipped the coat on. But Dorrie would not let Flo go on the hoist, except when there was absolutely nothing to put

  on the table. On these occasions nowadays she went with her, and they stole only groceries. Groceries! Cain fumed. I ask you!




  Well, he was the breadwinner, and he went out full of big if vague ideas of making money, and showing ’em. That was very much in his mind. He was going to get his own back, and make the

  coppers sweat as he had sweated in Wandsworth. In this mood he ran into Edward James France, alias Jimmy the Gent, in a public house near Euston. Ned France listened as Cain talked, about big jobs,

  something like that £280,000 mail van robbery or like that industrial diamond tickle in Hatton Garden.




  He had been with France in Wandsworth for a short time, and before that—some years before—in Pentonville. He thought him a curious character, a taciturn but by no means surly man who

  walked alone. He walked alone and yet he was not disliked. In prison he had given no allegiance to the various “barons” and “kings” among his fellows, and neither had he

  sought allegiance. He had not been afraid to defy those bullies when necessary, and yet he had been neither cut nor beaten. Personality, Cain called it, and he meant that France carried an aura of

  able self-reliance, giving the impression that he would be a dangerous man if compelled to be. He had gained the respect of Cain, who in prison had soon made himself the leader of a ring, and a big

  man in the tobacco trade.




  Cain was a big man; strong, tough, not yet forty, and very intelligent in his way. But now he watched with something like envy as France lit a cigarette and inhaled with deep

  satisfaction. He knew the signs. France, it appeared, had touched something recently. Temporarily at least, he was in comfortable circumstances. His manner and his double whisky proclaimed it.




  Said Cain, “I never saw you using snout when you were in the nick.”




  France exhaled. “I couldn’t get enough, so I cut it out for the duration. There were things I needed more.”




  Cain sighed. “You’re telling me. It’s amazing, the tobacco trade inside. Hungry men will give you their dinner for a drag.”




  “If I can’t get enough, I find it’s best to forget it.”




  “Ah. The same with women?”




  “Sure. You can do without sex if you don’t spend so much damn time thinkin’ about it.”




  “You’re not married. Give me a bit of home comfort myself. I miss it when I’m inside. Jesus, I feel choked with it sometimes.”




  Then there was a brief silence, until Cain said, “What did you think about them bits of ideas of mine?”




  France shook his head. “You’re just out, but I’ve been out eighteen months. Things have changed. There’s a thing called Securicor, and they use armored cars to cart money

  and diamonds about. Nowadays you can’t pick up a few thousand with a handful of pepper and a length of lead pipin’. The payroll snatch is dangerous. Me, I like to go in and get what

  there is, and come out all nice and quiet. With nobody lookin’ at me.”




  “Is that what you’re doing just now?”




  France was cool. “At the moment I’m restin’, as they say in Drury Lane. I’m fairly well fixed.”




  “If you’re well fixed, you won’t mind lending me a fiver.”




  France looked steadily at Cain. “I don’t remember you ever doin’ me any good.”




  “I never did you any harm, did I?”




  “You really need a fiver?”




  “Just now I really need it.”




  France said, “Excuse me a minute.” He left the bar and went to a door marked GENTLEMEN. Watching him go, Cain reflected that he was a proper elegant bastard.

  He looked a bit like Ronald Colman used to look on the pictures when Cain was a young man. He knew where to buy his clothes, and when he opened his mouth he sounded like a toff. He was good enough

  to be a corner man, speaking golden words to provincial business types who thought they recognized money for nothing when they heard of it. Also, as it happened, he was one of the best

  door-and-window men in the country. So what did he do with his great talent? He sneaked in and out of flats, knocking down latches with his bit of celluloid, picking up a few pounds here and there.

  Well, it was one way to make a living.




  France returned, and Cain said, “I really could do with that fiver.”




  France proffered a closed hand, knuckles up. Cain put forward an open palm, and received five one-pound notes. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll pay you back.”




  “I’m sure you will,” France said, in a tone which suggested belief in himself rather than belief in his debtor. It was then that Cain realized, with helpless anger against a

  widely circulated untruth, that France had been to the toilet in order to get out five pounds without revealing whereabouts on his person he kept the bulk of his money.




  “Damn it,” he exclaimed. “You’re another who thinks Howie Cain is a rotten dip.” He threw the little wad of notes on the bar. “Keep your bloody money.

  I’ll manage without it.”




  The two men looked at each other, one red with mortification, the other cool and appraising.




  France grinned. “Pick it up, Howie,” he said. “You don’t look like a dipper to me.”




  Slowly the color of rage faded from Cain’s face. “Well, thanks, Jimmy,” he said, and picked up the money.




  For a while Cain was in straitened circumstances, and Dorrie would not allow him to pawn the diamond-studded watch which he once had bought for her with real money when he was

  flush. He even had to submit to the indignity of signing on at the labor exchange. On being told that no money was immediately available for him there, he sank lower in his own estimation and went

  to the National Assistance Office. He stood in a queue, feeling contaminated in a shower of mugs whose only idea of easy money was to get the wife in the family way often enough to fill the house

  with kids, and then live on the money doled out so that the kids wouldn’t starve. This indignity Cain had to suffer in order to keep the home going until his geese turned out to be swans.

  Life was hard.




  When it was his turn at the National Assistance, he was asked certain questions. He answered, to the effect that he was not receiving unemployment benefit, that he was married, that he had no

  children.




  “Is your wife in good health?” the clerk asked.




  “Yes, she ails nothing,” Cain replied.




  “Couldn’t she go out to work till you get a job?”




  Cain’s lip curled. He thought that this fussy little man was taking too much on himself, as indeed he may have been. “What is this?” he demanded loudly. “A welfare state

  or a slave state? Who are you to tell my wife when to go out to work?”




  The clerk was discomfited. These people! Ungrateful, they were. He referred no more to the matter of Mrs. Cain.




  “Who were your last employers?” he wanted to know.




  “Her Majesty’s Prison Commissioners,” was the cool reply.




  “In what capacity? I mean, have you a trade?”




  “I’m an unemployed burglar,” Cain said. He didn’t care. He knew they’d have to give him something anyway. They couldn’t afford to turn a burglar out into the

  cold, cold snow with nothing in his pocket. That would be encouraging crime, that would.




  The clerk was further discomfited, and of course annoyed. But Cain stared at him brazenly while he waited for a reply. Several men in the queue behind him must have heard the remark, but only

  one of them laughed. He turned to look. One man was gazing at him with contempt, and he was the only one who looked like a decent fellow. Three more were shabby layabouts whom Cain wouldn’t

  have had at ten-a-penny. The one who had laughed—he was still grinning—was an ugly, thickset specimen with a round red face and beady brown eyes. Cain liked him least of all.




  He turned back to the window. The clerk had made out a pay slip. He pushed it forward and pointed to the cashier’s window without speaking. He had had enough of Cain.




  Cain looked at the sum written on the slip. “Pah!” he exclaimed as he turned away. The ugly man laughed again.




  At the cashier’s window there was some delay. Cain had to wait, and the men who had been behind him in the queue were paid before him. As he walked out of the place he found Ugly waiting

  for him in the lobby.




  “They aren’t open yet,” Ugly said, with a northern accent. “But come on, I’ll buy you a cupper tea an’ a tram stopper.”




  Cain looked him up and down. He was sarcastic. “Do I have the pleasure of your acquaintance?”




  “Happen not. But unless you’re naught but a big blabmouth I’d like to talk to you.”




  Cain was incredulous. Who did this little Lancashire hotpot think he was? He decided to give the man a chance to talk himself into a smack on the beak. “Can you really afford it?” he

  asked loftily.




  “Do you allus act like it was half a dollar to talk to you?”




  “For a hobbledehoy like you it could cost more.”




  “That’s a personal remark. Insultin’, I call it. You might think that’s clever, but I don’t.”




  Cain grinned, and shrugged.




  “Happen you’re not the man I thought you were,” Ugly said. “I don’t think you’ll do for me.” He turned away.




  Cain did not like that. Now he was the one who was being turned down. He asked, “What was it you wanted?”




  The man stopped. “I wanted to talk, like I said. To find out if you’re the right sort of feller. Well, I think I’ve fun’ out.”




  “I doubt it. I’ll come along and listen to you. I have a few minutes to spare.”




  Over a cup of tea and a ham sandwich Cain learned that the hotpot’s name was Leo Husker. He looked at the hard eyes under the little beaky nose and decided that Husker was at least a man,

  and probably not a fool. And yet, in a way, he talked like a fool.




  “Is it right you’re a burglar or were it a bit o’ cod?”




  “Hey, hey!” Cain reproved. “You can’t go around talking like that.”




  “Well, you did.”




  “I suppose I did. What do you want? To ghost my reminiscences?”




  “I don’t know naught about ghosts, but I know how to use an oxygen cuttin’ tool.”




  “Oh, you do? And do you go about telling everybody?”




  “No, I’m tellin’ you.”




  Cain reflected that this geezer was dead serious. He looked around. They were at a table in a corner of the snack bar, and nobody could hear their talk.




  “Lots of blokes can use XXC.”




  “Is that what you call oxyacetylene? Happen lots can use it, but I’m an expert, an’ I know where to get the tackle. Besides, the police don’t know me. No police, nowhere,

  know me. They wouldn’t come lookin’ for me after I done summat.”




  “You’ve got no form?”




  “Form?”




  “You have no police record?”




  “I did a bit of pinchin’ when I were twelve. Probation, I got. That’s been forgotten.”




  “You’ve nothing since?”




  “Nothin’.”




  Cain found that he was becoming really interested. “H’m,” he said thoughtfully. “The coppers won’t have your dabs, then. Not that it matters. Everybody I work with

  has to wear gloves all the time.”




  “You wear gloves when you’re cuttin’ steel, all right.”




  Cain had no practical experience of XXC, but he had heard talk. He had met men in prison who had done very well out of it. The equipment was cumbersome, but the actual business of opening a safe

  was both quick and quiet.




  “There’s more to it than just burning a hole in a safe door,” he said.




  “Happen there is. That’s why I’m talkin’ to you.”




  “Well,” Cain admitted, “I’m not really what you’d call a burglar. I organize jobs. A while back I had the tidiest little mob you ever saw, and we did some nice

  work. Quick grabs was more our line. Jewelry, furs, payrolls. Then one day I got picked up by two bogies who’d happened to see my clock in the picture book, and they run me in for something I

  never done. When I come out of the nick, where’s my mob? Scattered to the four winds. Three of ’em is inside, for a long time. Without me to look after ’em, they soon got

  theirselves done. That’s what I mean when I talk about my line. I’m sort of a team manager.”




  “But now you don’t have a team.”




  “I can soon get a team. But the payroll snatch isn’t what it was. They got armored cars now. So I might consider tickling a safe or two.”




  “I was thinkin’ of one big bank job, then divvy up an’ fade away.”




  “Have you got the griff?”




  “Griff?”




  Really, this man was ignorant. Cain explained. “Have you got the place in your notebook? Some particular bank you’ve got your gleamers on.”




  Husker shook his head. “I were just thinkin’ of banks in a general way.”




  “Banks are big jobs. You need to be a real expert. It isn’t just a matter of opening a strong room, though that’s hard enough. They’ve got burglar alarms you’ve no

  means of finding, and they’re silent. They just flash a light and ring a bell down the road. You walk through solenoid rays, too. You have a copper feeling your collar before you know what

  day it is. No, I’d have to be real team-handed before I tackled a bank. And I’d need a professor or two on the team.”




  Husker looked disappointed.




  “With a bank job you’ve got to case the joint for weeks, and you’re liable to get noticed and remembered,” Cain told him. “Mostly it’s a tunneling job, and

  then you come up against a strong room like Fort Knox, and the alarm is going before you can even touch it. Commercial premises are better than banks. Cozy little places with a thousand or two in

  the safe, and the safe not bang up-to-date, and no watchman. You pick ’em and you do ’em. With the XXC, how long would it take you to burn a hole in an ordinary sort of safe, like you

  might find in the Cooperative Stores?”




  “Happen twenty minutes, happen less.”




  “Not bad at all. Course it’s been done before many a time, and lots of fellows who’ve done it are now in durance vile, as they say. That’s where I come in. I organize it

  so’s we don’t get caught. I keep the lads in hand, so’s they don’t go flashin’ their money around or telling it all to a judy. Some geezers are so silly you

  wouldn’t believe. They come out, do a job and get some crinkle, pick up a floozie to bed down with and tell her all about it, they then find theirselves back in the same cell before

  they’ve took their number down.”




  “How do you go about your organizin’?”




  Cain raised a finger. “Don’t you worry your head about that. Leave it to me. The first thing is to get team-handed. I know some good boys. I’ve got one in mind already, one of

  the best picklocks in the business. Had you thought how we were going to get into the place, to get at the safe?”




  Husker confessed that he had no constructive ideas about getting into a place.




  “And,” Cain pursued, “had you thought how we were going to put in all that XXC stuff without being noticed? And how we were going to transport it? I can arrange all

  that.”




  “You think you’re good. Happen you are.”




  “I’m so good the cops never got me right, except through some other fool acting the goat. That’s another thing, you see, picking your men. You need good mates who can carry

  corn, though you don’t always get ’em.”




  “You can trust me. I can carry corn.”




  “That’s what they all say. We’re only talking about this thing yet.”




  “Well, you’re talkin’, I’ll admit.”




  “I’m having to talk because you don’t seem to know nothing. When I start working on it, that’ll be different. Nobody will talk. Nobody. Nothing is decided yet,

  but when I get going you’ll know you’re in a real mob.”




  Husker tried to look impressed.




  Cain went on: “You’re sure about your cutting equipment?”




  “I’m sure. I can get it easy and safe. But like you said, I’ll need transport.”




  “Will you get it somewhere in London?”




  “No. Far from London.”




  “That’ll be better, because London is where we’ll start operating. Right. I’ll give the matter some thought. We won’t keep on meeting at the same place. See that

  pub across the road? I’ll meet you there at twelve noon tomorrow.”




  “Twelve o’clock. Right.”




  “And in the meantime, you haven’t seen me.”




  “I don’t know you from Adam,” Husker said.




  “Fine,” Cain replied.




  They parted without a handshake.




  Cain was late home for lunch that day, because he had been following Husker about London for three hours. During that time he perceived something which he had often been told,

  that London is the loneliest city in the world for a friendless stranger. Husker spoke to nobody except to order food or drink, and he was not spoken to. He was not seen to make a telephone call.

  He had a few glasses of beer, standing solitary at a bar. He had a meal at a cheap restaurant. He went into a news theater. Cain followed him into the theater, and saw that he sat apart, not close

  enough to make contact with anybody. After the news theater, Cain left him.




  Husker seemed all right. But it was only the beginning. Cain did talk a lot when his brain was seething with ideas. With regard to specific plans he was the most silent of men. And he

  was cautious in his choice of partners in crime. His next sentence, he knew, would be ten years P.D. He did not intend to serve any such sentence.




  





  Chapter Three




  Cain saw Husker twice, and talked inconclusively, before he found Ned France. The encounter was in a Soho club, where Cain had gone in search of Bill Coggan, one of the best

  wheelmen he knew.




  Cain said, “Hello, Jimmy. I been looking for you.”




  France merely nodded, and held out his hand palm uppermost. Until he remembered, Cain looked at the hand in surprise, then he said, “I haven’t come to pay you back. Not

  yet.”




  “Oh. Well, I can’t spare any more.”




  “Be nice, be nice. I came to talk business.”




  “You’re goin’ into business?” France clipped some of his words, but not in the way that Husker did. His speech was a drawl, Husker’s was a burr. The accents of the

  two men were a world apart.




  “I hope so. And I’m thinking you might come in with me.”




  “Oh,” France said again. His face was expressionless.




  “You think I want you to put up some nicker. Well, I don’t. I’ll put up the cash, and for that I get an extra share of the take.”




  “How much money?”




  “Enough to set us up with the tackle, and a car.”




  “I thought you were hard up.”




  “I am,” Cain said. His hand moved, and a diamond-studded wrist watch lay in the palm of it. It was a beautiful watch.




  “Where did you get that?” France queried.




  “Did you ever meet my wife, Dorrie?”




  The other man’s wary face relaxed a little. “Yes, I’ve met her once or twice. With you.”




  “Once seen never forgotten, eh? I gave her this watch once, when I was in the money. I bought it straight, from a shop, and I got a receipt to prove it. It’s a Jaeger Le Coultre and

  I can pledge it for as much as I need. As long as I don’t sell it outright, it’ll be all right. So, like I said, I get an extra share.”




  “An extra share of what?”




  “Some moderate tickles for what we can find in ’em. A thousand, two thousand. No real modern safes, no burglar alarms. I need somebody who can find the way in for us.”




  “You’ve got somebody who can do the peters?”




  “Yeh. That’s arranged.”




  “What will he use?”




  “I’ll tell you that when you’re in.”




  “H’m. I’ll have to think about it.”




  “Are you serious when you say that or just putting me off?”




  ‘I’m serious. If I didn’t fancy it I’d tell you so.”




  “In that case I’ll tell you. It’s XXC. That’s why we won’t be tackling any bank vaults.”




  “The equipment is clumsy.”




  “I know how we’ll handle it. It’s quick and it’s quiet. It’ll do for us.”




  “Cash only?”




  “We take cash only. We’ll divvy up after every job.”




  “What shares, and who’ll be sharin’?”




  “Thirty per cent for me, twenty for the peterman because he also provides the XXC, twenty for you, because you’re an expert at getting in, fifteen for a driver because he’ll

  have to be good, ten for the spare man and general mugabout, five per cent to share between Dorrie and her sister, to keep ’em happy. Those girls will be useful. They know their way

  around.”




  “The XXC man agrees to that?”




  “Yes. He needs us more than we need him.”




  “He’s all right?”




  “I think so. He’s an amateur with no form at all, but XXC was his trade. I been following him around for the last three days and seen nothing wrong. He don’t seem to know

  nobody. Tomorrow I’ll take you to meet him, if you like.”




  “Everything else is arranged?”




  “No. I’m still wanting two men. But I’ve got a car laid on. It’s a wrong ’un, but it’s been nicely changed. The coppers’ll need X-ray eyes to spot it.

  I’m going to modify it to carry our stuff.”




  “You seem to know what you’re doing,” France admitted.




  “I do, boy, I do. If everybody does what I say, we’ll do fine.”




  The following day, after a meeting, Husker and France were invited to tea at Cain’s snug abode in a street just off the Caledonian Road and less than half a mile from

  Pentonville Prison. With regard to this, Cain remarked in jest that he liked to be near to his work.




  The house was a surprise to the visitors. Humble in aspect from the outside, it seemed to have been furnished without regard to expense, no doubt at a time when Cain was in funds. Comfort and

  quality had been the watchword, possibly due to his wife’s intuitive conviction that the furniture and fabrics would have to last a long, long time.




  “I could’ve had a place in Hampstead, or some other toffee-nosed district,” Cain remarked modestly. “I preferred to stick around here. Low upkeep when you’re in the

  nick, you know. No servant problem, either. Dorrie can keep this place clean with one hand tied behind her.”




  France grinned at the idea of Cain’s keeping servants, but Husker’s shoe-button eyes were dulled in a way which showed that he was impressed, and even somewhat awed. But the little

  eyes gleamed when Dorrie appeared. This reaction was noted by the other two men. Husker was not quite the unfeeling clod he appeared to be. He was susceptible, and immediately so. In the hands of

  an attractive woman, would he be susceptible enough to become indiscreet? If that were so, he was not good enough for any mob in which Cain and France shared membership.




  Husker was introduced to Dorrie. They shook hands, and he seemed loath to let go. Cain and France exchanged glances. Cain murmured, “We’ll have to see.”




  “See what?” Husker pulled against Dorrie’s magnetism, and turned to the others.




  “See if my wife remembers,” said Cain. He brought France forward. “Dorrie. Know who this is?”




  “I do seem to remember the face,” Dorrie replied, looking at France with her head a little on one side. “I’m afraid I don’t remember the name.”




  France showed only a polite fraction of the pleasure he felt in looking at this woman. Doreen Cain was a medium-sized woman who looked about twenty-six and was certainly not more than thirty.

  She had an excellent figure. Her hair was reddish brown and her complexion milky. Her big eyes were a deep tawny color and her face was of a good shape with good features. That was all, except for

  an intangible something which might be called Appeal. Though she was as proper in her demeanor as any other housewife, and obviously not of a lustful nature, she radiated sex like a hot fire. In

  France’s opinion—which he kept to himself—she was a woman and a half.




  Even this lout Husker had been instantly attracted. Probably it was wrong to measure Husker’s susceptibility by the yardstick of Dorrie. That wasn’t quite fair. It would be better to

  reserve judgment until it was seen how he behaved in the company of other women.




  “We have met a few times,” France told Dorrie. “In the Blue Coat Boy, it was.”




  “Oh, yes, we did used to go there,” she admitted, and he was quite sure that she remembered both his face and his name. Well, no doubt she had her own reasons for denying this.




  Tea was made, and sandwiches and homemade pastries were put on the kitchen table. The men discussed their highly illegal plans. Dorrie listened with a sort of guarded attention, and spoke not at

  all. In the end she would know all about it without having made a single interpolation or suggestion. France wondered about her attitude. It seemed to him that she did not entirely approve: she

  seemed to be tolerant, and no more than that. However, those were only guesses. She might be as wholehearted in the pursuit of other people’s money as Cain was, or as he, Ned France, was. Who

  was he to make surmises about her honesty? For there was one thing he was quite sure about. He was sure that she was as true as steel to her husband. He also had no doubt that Cain accepted her

  beauty and fidelity with the complacency of a man who has inherited a fortune. She was there, and he owned her.
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