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I. THE MAN WITH THE RED BEARD

To the average reader the name of Miska Guild is associated with slight and possibly amusing eccentricities. For example, he once went down Regent Street at eleven o’clock at night at sixty miles an hour, crippled two unfortunate pedestrians, and smashed a lamp standard and his car. The charge that he was drunk failed, because indisputably he was sober when he was dragged out of the wreckage, himself unhurt.

Nevertheless, an unsympathetic magistrate convicted, despite the conflict of medical evidence. Miska Guild went to the Sessions with the best advocates that money could buy and had the conviction quashed.

The inner theatrical set knew him as a giver of freakish dinner parties; had an idea that he gave other parties even more freakish but less descriptive. Once he went to Paris, and the French police most obligingly hushed up a lurid incident as best they could.

They could not quite hush up the death of the pretty chorus-girl who was found on the pavement outside the hotel, having fallen from a fifth- floor window, but they were very helpful in explaining that she had mistaken the french windows for the door of her sitting-room. Nobody at the inquiry asked how she managed to climb the balcony.

The only person who evinced a passionate interest in the proceedings was one Henry Arthur Milton, a fugitive from justice, who was staying at the hotel–not as Henry Arthur Milton, certainly not as “The Ringer”, by which title he was known; indeed, he bore no name by which the English police could identify him as the best-wanted man in Europe.

Mr. Guild paid heavily for all the trouble he had caused divers police officials and came back to London and to his magnificent flat in Carlton House Terrace quite unabashed, even though some of the theatrical celebrities with whom he was acquainted cut him dead whenever they met him; even though the most unpleasant rumours surrounded his Paris trip.

He was a man of thirty, reputedly a millionaire three times over. It is certain that he was very rich, and had the queerest ideas about what was and what was not the most amusing method of passing time. Had the Paris incident occurred in London neither his two nor his three millions would have availed him, nor all the advocacy of the greatest lawyers averted the most unpleasant consequences.

One bright November morning, when the sun rose in a clear blue sky and the leafless trees of Green Park had a peculiar splendour of their own, the second footman brought his breakfast to his bedside, and on the tray there was a registered letter. The postmark was Paris, the envelope was marked “Urgent and confidential; not to be opened by the secretary.”

Miska Guild sat up in bed, pushed back his long, yellowish hair from his eyes, bleared for a moment at the envelope and tore it open with a groan. There was a single sheet of paper, closely typewritten. It bore no address and began without a conventional preamble: ‘On October 18 you went to Paris, accompanied by a small party. In that party was a girl called Ethel Seddings, who was quite unaware of your character. She committed suicide in order to escape from you. I am called The Ringer; my name is Henry Arthur Milton, and Scotland Yard will furnish you with particulars of my past. As you are a man of considerable property and may wish to have time to make arrangements as to its disposal, I will give you a little grace. At the end of a reasonable period I shall come to London and kill you.’

That was all the letter contained. Miska read it through; looked at the back of the sheet for further inspiration; read it through again.

“Who the devil is The Ringer?” he asked.

The footman, who was an authority upon such matters, gave him a little inaccurate information. Miska examined the envelope without being enlightened any further, and then with a chuckle he was about to tear the letter into pieces but thought better “Send it up to Scotland Yard,” he commanded his secretary later in the morning, and would have forgotten the unpleasant communication if he had not returned from lunch to find a rather sinister-looking man with a short black beard who introduced himself as Chief Inspector Bliss from Scotland Yard.

“About that letter? Oh, rot! You’re not taking that seriously, are you?”

Bliss nodded slowly. “So seriously that I’m putting on two of my best men to guard you for a month or two.”

Miska looked at him incredulously.

“Do you really mean that? But surely…my footman tells me he’s a criminal; he wouldn’t dare come to London?”

Inspector Bliss smiled grimly. “He dared go into Scotland Yard when it suited him. This is the kind of case that would interest him.”

He recounted a few of The Ringer’s earlier cases, and Miska Guild became of a sudden a very agitated young man.

“Monstrous…a murderer at large, and you can’t catch him? I’ve never heard anything like it! Besides, that business in Paris–it was an accident. The poor, silly dear mistook the window for her sitting-room door–”

“I know all about that, Mr. Guild,” said Bliss quietly. “I’d rather we didn’t discuss that aspect of the matter. The only thing I can tell you is that, if I know The Ringer–and nobody has better reason for knowing him and his methods–he will try to keep his word. It’s up to us to protect you. You’re to employ no new servants without consulting me. I want a daily notification telling me where you’re going and how you’re spending your time. The Ringer is the only criminal in the world, so far as I know, who depends entirely upon his power of disguise. We haven’t a photograph of him as himself at Scotland Yard, and I’m one of the few people who have seen him as himself.”

Miska jibbed at the prospect of accounting for his movements in advance. He was, he said, a creature of impulse, and was never quite sure where he would be next. Besides which, he was going to Berlin–”If you leave the country I will not be responsible for your life.” said Bliss shortly, and the young man turned pale.

At first he treated the matter as a joke, but as the weeks became a month the sight of the detective sitting by the side of his chauffeur, the unexpected appearance of a Scotland Yard man at his elbow wherever he moved, began to get on his nerves.

And then one night Bliss came to him with the devastating news, “The Ringer is in England,” he said.

Miska’s face was ghastly.

“How–how do you know?” he stammered.

But Bliss was not prepared to explain the peculiar qualities of Wally the Nose, or the peculiar behaviour of the man with the red beard.

When Wally the Nose passed through certain streets in Notting Dale he chose daylight for the adventure, and he preferred that a policeman should be in sight. Not that any of the less law-abiding folk of Netting Dale had any personal reason for desiring Wally the least harm, for, as he protested in his pathetic, lisping way, “he never did no harm” to anybody in Notting Dale.

He lived in a back room in Clewson Street, a tiny house rented by a deaf old woman who had had lodgers even more unsavoury than Wally, with his greasy, threadbare clothes, his big, protruding teeth, and his silly, moist face.

He came one night furtively to Inspector Stourbridge at the local police station, having been sent for.

“There’s goin’ to be a ‘bust’ at Lowes, the jewellers, in Islington, to-morrer, Mr. Stourbridge; some lads from Nottin’ Dale are in it, and Elfus is fencin’ the stuff. Is that what you wanted me about?”

He stood, turning his hat in his hands, his ragged coat almost touching the floor, his red eyelids blinking. Stourbridge had known many police informers, but none like Wally.

He hesitated, and then, with a “Wait here,” he went into a room that led from the charge room and closed the door behind him.

Chief Inspector Bliss sat at a table, his head on his hand, turning over a thick dossier of documents that lay on the table before him.

“That man I spoke to you about is here, sir–the nose. He’s the best we’ve ever had, and so long as he hasn’t got to take any extraordinary risk–or doesn’t know he’s taking it–he’ll be invaluable.”

Bliss pulled at his little beard and scowled. “Does he know why you have brought him here now?” he asked.

Stourbridge grinned. “No–I put him on to inquire about a jewel burglary–but we knew all about it beforehand.”

“Bring him in.”

Wally came shuffling into the private room, bunked from one to the other with an ingratiating grin.

“Yes, sir?” His voice was shrill and nervous.

“This is Mr. Bliss, of Scotland Yard,” said Stourbridge, and Wally bobbed his head.

“Heard about you, sir,” he said, in his high, piping voice. “You’re the bloke that got The Ringer–”

“To be exact, I didn’t,” said Bliss gruffly, “but you may.”

“Me, sir?” Wally’s mouth was open wide, his protruding rabbit’s teeth suggested to Stourbridge the favourite figure of a popular comic artist. “I don’t touch no Ringer, sir, with kind regards to you. If there’s any kind of work you want me to do, sir, I’ll do it. It’s a regular ‘obby of mine–I ought to have been in the p’lice. Up in Manchester they’ll tell you all about me. I’m the feller that found Spicy Brown when all the Manchester busies was lookin’ for him.”

“That’s why Manchester got a bit too hot for you, eh, Wally?” said Stourbridge.

The man shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, they was a bit hard on me –the lads, I mean. That’s why I come back to London. But I can’t help nosing, sir, and that’s a fact.”

“You can do a little nosing for me,” interrupted Bliss. And thereafter a new and a more brilliant spy watched the movements of the man with the red beard.

He had arrived in London by a ship which came from India but touched at Marseilles. He had on his passport the name of Tennett. He had travelled third-class. He was by profession an electrical engineer. Yet, despite his seeming poverty, he had taken a small and rather luxurious flat in Kensington.

It was his presence in Carlton House Terrace one evening that had first attracted the attention of Mr. Bliss. He came to see Guild, he said, on the matter of a project connected with Indian water power. The next day he was seen prospecting the house from the park side.

Ordinarily, it would have been a very simple matter to have pulled him in and investigated his credentials; but quite recently there had been what the Press had called a succession of police scandals. Two perfectly innocent men had been arrested in mistake for somebody else, and Scotland Yard was chary of taking any further risks.

Tennett was traced to his flat, and he was apparently a most elusive man, with a habit of taking taxicabs in crowded thoroughfares. What Scotland Yard might not do officially, it could do, and did do, unofficially. Wally the Nose listened with apparent growing discomfort.

“If it’s him, he’s mustard,” he said huskily. “I don’t like messing about with no Ringers. Besides, he hasn’t got a red beard.”

“Oh, shut up!” snarled Bliss. “He could grow one, couldn’t he? See what you can find out about him. If you happen to get into his flat and see any papers lying about, they might help you. I’m not suggesting you should do so, but if you did…”

Wally nodded wisely.

In three days he furnished a curious report to the detective who was detailed to meet him. The man with the red beard had paid a visit to Croydon aerodrome and had made inquiries about a single-seater taxi to carry him to the Continent. He had spent a lot of his time at an electrical supply company in the East End of London, and had made a number of mysterious purchases which he had carried home with him in a taxicab.

Bliss consulted his superior.

“Pull him in,” he suggested. “You can get a warrant to search his flat.”

“His flat’s been searched. There’s nothing there of the slightest importance,” reported Bliss.

He called that night at Carlton House Terrace and found Mr. Miska Guild a very changed man. These three months had reduced him to a nervous wreck.

“No news?” he asked apprehensively when the detective came in. “Has that wretched little creature discovered anything? By gad, he’s as clever as any of you fellows! I was talking with him last night. He was outside on the Terrace with one of your men. Now, Bliss, I’d better tell you the truth about this girl in Paris–”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” said Bliss, almost sternly.

He wanted to preserve, at any rate, a simulation of interest in Mr. Guild’s fate.

He had hardly left Carlton House Terrace when a taxicab drove in and Wally the Nose almost fell into the arms of the detective.

“Where’s Bliss?” he squeaked. “That red-whiskered feller’s disappeared…left his house, and he’s shaved on his beard, Mr. Connor. I didn’t recognise him when he come out. When I made inquiries I found he’d gorn for good.”

“The chief’s just gone,” said Connor, worried.

He went into the vestibule and was taken up to the floor on which Mr. Guild had his suite. The butler led him to the dining-room, where there was a phone connection, and left Wally the Nose in the hall. He was standing there disconsolately when Mr. Guild came out.

“Hullo! What’s the news?” he asked quickly.

Wally the Nose looked left and right.

“He’s telephonin’ to the boss,” he whispered hoarsely, “But I ain’t told him about the letter.”

He followed Miska into the library and gave that young man a piece of news that Mr. Guild never repeated.

He was waiting in the hall below when Connor came down.

“It’s all right–they arrested old red whiskers at Liverpool Street Station. We had a man watching him as well.”

Wally the Nose was pardonably annoyed, “What’s the use of having me and then puttin’ a busy on to trail him?” he demanded truculently. “That’s what I call double-crossing.”

“You hop off to Scotland Yard and see the chief,” said Connor, and Wally, grumbling audibly, vanished in the darkness.

The once red-bearded man sat in Inspector Bliss’s private room, and he was both indignant and frightened. “I don’t know that there’s any law preventing me taking off my beard, is there?” he demanded. “I was just going off to Holland, where I’m seeing a man who’s putting money into my power scheme.”

Bliss interrupted with a gesture. “When you came to England you were broke, Mr. Tennett, and yet immediately you reached London you took a very expensive flat, bought yourself a lot of new clothes, and seemingly have plenty of money to travel on the Continent. Will you explain that?”

The man hesitated, “Well, I’ll tell you the truth. When I got to London I was broke, but I got into conversation with a fellow at the station who told me he was interested in engineering. I explained my power scheme to him, and he was interested. He was not the kind of man I should have thought would have had any money, yet he weighed in with two hundred pounds, and told me just what I had to do. It was his idea that I should take the flat. He told me where to go every day and what to do. I didn’t want to part with the old beard, but he made me do that in the end, and then gave me three hundred pounds to go to Holland.”

Bliss looked at him incredulously.

“Did he also suggest you should call at Carlton House Terrace and interview Mr. Guild?”

Tennett nodded. “Yes, he did. I tell you, it made me feel that things weren’t right. I wasn’t quite sure of him, mind you, Mr. Bliss; he was such a miserable-looking devil–a fellow with rabbit’s teeth and red eyelids…”

Bliss came to his feet with a bound, stared across at Stourbridge, who was in the room.

“Wally!” he said.


A taxicab took him to Carlton House Terrace. Connor told him briefly what had happened.

“Did Wally see Mr. Guild?”

“Not that I know,” said Connor, shaking his head.

Bliss did not wait for the lift; he flew up the stairs, met the footman in the hall.

“Where’s Mr. Guild?”

“In his room, sir.”

“Have yon seen him lately?”

The man shook his head.

“No, sir; I never go unless he rings for me. He hasn’t rung for half an hour.”

Bliss turned the handle of the door and walked in. Miska Guild was lying on the hearthrug in the attitude of a man asleep, and when he turned him over on his back and saw his face Bliss knew that the true story of the chorus-girl and her “suicide” would never be told.




II. CASE OF THE HOME SECRETARY

There were two schools of thought at Scotland Yard. There were those who believed that The Ringer worked single-handed, and those who were convinced that he controlled an organisation and had the assistance of at least half a dozen people.

Inspector Bliss was of the first school, and instanced the killing of Miska Guild in proof.

“He’s entirely on his own,” he said. “Even his helper in that case was an innocent man who had no idea he was being used to attract the attention of the police.”

“By the way, is there any news of him?” asked the Assistant Commissioner.

Bliss shook his head. “He’s in London; I was confident of that –now I know. If you had told me, sir, a few years ago, that any man could escape the police by disguise, I should have laughed. But this man’s disguises are perfect. He is the character he pretends to be. Take Wally the Nose, with his rabbit’s teeth and his red eyes. Who would have imagined that a set of fake teeth worn over his others and a little colouring to his eyelids, plus the want of a shave, would be sufficient to hide him from me? I am one of the few people who have seen him without make-up, and yet he fooled me.”

“Why do you think he is in London?”

Chief Inspector Bliss took out his pocket-case and, opening this, searched the papers it contained for a letter.

“It came this morning.”

Colonel Walford stared up at him. “From The Ringer?”

Bliss nodded. “Typewritten on the same machine he used when he wrote to Miska Guild–the ‘s’ is out of alignment and the tails of the ‘p’s‘ are worn.”

Colonel Walford put on his glasses and read: “Michael Benner, now under sentence of death, is innocent. I think you knew this when you gave evidence against him at the Old Bailey, for you brought out every point in his favour. Lee Lavineki killed the old man, but was disturbed by Benner before he could get the loot. Lee left for Canada two days after the murder. Be a good fellow and help save this man.”

There was no signature.

“What’s the idea?” The Commissioner looked up over his glasses.

“The Ringer is right,” said Bliss quietly. “Benner did not kill old Estholl–and I have discovered that Lavinski was in England when the murder was committed.”

The crime of which he spoke was one of those commonplace crimes which excite little interest, since the guilt of the man accused seemed beyond doubt and the issue of the trial a foregone conclusion. Eatholl was a rich man of seventy, who lived in a small Bloomsbury hotel. He was in the habit of carrying around large sums of money–a peculiar failing of all men who have risen from poverty to riches by their own efforts.

At four o’clock one wintry morning a guest at the hotel, who had been playing cards in his sitting-room with a party of friends, came out into the corridor, and saw Benner, who was the night porter, emerge from the old man’s room, carrying in his hand a blood-stained hammer. The man’s face was white, he seemed dazed, and when challenged was speechless.

Rushing into the room the guest saw old Estholl lying on the bed in a pool of blood, dead. The porter’s story after his arrest was that he had heard the old man’s bell ring and had gone up to his room and knocked. Having no answer he opened the door and went in. He saw the hammer lying on the bed and picked it up mechanically, being so horrified that he did not know what he was doing.

Benner was a young married man and in financial difficulties. He was desperately in need of money and had tried that evening to borrow seven pounds from the manageress of the hotel. Moreover, he had said to the head porter, “Look at old Estholl! If I had half of the money that he has in his pocket I shouldn’t be worrying my head off tonight!”

Protesting his innocence, Benner went to the Old Bailey, and, after a trial which lasted less than a day, was condemned.

“The hammer was the property of the hotel, and Benner, had access to the workroom where it was usually kept,” said Bliss; “but, as against that, the workroom, which is in the hotel basement, was the easiest to enter from the outside, and the window was, in fact, found open in the morning.”

“Is there any hope for Benner?”

Bliss shook his head. “No. The Court has dismissed his appeal –and Strathpenner is not the kind of man who would have mercy; old Estholl was, unfortunately, a friend of his.”

The Commissioner looked at the letter again, and ran his fingers through his hair irritably. “Why should The Ringer bother his head about Benner?” he asked, and the ghost of a smile appeared on the bearded face of the detective.

“The trouble with The Ringer is that he can’t mind his own business,” he said. “That little note means that he is in the case–he doesn’t drop letters around unless he’s vitally interested; and if he’s vitally interested in Benner, then we’re going to see something rather dramatic. By the way, the Home Secretary has sent for me in connection with this affair.”

“Is he likely to be influenced by you, Inspector?” asked Colonel Walford dryly.

“If I agree with him, yes; if I don’t, no,” said Bliss.

He went back to his room to learn that a visitor had called, and before his secretary told him her name he guessed her identity.

She was a pretty girl, despite the haggard lines which told of sleepless nights. She was dressed much better than when he had seen her at the Old Bailey.

“Well, Mrs. Benner,” he said kindly, “what can I do?”

Her lips quivered.

“I don’t know, sir…I know Jim is innocent. He’s incapable of doing such a horrible thing. I called at the Home Office, but the gentleman wouldn’t see me.”

Again Bliss looked at her clothes: they were obviously new. As though she read his thoughts: “I’m not in a bad way, sir–for money, I mean. A gentleman sent me twenty five-pound notes last week, and that paid off all poor Jim’s debts and left me enough to live on for a bit.”

“Who sent the money?” asked Bliss quickly, but here she could not give him information. It had arrived by post and was unaccompanied by any card or name.

“It might have been a woman who sent it?” suggested Bliss, though he knew better. “There was no letter at all?”

She shook her head.

“Only a piece of paper. I’ve got it here.”

She fumbled in her bag and produced a strip of paper torn off the edge of a newspaper, on which was typed “DON’T LOSE HOPE.”

The “a” was out of alignment, the tail of the “p” was faint. Bliss smiled to himself, but it was a grim smile.

“You’re under distinguished patronage,” he said ironically, and then, in a more serious tone: “I’m afraid I can do very little for you. I am seeing one of the officials at the Home Office this morning, but I’m afraid, Mrs. Benner, you’ll have to resign yourself to–”

He did not finish his sentence, as he saw her eyes close and her face grow a shade paler.

Bliss pulled out a chair and bade her sit down; and somehow the sight of this woman in her agony brought a pang to a heart not easily touched.

“No hope?” she whispered, and shook her head in anticipation of his answer.

“A very faint one, I’m afraid,” said the detective.

“But you don’t think he’s guilty, Mr. Bliss? When I saw Jim in Pentonville he told me that you didn’t think so. It is horrible, horrible! He couldn’t have done such an awful thing!”

Bliss was thinking rapidly. He had a dim idea of The Ringer’s methods, and now he was searching here and there to find the avenue by which this ruthless man might approach the case.

“Have you any relations?”

She shook her head.

“No brothers?”

Again she gave him the negative.

“Good! Now, Mrs. Benner, I’ll do the best I can for you, and in return I want you to do something for me. If the man who sent you that money approaches you, or if anybody who is unknown to you calls on you or asks you to meet them, I want you to telephone me here.”

He scribbled down the number on a slip of paper and passed it across to her. “If anybody comes to you purporting to be from Scotland Yard, or to have any position of authority whatever, I want you to telephone to me about that also. I’m going to do what I can for your husband, and, though I’m afraid it isn’t much, it will be my best.”

It was half-past two when he arrived at the Home Office, and, by some miracle, Mr. Strathpenner had arrived. He was the despair of his subordinates, a man without method or system. There were days when he would not come to the office at all; other and more frequent days when he would put in an appearance an hour before the staff left, with the result that they were kept working into the night.

The Eight Honourable William Strathpenner, His Majesty’s principal Secretary of State, was a singularly unpopular man, both in and outside his party. He was pompous, unimaginative, a little uncouth of speech, intolerable. He had worn his way into the Cabinet as other men had done before him; not by genius of oratory or by political character, but the sheer weight of him had rubbed a place through which he had fallen, first to a minor office under the Crown, and then, by a succession of lucky accidents, to the highest of the subordinate Cabinet positions.

A thin man, short-necked, broad-shouldered, he had the expression of one who was constantly smelling something unpleasant. Political cartoonists had helped to make his face familiar, for his was an easy subject for caricature. The heavy, black, bristling eyebrows, the thick- lens spectacles, the bald head with the black wisps brushed across, his reddish nose–a libel on him, since he was a lifelong abstainer –made him unpleasant to look upon. He was almost as unpleasant to hear, for he had a harsh, grating voice and punctuated his sentences with an irritating little cough.

He kept Bliss waiting twenty minutes before he was admitted to the august presence; and there seemed no reason for the delay, for Mr. Strathpenner was reading a newspaper when he came in. He looked at the slip which announced the name of his visitor.

“Bliss, Bliss? Of course. Yes, yes, you’re a police officer–ahem! This Benner case…yes, I remember now; I asked you to see me –ahem!”

He blinked across the table at Bliss, and his face had more than ever that unpleasant-smell expression.

“Now what do you know about this, hey? I haven’t seen the Judge, but there’s no doubt in my mind that this blackguard should suffer the extreme penalty of the law. This report, of course, is bunkum.” He tapped the newspaper with his finger. “The usual bunkum–ahem! I don’t believe in confessions–you don’t believe in confessions?”

“Confessions, sir?” The inspector gazed at him in astonishment.

“Haven’t you seen it?” Strathpenner threw the paper across the table. “There it is. Use your eyes…third column…”

It was not in the third, but the fifth column, and the item of news was headed: “Hotel Murder Confession. Remarkable Statement by Red-handed Murderer.”

‘Ottawa.

‘A man named Lavinski, who shot two policemen in cold blood in the streets of Montreal last night, when detected in the act of breaking into the Canadian Bank, and was shot by a third policeman, has made a remarkable statement before a magistrate who was called to his bedside at the hospital.

‘Lavinski is not expected to recover from his wounds, and in the course of his statement he said that he was responsible for the murder of Mr. Estholl, for which a man named Benner lies under sentence of death in London. Lavinski says that he made an entrance to the hotel knowing that Mr. Estholl carried large sums of money in his pocket, that he took a hammer intending to use the claw to open the door in case it was locked.

‘Estholl woke up as he entered the room, and Lavinski says that he struck him with the hammer, though he was not aware that he had inflicted a fatal injury. He then discovered that the dead man had a hanging bell- push in his hand, and fearing that he had rung it, he made his escape without attempting to search his pockets. The statement has been attested before a magistrate.’

Bliss looked up and met the Home Secretary’s gaze.

“Well? Bunkum, eh? You’ve had no official notification at Scotland Yard?”

“No, sir.”

“I thought not; I thought not–ahem! An old trick, eh, Inspector? You’ve had that sort of thing played on you before. It won’t save Benner, I assure you–ahem! I assure you!”

Bliss gaped at him. “But you’re not going to hang this man until you get this statement over from Canada?”

“Don’t be absurd, Inspector, don’t be absurd! If a Secretary of State were to be influenced by newspaper reports where would he be, eh? Did you read the last paragraph?”

Bliss took up the paper again and saw, later: ‘The man Lavinski died before he could sign the statement he had made before Mr. Prideaux.’

“Let me tell you, sir”–Mr. Strathpenner wagged an admonitory finger–”His Majesty’s Secretary of State is not to be influenced by wild-cat stories of this kind…by newspaper reports, by–ahem –hearsay evidence as it were! What are we to do? I ask you! On the unsigned deposition of a–er–convicted murderer caught in the act. Release this man Benner?”

“You could grant him a respite, sir,” interrupted Bliss.

Mr. Strathpenner sat back in his chair and his tone became icy.

“I am not asking your advice, Inspector…If I lose my pocket-book or my watch I have no doubt your advice will be invaluable–ahem –to secure its recovery. Thank you, Inspector.”

He waved Bliss from the room. The detective went across to Scotland Yard, but Walford had gone. The only thing he knew was that the death- warrant had not been signed. It is part of the Home Secretary’s duty to affix his name to a document that will send a fellow-creature from this life, and one of the bravest men who ever sat in a Cabinet refused the second offer of the office for this reason.

Mr. Strathpenner, at any rate, was not in any way distressed by his duty. He had summoned the Judge who had tried the case to meet him the next day, and he went back to his house in Crowborough that night without a single qualm or misgiving.

He was a widower; lived alone–except for a large staff of servants, which included a French chef, and he dined, a solitary figure in the big mahogany-panelled dining-room, a large German philosophical work propped up before him for he was an excellent linguist and had a weakness for shallow philosophies if they were propounded with sufficient pretentiousness.

He was so reading at the end of his meal when the visitor was announced. Mr. Strathpenner looked at the card suspiciously. It read: “Mr. James Hagger, 14, High Street, Crouchstead.”

Now, Crouchstead was the West of England constituency which had the honour of being represented in Parliament by the Home Secretary, and, since he held his seat by the narrowest of majorities, he resisted the temptation to send the message which rose too readily to his lips.

“All right, show him in here.”

He looked at the card again. Who was Mr. Hagger? Probably somebody very important in Crouchstead; somebody he had shaken hands with, probably. An important member of the Crouchstead Freedom Club, likely enough. Sir. Strathpenner loathed Crouchstead and all its social manifestations; yet he screwed a smile into his face when Mr. Hagger was ushered to his presence.

The visitor proved to be a very respectably dressed man, with a heavy black moustache which drooped beneath chin level.

“You remember me, sir?” His voice was deep and solemn. “I met you at the Freedom banquet. I’m the secretary of the Young Workers’ League.”

Oh, it was the Young Workers’ League, was it, thought Mr. Strathpenner. He had almost forgotten its existence.

“Of course…naturally…sit down, Mr. Hagger. Will you have a glass of port?”

Mr. Hagger deposited his hat carefully on the floor.

“No, sir, thank you, I’m a lifelong abstainer. I neither touch, taste, nor handle. Of course, I realise that a gentleman like you has to have likker in the ‘ouse. It’s about this man Benner…”

The Minister stiffened.

“We’ve been ‘aving a talk, some of the leaders of the party in Crouchstead, and we’ve come to the conclusion it’d be a great mistake to hang that man–”

Mr. Strathpenner shook his head sadly. “Ah Mr. Hangar, you’ve no idea how deeply I have considered this subject, and with what reluctance I have been compelled, or shall be compelled, to allow the law to take its course. You realise that a man in my position…”

He continued his justification in terms which he had applied before to stray members of Parliament who had strolled into his room in the House of Commons, and had expressed views similar to those which Mr. Hagger was on the point of enunciating.

“Now, let us leave this–er–unpleasant subject. Will you take some coffee with me? By the way, how did you come?”

“I was brought up from the station in a fly,” said Mr. Hagger. He was very apologetic. “You quite understand, Mr. Strathpenner, that I had to do my duty. The committee paid my fare up, and I thought it’d be a good chance of seeing you. I’ve heard about your wonderful house, and I didn’t want to miss the chance of seeing it.”

Here he touched the Home Secretary on his soft side. The house had an historic as well as an artistic value; it was one of the innumerable John o’ Gaunt hunting lodges that stud the county of Sussex. It was indubitably pre-Elizabethan. Mr. Strathpenner was prouder of his home than of any of his attainments. He led the visitor from room to room and was almost genial in his response the visitor’s interest.

“…Haunted, of course–all these old places are haunted. There’s a dungeon…the previous owner used it as a coal-cellar! A Philistine, sir–a boor–ahem–or something objectionable. Come this way.”

He opened a stout oak door and preceded his visitor down a flight of stone stairs; showed him not only the dungeon, which had been carefully restored to its earlier grimness, but a lower prison chamber, six feet by six, approached through a stone trapdoor.

“Let me show you…”

He went before the other down the ladder.

“We have ringbolts here, almost worn through with age, where the unfortunate prisoners were chained. And yet the place is fairly well ventilated.”

“It’s a funny thing,” said Mr. Hagger, as he carefully descended the ladder, “that the flyman who brought me up from the station told me to be sure to ask you to show me your dungeon.”

“Extraordinary,” said Mr. Strathpenner, not ill-pleased. “But the place has quite a local reputation.”

 

*     *

 

*

 

His Majesty’s judges are not to be kept waiting. Sir Charles Jean, the senior Common Law Judge, looked at his watch and closed the case with a vicious snap.

“The Home Secretary said that he would be here at half-past four.”

“I’m very sorry, sir,” said the official who was with him. “I’ve been on the phone to Mr. Strathpenner. He left the house an hour ago and should be here at any moment. It’s rather foggy, and he’s a very nervous traveller.”

“Where is his secretary, Mr. Cliney?”

“He has gone down to Crowborough with some documents for signature –he had only gone ten minutes when Mr. Strathpenner phoned through.”

“I’m afraid I can wait no longer. I will see him in the morning. I hope you’ll impress upon Mr. Strathpenner that there is, in my mind, a very grave doubt about Benner’s guilt.”

He might have added that he did not think that would have very much influence with the Minister, who had on a previous occasion ignored the recommendation of a judge.

OEBPS/images/EdgarWallaceAgaintheRinger.jpg
/ | \%Nﬂ
W

/ T

A
\

EDGAR WALLACE

AGAIN THE RINGER
'













