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      Paul Somers

    


    Paul Somers is the pen name of Paul Winterton (1908–2001). He was born in Leicester and educated at the Hulme Grammar School, Manchester and Purley County School, Surrey, after which he took a degree in Economics at London University. He was on the staff of The Economist for four years, and then worked for fourteen years for the London News Chronicle as reporter, leader writer and foreign correspondent. He was assigned to Moscow from 1942/ 5, where he was also the correspondent of the BBC’s Overseas Service.


    After the war he turned to full-time writing of detective and adventure novels and produced more than forty-five books. His work was serialized, televised, broadcast, filmed and translated into some twenty languages. He is noted for his varied and unusual backgrounds – which have included Russia, newspaper offices, the West Indies, ocean sailing, the Australian outback, politics, mountaineering and forestry – and for never repeating a plot.


    Paul Somers was a founder member and first joint secretary of the Crime Writers’ Association.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    The day the first hint of the Landon drama reached us at the Record was one of the quietest I’d ever known in Fleet Street. It was a Sunday—the thirteenth of March, to be exact. I was on the day-shift, and looking forward to the end of it. Blair, the News Editor, was more than usually on edge, having failed to find in the Sunday papers a single story worth following up. His ox-like shoulders were humped in worry over a mound of cuttings as he searched in vain for ideas. The only fresh news was of the most trivial kind. There’d been a report from Bromley that someone had taken a pot shot at a passing train and Smee had been sent to investigate. Mabel Learoyd had gone to Woking to interview a boy in hospital who was supposed to have hatched a raven’s egg under his arm. The rest of us hadn’t even made a telephone inquiry. At five o’clock, when Hatcher, the Night News Editor, took over from Blair, there was still nothing doing. The only difference was that whereas Blair merely fussed when there was no news about, Hatcher behaved like a maniac. He was a thin, grizzled man of fifty with a barrack-room manner and a conviction that News Was Made At Night and that he had a special gift for making it. Within five minutes he was barking orders all round the office—and it wasn’t long before I got mine. He suddenly came rushing out of the News Room with a wild look in his eye bellowing, “Curtis …! Fire …! Temple …!” I walked round to the Temple and after a bit of trouble I managed to trace the alleged fire to somebody’s chambers. The occupant had thrown a match into a waste-paper basket and the paper had caught alight and he’d put the fire out and that was that. I went back to the News Room and started to tell Hatcher there was no story. He shouted, “Don’t tell me about it—write it!” He was in a childish mood, even for him. I shrugged and went into the Reporters’ Room and opened my typewriter.


    Smee had just returned from Bromley and was tapping out the introduction to his story. He was a heavy, slow-moving man, with an air of being much put-upon. The previous day he’d been told to get more life into his stories, and judging by the sweat that was pouring off him he was giving this one all he had. The rest of the day staff were just fooling around—rather tactlessly, I thought, considering the atmosphere in the News Room. Fred Hunt, the Chief Reporter, and Ames, the Air Correspondent, were playing cricket with a paper ball and a broken chair leg. Parker, another reporter, had borrowed the coloured inks that Smee used for working out his complicated racing system, and was putting the finishing touches to what appeared to be an illuminated address. I went and had a look. It was a carefully penned quatrain set in a scroll of purple and green and it read:


    

      “You cannot hope to bribe or twist,
Thank God, the British journalist,
But seeing what the man will do
Unbribed, there’s no occasion to.”


    


    Parker said, “I like a bright room to work in, don’t you? Where do you think’s the best place to hang it?”


    I grinned, and went back to my typewriter and wrote a sentence about the fire that never was and slipped the copy into Hatcher’s in-tray while he was busy on the phone. After that there was peace of a kind, and I read a couple of book reviews in the Observer. Then Hatcher started shouting again and I looked up to see Smee emerging from the News Room with a homicidal look on his face. Ames said, “What’s the trouble, Smee?” and deftly tweaked a piece of copy from his hand as he passed. He started to read it aloud. Smee had certainly got life into his story this time. The first line was: “Bang! Bang! Three shots rang out!”


    There was a howl of laughter. Smee, looking injured, took the copy back. “Anyone can see I left the third ‘bang’ out by mistake,” he said. “Anyone but that bastard …!”


    “Must get your facts right, Smee!” Ames said. “Great national newspaper, you know—readers depend on us—Press Council watching.”


    “I’ll do that bastard one of these days,” Smee said, “you see if I don’t.…” He went on his way, muttering.


    I glanced at the clock. There was only a quarter of an hour to go till seven and then I’d be off duty. I’d no plans for the evening except to get away from Hatcher—but that was beginning to seem pretty important. I shut my desk and went along to wash. When I got back, Thomas, one of the office boys, was looking for me. “Mr. Hatcher says will you go out on this,” he said, and gave me a grubby piece of paper with a message on it that he’d obviously taken down himself on the phone. It was from a porter at the Uxford Cross Hospital, who usually tipped us off if anyone interesting was brought in. This time it was something different. The message said that a Mrs. Ward had been called to the hospital by someone who’d phoned to tell her her father had been in a car smash and was asking for her, and when she’d got there she’d found it wasn’t true. It was a nasty but commonplace sort of hoax—certainly not worth going out on.


    I went into Hatcher, fuming.


    “Well?” he snarled.


    “I’m off at seven,” I said.


    “That’s what you think! We’re short-staffed tonight.”


    It was a thundering lie but I knew there was no point in arguing about that. I said, “This call was obviously made by someone with a kink.”


    “How do you know? Go and see the woman—you’ve got the address. Call in on your way home.”


    The address was Palmers Road, Maida Vale—nearly in Kilburn. Hatcher knew very well that I lived in Chancery Lane, a stone’s throw from the office. He knew as well as I did that there’d be no story. He was being deliberately bloody-minded. I looked at Blair, who was still technically in charge and could have overruled him. But Blair, his ears pink, was sorting his papers and pretending not to notice. I decided that with Hatcher in that mood it would be less wearing to go than to have a row. I collected my hat and coat, got my Riley from the office garage, and drove to Maida Vale.


    Palmers Road was a street of terraced, two-storied, two-roomed houses that had gone up in the world since they were workmen’s cottages, but not much. The district was a sort of poor man’s Chelsea, with a few colour-washed walls and brightly painted front doors and window-boxes, and a lot of drabness in between. The night was overcast and very dark and I had to use a torch to find Mrs. Ward’s number—forty-two. There was a small Ford car standing outside the house. The curtains were closely drawn across the downstairs window but a faint light showed through. At least Mrs. Ward was home again—which meant I shouldn’t have to hang about. It looked as though she’d reported the hoax, because there was a police radio car parked a few yards away on the opposite side of the road. There were two men in it, watching me. As I approached the door, one of them left the car and crossed over to me. He was in plain clothes. “Good evening, sir,” he said. “Do you want somebody at 42?”


    I paused with my hand on the knocker. “Yes—Mrs. Ward.”


    “Ward?” The policeman gave me a searching look. “Who are you?”


    “Hugh Curtis, of the Record,” I told him.


    He seemed surprised. “What’s your business?”


    I said, “We understand Mrs. Ward was called to the Uxford Cross Hospital this evening by a hoax message—something about her father having had an accident. When she got there she found it wasn’t true. I’d like a couple of words with her, that’s all.… Is there any objection?”


    For a moment the policeman just stared at me. Then, to my astonishment, he turned and began to bang loudly on the door. No one came. There was no sound at all from inside. The second man got out of the radio car and started to come over. The plain clothes man suddenly said, “Lend a shoulder, will you?” and heaved his weight against the door. I added my twelve stone. At the second combined heave the lock burst and the door flew open and I went in with the two men.


    The entry had been so abrupt and dramatic that I wouldn’t have been surprised at anything I’d found inside—even a body on the floor. In fact, the place seemed to be empty. The plain clothes man shouted “Landon!” in a voice rough with anxiety, bounded up the stairs to the bedroom and bathroom, rushed down again, and plunged into the bijou kitchen, switching on the light there. The kitchen was empty, too. It smelled strongly of onions. There was a crackle of broken glass under foot as the men moved to the back door, and I saw that a pane had been broken out jaggedly from the glazed top half of the door, just above the lock. On the floor there was a tell-tale mess of treacled brown paper and splintered glass. The door was closed, but not locked. The plain clothes man jerked it open and we shone our torches out. There was a tiny garden, the width of the house, with a six-foot brick wall round it and a solid wooden gate at the end, opening on to a narrow paved path that ran all along the back of the terrace. The wooden gate had been left ajar. I looked at the plain clothes man, and he was whiter than any cop I’d ever seen.


    He turned and made for the radio car at the double. The uniformed policeman was poking about in the garden—looking, I imagined, for whatever had been used to smash the glass. I hadn’t a clue what it was all about, but I thought I’d better look around while the going was good. Apart from the broken glass in the kitchen, there was no sign of any disturbance. The table in the sitting-room was laid for an evening meal for two. There was an assortment of delicatessen food, attractively arranged on a large plate. A bottle of cheap red wine stood in front of an electric fire, as though it had been put there to warm. The fire had been switched off. In the kitchen there was a half-chopped onion on the draining board, with a knife beside it, and some lettuce in a salad shaker. The kitchen looked pretty untidy, with several dirty saucepans and some crockery left over from lunch or breakfast. In one of the cupboards there were five empty gin bottles. I went upstairs and had a look in the bedroom. That was untidy, too, with clothes flung higgledy-piggledy over a chair back and face powder spilled on the dressing-table and several glossy magazines scattered around the floor. The clothes were good, and so was the furniture but the general air of the place was distinctly sluttish.


    I got back to the sitting-room just as the plain clothes man came in from the car. He still looked like death, and if he felt any gratitude because I’d helped him break open the door he didn’t show it. He just jerked his thumb towards the street and said “Out!” I started to ask him what was happening but he gave me a shove through the door and banged it behind me. I’d never been much good with policemen, but to-night looked like being an all-time low.


    I was just debating whether to phone the office or stick around for a while when another police car arrived. Almost immediately afterwards a taxi drew up and a girl got out—a striking brunette, very pale. I caught no more than a glimpse of her, but there was something about her face that seemed vaguely familiar. Before I could get near her, the police had hustled her indoors.


    It was very annoying. Something pretty unusual had happened, to judge by the fuss, and so far I had the story to myself. But I wouldn’t have for long—and anyway, what was the story? I mentally went over what I knew, trying to piece the bits together. The householder, Mrs. Ward, had been expecting someone to dinner. Then she’d suddenly abandoned her preparations and gone out. That, presumably, had been when she’d got the bogus phone call about her father. In her absence, the house had been forcibly entered from the rear. That suggested that the bogus call had been made to get her out of the way. The police in the car had seemed to be watching the house when I arrived. They’d been quite unperturbed then. My story about the bogus call had been news to them—bad news. I’d had the impression they’d thought Mrs. Ward was still in the house. They’d certainly thought someone named “Landon” was in the house, and all hell had broken loose when they’d discovered he wasn’t. I hadn’t an inkling who Landon was, but he obviously mattered. It was all most intriguing, but so far it didn’t make a lot of sense to me.


    By now, of course, the neighbours had begun to take notice, and several doors stood open. A man was looking out of Number 43, next door to Mrs. Ward’s, and I went to talk to him. At least the police couldn’t stop me doing that. He was a greying, elderly man, with a forehead etched into quadrilaterals like the mud in a dried-up pond, and a very deep voice. He was as curious as I was about what was going on. I told him what I knew and then started to pump him about Mrs. Ward. The first thing I learned was that I’d got the name wrong—it was “Waugh,” not “Ward,” which no doubt accounted for the odd look I’d got from the policeman. Someone, probably Thomas, hadn’t troubled to check the spelling. Mrs. Waugh was the brunette who’d just got out of the taxi. She was something in the theatrical world, the man said. There was no Mr. Waugh around—the girl was divorced, and lived alone. Her first name was Clara. Clara Waugh! Suddenly I thought I knew why her face had seemed familiar. I said, “Hasn’t she been in the newspapers lately?” “That’s right,” the man said, “over the Angel murder—she and her fiancé heard the shots fired and called the police.” This was interesting. Clara was obviously incident-prone. I asked the man if he remembered the fiancé’s name, which I’d forgotten, and he said, yes, it was Ronald Barr. I asked him if the name “Landon” meant anything to him, and he said it didn’t. I asked him if the Ford car belonged to Clara; and his wife, who’d joined him at the door, said “No,” it belonged to a middle-aged man who’d visited Clara several times lately. They’d noticed him because on each occasion a police car had come with him. I assumed this must be Landon. They said he’d arrived that evening at about half-past six. They hadn’t seen Clara go out, but now that I mentioned it they remembered hearing her telephone ringing at about six. I asked them if they’d heard any disturbance during the evening, any sound of breaking glass, but they hadn’t.


    I thanked them, and made a note of their name, which was Gregson, and moved round to the other side of 42. There was no one in at 41, but at 40 I had a bit more luck. A girl in bright green slacks and a yellow pullover said she’d understood the middle-aged man in the Ford was Clara Waugh’s father—but she couldn’t tell me anything much about him. I walked round the Ford and tried to take a look inside, but a policeman told me to move on. I made a note of the car’s registration number and went off to phone the office. I dictated a cautious piece to a telephonist and afterwards I was put through to Hatcher on the Desk.


    He said, “What do you want?” He was the rudest man I’d ever known. He seemed quite to have forgotten that he’d sent me out on a story. It was galling to have to admit that my unpromising errand had paid off, but there was no help for it, and I could sense his bad temper ebbing away as I talked. I said the police were around in shoals, and that I thought something pretty big was in the wind. I said Landon was obviously the key to the whole thing, and considering the surveillance and the police shut-down on news it looked as though there might be a security angle. I gave him the registration number of the Ford and suggested that Clara Waugh’s fiancé might be able to tell us something about Landon if the office could get hold of him.


    “We’ll have a try,” Hatcher said. “Excellent, Curtis—excellent.… By the way, aren’t you off at seven?”


    I said I had been!


    “Right—hang on for a bit and I’ll send someone to relieve you. Good night.”


    I walked back to Number 42. By now the road was stiff with official-looking cars, and more V.I.P.s were still arriving. A whale of a conference must be going on inside the house. There were several other reporters on the job now but I pretended to know as little as they did and kept out of their way.


    About half-past eight a grey private car drew up near the house and a man got out. I heard him tell the sergeant on the door that he was Ronald Barr and that he’d been telephoned for, and he was allowed in. He looked pretty agitated.


    Ten minutes later, Lawson arrived. Lawson was the Record’s chief crime reporter. He was a slim, jaunty little man with a pallid face and an air of having come straight from the Tree of Knowledge. He was a bit disgruntled to-night—it seemed it was his day off and he’d been entertaining a new girl friend at his flat and Hatcher had rung him up at a rather critical moment—but he soon cheered up when I told him what had happened. At the mention of Clara Waugh’s name he gave a low whistle, as though that altered everything. He’d been on the Angel murder case and obviously knew something about her but he didn’t tell me what.


    “Well, I’d better get cracking,” he said, in a tone that suggested only a little effort was needed to clean up the whole story. I told him the police weren’t being at all co-operative. “That’s all right, old boy,” he said, “just leave it to me.” He moved with assurance towards the door of forty-two. I stood and watched. Lawson usually got on well with the police and I was always fascinated by his technique. He went confidently up to the sergeant and asked him if Superintendent Bailey was on the case, as though he and the superintendent were the closest of buddies. This time, though, it didn’t work. There were a few brief exchanges, and then Lawson was told to stand back, and when he still hung around the sergeant got nasty and said something about “obstruction.”


    After a moment Lawson rejoined me. “Imagine promoting a chap like that!” he said. “Why, he’s practically a half-wit.”


    I grinned. “Well, good luck, maestro!” I said. “I’m off.”


    I drove into Soho and had something to eat and then went back to the office to see if there’d been any developments. But almost nothing had happened. The whole night staff had been at work trying to get a line on Landon but there’d been nothing helpful in any of the personal files or reference books. He was still no more than a name. The Ford car had had a Buckinghamshire registration, but the ownership couldn’t be established till next morning and perhaps not then if the police clamped down. Someone had been sent to the hospital to talk to the porter, but nothing fresh had emerged except that Mrs. Waugh had seemed just as worried after she’d learned the phone call was a hoax as before. Smee had just failed to catch Ronald Barr before he’d been called to Palmers Road. Lawson was still on the job. That was all.


    I went up to the library to refresh my memory on the Angel case. As it turned out, Clara Waugh’s part in it had been very small. On 11th February, which was just over a month ago, she’d been spending the evening with Barr at his flat in Saffron Mews, Chelsea. The flat was one of four, with garages underneath. The couple had been having a few drinks and playing gramophone records. Between records they’d heard sounds of quarrelling in the flat next door, the end one, occupied by a man named Frank Angel. One of the voices had been a woman’s. Then, while a record was playing, they’d heard what had sounded like shots. Barr had switched off, and after a moment they’d gone down to investigate. As they’d reached the mews a woman had rushed past them. Barr had started to go after her but she’d had a car waiting and she’d got away before he could stop her or get the number. Barr had rung Angel’s door-bell and got no answer and he’d then gone back to his own flat and dialled 999. The police had arrived and forced Angel’s door and found him lying dead on the floor of his sitting-room with two revolver bullets in him. Barr hadn’t seen enough of the woman in the darkness to be able to describe her, and to Clara she’d been just a flying figure. In reply to questions at the inquest, Barr had said that he’d noticed several women going up to Angel’s flat at different times, but he’d never liked being pried on himself and he’d deliberately not paid much attention. He’d been on good-neighbourly terms with Angel, and occasionally he and his fiancée had run into him at the local and they’d bought each other drinks and chatted and once at the pub he’d given Angel some advice about buying a car, but he hadn’t been in his confidence at all and knew scarcely anything about him. He thought it most unlikely he’d be able to identify any of the women. That was really all about Barr and Clara. The police, however, had managed to identify one of the women, a wealthy middle-aged widow named Constance Albury, and she’d given some pretty meaty evidence. Under pressure she’d admitted that she’d been keeping Angel as her gigolo for more than a year. She’d been very fond of him, she said, and she’d visited him a number of times and he’d visited her quite often. She didn’t know anything about any other women, but Frank had been such a handsome and fascinating man it wouldn’t surprise her to know there’d been some.


    I remembered Lawson’s conclusion on the case—a characteristically slanderous one, but quite possibly true. He’d told us, in his most confident, inside-information manner, that the police were pretty sure it was Mrs. Albury who’d killed Angel. Their view was that she had got to know about the other women, and that she’d called on him in jealous anger and quarrelled with him and shot him. According to her she’d been at her Hampstead home all the evening but she couldn’t prove it—though, equally, the police couldn’t prove she hadn’t. No one had heard her leave home that evening, and the police hadn’t been able to trace a revolver to her or indeed find any evidence that directly incriminated her. Both Barr and Clara had said they couldn’t possibly tell whether the voice they’d heard through the wall was her voice. The weapon had never been found, so the police had had no help from fingerprints. The assumption was that Mrs. Albury had stuffed the gun into her handbag and got rid of it later. Anyway, there hadn’t been enough evidence to bring a charge and the case had been shelved.


    There was a certain amount of personal stuff in the cuttings and I looked through it all carefully. Clara was described as an actress, aged 25; Barr as a salesman, aged 33. There were pictures of both of them. The one of Clara was a studio photograph and showed her as a real beauty, with raven-black hair and sultry dark eyes and a full, attractively-shaped mouth. Barr had a strong, rather rugged face, with a square cleft chin. They made a fine-looking pair. Mrs. Albury had been photographed in the street at an unfortunate angle that gave her a sharp-featured and rather unpleasant look. Angel, I saw, had been strikingly handsome, in a debonair, film-star sort of way. He, also, had been 33. He was described as a dress designer—though the evidence at the inquest had made it pretty clear his only successful designs had been on Mrs. Albury.


    I sat for a moment or two with the cuttings spread out in front of me, thinking about the case. It would be absurd, I told myself, to look for any connection between the Angel shooting and the Palmers Road affair. It wasn’t as though Clara had played any important part in the Angel case. She’d heard the shots, that was all. It could have happened to anyone. It was almost certainly pure coincidence that she’d been caught up in this fresh trouble so soon afterwards—whatever the trouble might turn out to be.… All the same, I couldn’t help wondering.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    I was on duty at eleven again next morning. I reported to Blair, who as usual was almost buried in a sea of papers. He greeted me most amiably. Thanks to my early arrival at Palmers Road the night before, we’d had a much fuller and more coherent story than any of our competitors, and though I’d done no more than a routine job I was temporarily the blue-eyed boy. I asked Blair if there’d been any developments and he said there hadn’t. Clara Waugh’s house had been besieged by newspapermen all night, but there’d been no statement from anyone. Ronald Barr had left for his own home at one in the morning, with a police escort to keep reporters away from him. A police car had remained on guard in Palmers Road. Lawson had hung on hopefully until four, and was now catching up on his sleep. The agencies had been prevented from finding out the address of the Ford car’s owner by a police “stop” on all information from the registration office.


    It was a complete shut-down, and for once even Blair seemed flummoxed about the next step. Then, at five-past eleven, the picture suddenly changed. The telephone rang on the News Desk. I saw Blair frowning over the receiver. A brief, excited exchange followed with Martin, the Assistant News Editor. Then Blair came bustling into the Reporters’ Room, flushed with tidings. “Curtis,” he said, “will you get right along to the Ministry of Supply? They’re holding a Press conference there at 11.30 on the Palmers Road affair.”
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