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Introduction

Lucy Beatrice Malleson (1899-1973) wrote sixty-five detective novels and some sixty known short stories under the pseudonym Anthony Gilbert. When Michael Gilbert wrote a tribute to Lucy Malleson in The Times shortly after her death in December 1973, he revealed that the well-loved crime writer was a very private person who shunned the limelight. She did not want to appear to trade on the fame of her uncle, the actor Miles Malleson, so adopted the Anthony Gilbert name for most of her detective novels. She also wrote as J. Kilmeny Keith and Anne Meredith.

Miss Malleson was born on Ash Wednesday in 1899. Her early home life was very comfortable as her parents employed several servants including a nanny, cook, housemaid and parlour maid. However, when her father, a stockbroker, lost his occupation it caused financial problems. She had a brother, Christopher, who was eight years her senior and a younger sister, Joan. She first lived in Upper Norwood, London and later the family moved to the West Kensington area and then to Ealing.

As Anne Meredith, she wrote an autobiography, Three-a-Penny (Faber 1940), in which she states that she was fourteen years old when she decided to be a writer and, although very shy, she was ambitious. At sixteen, she went to a private school to learn secretarial work. She continued with this type of employment for many years, working variously for the Red Cross, the Government’s Jam Department and Coal Association as well as the House of Commons for the Conservative Party and the University of London.

In Three-a-Penny, she explains the origin of the pseudonym Anthony Gilbert. Gerald du Maurier was her idol of the theatre and she had seen him in The Dancers playing the part of Tony, but her name had to be “Anthony, since Tony was reminiscent of Kiwi, the toney boot polish.” Gilbert she just liked. She first identified herself as Anthony Gilbert at a Crime Club luncheon organised by Foyles.

J. Kilmeny Keith was used for her first two books. The name Kilmeny is a nice play on words for “kill many”. Malleson certainly killed off many of her characters during her writing career! The Sword of Harlequin (1927) is less a detective novel than a psychological study. In Kilmeny’s other novel, The Man Who Was London (1925), Sir John Ryman is found dead in his library at Streathfield Manor, stabbed in the heart with an African sacrificial knife thus instigating a murder mystery. She wrote this book in six weeks and Collins paid her an advance of forty pounds as she was an unknown writer.

Twenty-two novels were written as by Anne Meredith but only two contain elements of crime (but little detection). The publisher, Victor Gollancz, proudly mentions on the front cover of the typical yellow dust wrapper for Portrait of a Murderer (1933), “A fine specimen of the inverted detective story, of which the most famous example is perhaps Malice Aforethought.” This splendid book by Francis Iles was also published by Gollancz.

Anthony Gilbert was a reliable and very popular writer throughout the Golden Age and into the early 1970s. She is noted for vigorous characterisation, much humour and adroit plotting. She is fond of writing about old ladies, especially maiden ladies. On the dedication page of Snake in the Grass (U.K. 1954) a.k.a. Death Won’t Wait (U.S. 1954), the author acknowledges her admiration for the Indomitable Spinster, perhaps because she herself never married. All but two of the Anthony Gilbert novels were first published by Collins in the U.K. Many of her books have alternative titles in the U.S.

Anthony Gilbert also contributed two chapters to the collaborative short novel No Flowers By Request written by five members of the Detection Club. This first appeared as a newspaper serial in The Daily Sketch in 1953 and in book form in the U.K. (1984) and the U.S. (1987). She was an early member of the Detection Club having joined in 1933 and became its general secretary and later the treasurer in 1940. She was a very active member helping to ensure the Club’s survival during the Second World War. Anthony Gilbert was also a member of the Crime Writers’ Association.

The first of Anthony Gilbert’s series characters is Scott Egerton, a Liberal Member of Parliament, fair-haired, good-looking, flawlessly dressed and painfully precise. He appears in ten novels. In Egerton’s second case, The Murder of Mrs Davenport (1928), Sir Denis Brinsley is confronted on the eve of his marriage by the beautiful Mrs Helen Davenport. Using his indiscreet letters to her, written fourteen years earlier, she tries to blackmail him. She is later discovered “straggled on the sofa”, strangled. Egerton now has a murder mystery to solve.

Gilbert wrote three novels featuring a French detective, M. Dupuy of the Sûreté, a dapper, bow-legged little man bursting with vitality. In The Man Who Was Too Clever (1935), Helen Paget is found dead in a private room of the Apsley Hotel in London. Suspicion immediately falls on her husband, Denis, and it is left to M. Dupuy and Scott Egerton to find the murderer. Of Dupuy’s earlier case, The Man In Button Boots (U.K. 1934, U.S. 1935),

Dorothy L. Sayers wrote, “The reader will have plenty of puzzles on which to exercise his brains”.

The author’s most famous detective was the suitably named, Arthur Crook, known as both “The Criminal’s Hope” and “The Bane of Bow Street”. Crook himself insists that he is “just a yellow dog of a lawyer who’s known more crooked folk than straight in his time.” Crook is a cigar smoking bachelor who lives in a flat in London, at 2 Brandon Street near Earl’s Court Underground Station. He has occupied this address for over twenty years and right through the Second World War. His untidy office is at the top of a rundown building at 123 Bloomsburv Street, London W.C.1.

Arthur Crook became a more likeable character as time went on. This big, red-haired, slow speaking, beer swilling, pot-bellied, middle-aged lawyer, with a great, circular red face and a crafty eye, figures in fifty-one novels and five stories. He wears snuff-coloured clothes, suffers from gout and, when sat behind his desk, he has been described as resembling “a giant ginger spider”. He looks like a bookie’s tout and “could easily have qualified for one of the ten worst dressed men in England”. He often drops his aitches when speaking and “sometimes surprised people by proving that even he could read”. He is outrageously cheeky rather than vulgar and rushes in where angels fear to tread, going to unprofessional lengths to clear his clients. One of his business cards reads “Linen discretely washed in private. Danger no object.” Crook loves his cars. His indomitable red Scourge, looking as if it had been manufactured from old tin cans, met its end “as a lump of metal” during a car chase at the climax of A Question of Murder (U.S. 1955) a.k.a. Is She Dead Too? (U.K. 1956). The Scourge was then replaced by The Old Superb, an ancient bright yellow Rolls Royce.

Crook was introduced to the world in 1936 in the novel Murder By Experts. He assists the book’s narrator, Simon Curteis, in finding the killer who stabbed Sampson Rubenstein, a wealthy collector of Chinese art. This educated cockney lawyer was certainly a contrast to the more usual upper class amateur sleuths in print at this time. He uses an unofficial inquiry agent, Bill Parsons, in many of his cases. Parsons is an ex-professional crook whose criminal career was cut short when he was shot in the heel by an official bullet that gave him a permanent limp.

Arthur Crook was involved in a variety of exciting cases, often making a late entrance on the scene. In Death Knocks Three Times (U.K. 1949, U.S. 1950), Gilbert gives us an example of a locked room situation. Crook has to solve the problem of death by blunt instrument in a locked bathroom. Quite a surprising solution!

Crook is very partial to any case involving young women. During No Dust in the Attic (U.K. 1962, U.S. 1963), he meets Janice Gray in a London railway station. He learns that she is in constant fear of her felonious husband and his cronies as she knows too much about their crimes. Two murders then occur and Crook rides to the rescue in The Old Superb. Similarly, he comes to the aid of Ruth Appleyard in And Death Came Too (1956) when she becomes involved in three deaths. In Murder is a Waiting Game (1972), Margaret Cooper is cleared of murdering her husband. Ten years later, a blackmailer threatens to produce new evidence but Crook comes to Margaret’s assistance. Crook is on holiday in the French Alps in Passenger To Nowhere (U.K. 1965, U.S. 1966) and is asked to search for the young Sarah Hollis who has disappeared from a rented villa. Is she linked to a recent murder? This story is a rare example of Crook investigating outside the U.K. Lady Killer (1951) concerns the career of Henry Grant, a serial wife murderer who arouses Crook’s suspicion. The Bell of Death (1939) is the sixth investigation for Crook and Bill Parsons. The vicar of St Ethelburga’s discovers a body in the belfry, then William Ferris, who works at the church, disappears and his wife calls in Arthur Crook to find him. When Edmund Durward takes the tenancy of The Haven, he remarks, “I’m going to find that woodshed useful”. Later on in Something Nasty in the Woodshed (U.K. 1942 a.k.a. Mystery in the Woodshed U.S. 1942), when Arthur Crook sees Durward’s advertisement “to meet a Gentlewoman of Independent means” he asks Bill Parsons to file it as “There may be a job of work for us within the year”. Sure enough there is!

Only two novels, The Case Against Andrew Fane (1931) and Death in Fancy Dress (1933), written under the Anthony Gilbert pseudonym, were nonseries.

In some of the novels, Detective Inspector Field of Scotland Yard is assisted on different occasions by Scott Egerton, M. Dupuy and Arthur Crook. In The Body on the Beam (1932), Florence Penny, a single lady, is found hanging from a beam in her lodging house bedroom and Scott Egerton aids Field in solving an ingenious mystery.

In seven short stories, Inspector Field recounts some of the cases in which he was involved whilst a sergeant in K Division, “a well-to-do part of London”. Field is “always sorry for a man that doesn’t drink.” His reminiscing occurs in the bars of pubs such as The Coach and Horses and Horn of Plenty.

“There was something about the atmosphere perhaps, that stimulated him”. The cases often involved stolen jewels, for example, the Castle Emeralds and the Burlington Ruby.

Gilbert’s uncollected stories include two series featuring the thirty-nine-year-old journalist Sebastian Sanjoy. He is introduced in the story “The Adventure at the Cat in the Kitchen” which appeared in The Sketch (March 16, 1927). Sanjoy is walking down Fleet Street “six feet three inches, his huge figure with its curling golden hair and curling golden beard, and eyes as blue as his Viking ancestors.” He was billed by The Sketch as “a seeker after romance”. There is something of Robin Hood about him and something too of Raffles since he is more concerned with jewels than corpses. Sadly, the twelve stories are disappointing, insubstantial and unconvincing.

Anthony Gilbert wrote over twenty plays for the radio; the majority of which were broadcast during the 1940s. Only two of the plays feature Arthur Crook; “Death at 6:30” (1940) and “I Love My Love With An A” (l957).

Her play My Guess Would Be Murder was shown on television in the Armchair Theatre series in 1959 whilst her novel Riddle of a Lady, which featured Arthur Crook, appeared on the television in 1958. Her story “You’ll Be The Death of Me” was an episode of The Alfred Hitchcock Hour screened in 1963.

Three of Gilbert’s novels were adapted for the cinema but given different titles; The Vanishing Corpse became They Met In The Dark (1943) and starred James Mason. The Mouse That Wouldn’t Play Ball became Candles at Nine (1944) while The Woman In Red was released as My Name Is Julia Ross (1945).

Anthony Gilbert’s early short stories were published in the 1920’s in various magazines such as The Sketch, Eve and Graphic. A short series of Inspector Field stories appeared in The Daily Express newspaper in 1935. From that time until the 1970s, the majority of her stories were published in the Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine and the London Evening Standard newspaper. In fact, she won second prize in the Ellery Queen Awards 1946 for her Arthur Crook story “You Can’t Hang Twice.” She herself considered “Sequel To Murder”, published in 1956, to be her best short story. In her later years, she wrote several stories featuring elderly ladies. Some, like “Point of No Return” (1968), read well whilst others such as “The Intruders” (1967) and “Tiger on the Premises” (1969) are rather predictable.

Sequel To Murder: Cases of Arthur Crook and Other Mysteries is the first collection of Anthony Gilbert short stories to be published. It contains stories that appeared in all the decades from the 1920s to the 1970s including the five stories that feature Arthur Crook. The majority of the stories concern murders which include stabbing, shooting, strangulation, drowning, bludgeoning and poisoning. 1 hope you enjoy reading them!

John Cooper 
Westcliff-on-Sea 

August 9, 2016

Anthony Gilbert 

You can’t hang twice 

The mist that had been creeping up from the river during the early afternoon had thickened into a grey blanket of fog by twilight, and by the time Big Ben was striking nine and people all over England were turning on their radio sets for the news, it was so dense that Arthur Crook, opening the window of his office at 123 Bloomsbury Street and peering out, felt that he was poised over chaos. Not a light, not an outline, was visible; below him, the darkness was like a pit. Only his sharp ears caught, faint and far away, the uncertain footfall of a benighted pedestrian and the muffled hooting of a motorist ill-advised enough to be caught abroad by the weather. “An ugly night,” reflected Arthur Crook, staring out over the invisible city. “As bad a night as I remember.” He shut the window down. “Still,” he added, turning back to the desk where he had been working for the past twelve hours, “it all makes for employment. Fogs mean work for the doctor, for the ambulance driver, for the police and the mortician, for the daring thief and the born wrong ’un.”

Yes, and work, too, for men like Arthur Crook, who catered specially for the lawless and the reckless and who was known in two continents as the Criminals’ Hope and the Judges’ Despair.

And even as these thoughts passed through his mind, the driver was waiting, unaware of what the night was to hold, the victim crept out under cover of darkness from the rabbit-hutch-cum-bath that he called his flat, and his enemy watched unseen but close at hand.

In his office, Mr. Crook’s telephone began to ring.

The voice at the other end of the line seemed a long way off, as though that also were muffled by the fog, but Crook, whose knowledge of men was wide and who knew them in all moods, realized that the fellow was ridden by fear.

“Honest, he shuddered so he nearly shook me off the line,” he told Bill Parsons next day. “It’s a wonder a chap like that hasn’t died of swallowing his own teeth.”

“Mr. Crook,” whispered the voice and he heard the pennies fall as the speaker pressed Button A. “I was afraid it would be too late to find you... .”

“When I join the forty-hour-a-week campaign I’ll let the world know,” said Crook affably. “I’m one of those chaps you read about. Time doesn’t mean a thing to me. And in a fog like this it might just as well be nine o’clock in the morning as nine o’clock at night.”

“It’s the fog that makes it possible for me to call you at all,” said the voice mysteriously. “You see, in the dark, one hopes he isn’t watching.”

Hell, thought Crook disappointedly. Just another case of persecution mania, but he said patiently enough, “What is it? Someone on your tail?”

His correspondent seemed sensitive to his change of mood. “You think I’m imagining it? I wish to Heaven I were. But it’s not just that I’m convinced I’m being followed. Already he’s warned me three times. The last time was to-night.”

“How does he warn you?”

“He rings up my flat and each time he says the same thing. ‘Is that you, Smyth? Remember—silence is golden’; and then he rings off again.”

“On my Sam,” exclaimed Crook, “I’ve heard of better gags at a kids’ party. Who is your joking friend?”

“I don’t know his name,” said the voice, and now it sounded further away than ever, “but—he’s the man who strangled Isobel Baldry.”

Everyone knows about quick-change artists, how they come on to the stage in a cutaway coat and polished boots, bow, go off and before you can draw your breath they’re back in tinsel tights and tinfoil halo. You can’t think how it can be done in the time, but no quick-change artist was quicker than Mr. Crook when he heard that. He became a totally different person in the space of a second.

“Well, now we are going places,” he said, and his voice was as warm as a fire that’s just been switched on. “What did you say your name was?”

“Smyth.”

“If that’s the way you want it ...”

“I don’t. I’d have liked a more distinguished name. I did the best I could spelling it with a Y, but it hasn’t helped much. I was one of the guests at the party that night. You don’t remember, of course. I’m not the sort of man people do remember. She didn’t. When I came to her house that night she thought I’d come to check the meter or something. She’d never expected me to turn up. She’d just said, ‘You must come in one evening. I’m always at home on Fridays,’ and I thought she just meant two or three people at most... .”

 “Tête-à-tête with a tigress,” said Crook. “What are you, anyhow? A liontamer?”

“I work for a legal firm called Wilson, Wilson and Wilson. I don’t know if it was always like that on Fridays, but the house seemed full of people when I arrived and—they were all the wrong people, wrong for me, I mean. They were quite young and most of them were either just demobilized or were waiting to come out. Even the doctor had been in the Air Force. They all stared at me as if I had got out of a cage. I heard one say, ‘He looks as if he had been born in a bowler hat and striped p-pants.’ They just thought I was a joke.”

And not much of one at that, thought Mr. Crook unsympathetically.

“But as it happens, the joke’s on them,” continued the voice, rising suddenly. “Because I’m the only one who knows that Tom Merlin isn’t guilty.”

“Well, I know,” Mr. Crook offered mildly, “because I’m defendin’ him, and I only work for the innocent. And the young lady knows or she wouldn’t have hauled me into this—the young lady he’s going to marry, I mean. And, of course, the real murderer knows. So that makes four of us. Quite a team, in fact. Suppose you tell us how you know?”

“Because I was behind the curtain when he came out of the Turret Room.

He passed me so close I could have touched him, though, of course, I couldn’t see him because the whole house was dark, because of this game they were playing, the one called Murder. I didn’t know then that a crime had been committed, but when the truth came out I realized he must have come out of the room where she was, because there was no other place he could have come from.”

“Look,” said Mr. Crook. “Just suppose I’ve never heard this story before.”

And probably he hadn’t heard this one, he reflected. “Start from page one and just go through to the end. For one thing, why were you behind the curtain?”

“I was hiding—not because of the game, but because I—oh, I was so miserable. I ought never to have gone. It wasn’t my kind of party. No one paid any attention to me except to laugh when I did anything wrong. If it hadn’t been for Mr. Merlin, I wouldn’t even have had a drink. And he was just sorry for me. I heard him say to the doctor, ‘Isobel ought to remember everyone’s human,’ and the doctor—Dr. Dunn—said, ‘It’s a bit late in the day to expect that.’”

“Sounds a dandy party,” said Crook.

 “It was—terrible. I couldn’t understand why all the men seemed to be in love with her. But they were. She wasn’t specially good-looking, but they behaved as though there was something about her that made everyone else unimportant.”

Crook nodded over the head of the telephone. That was the dead woman’s reputation. A courtesan manquée—that’s how the Press had described her. Born in the right period, she’d have been a riot. At it was, she didn’t do so badly, even in 1945.

“It had been bad enough before,” the voice went on. “We’d had charades, and of course I’m no good at that sort of thing. The others were splendid. One or two of them were real actors on the stage, and even the others seemed to have done amateur theatricals half their lives. And how they laughed at me—till they got bored because I was so stupid. They stopped after a time, though I offered to drop out and just be audience; and then I wanted to go back, but Miss Baldry said how could I when she was three miles from a station and no one else was going yet? I could get a lift later. Murder was just as bad as the rest, worse in a way, because it was dark, and you never knew who you might bump into. I bumped right into her and Tom Merlin once. He was telling her she better be careful, one of these days she’d get her neck broken, and she laughed and said, ‘Would you like to do it, Tom?’ And then she laughed still more and asked him if he was still thinking of that dreary little number—that’s what she called her—he’d once thought he might marry. And asked him why he didn’t go back, if he wanted to? It was most uncomfortable. I got away and found a window onto the flat roof, what they call the leads. I thought I’d stay there till the game was over. But I couldn’t rest even there, because after a minute Mr. Merlin came out in a terrible state, and I was afraid of being seen, so I crept round in the shadows and came into the house through another window. And that’s how I found myself in the Turret Room.”

“Quite the Little Lord Fauntleroy touch,” observed Crook admiringly. “Well?”

“Though, of course, all the lights were out, the moon was quite bright and I could see the blue screen and I heard a sound and I guessed Miss Baldry was hidden there. For a minute I thought I’d go across and find her and win the game, but another second and I realized that she wasn’t alone, there was someone—a man—with her.”

“But you don’t know who?”

 “No.”

“Tough,” said Crook. “Having a good time, were they?”

“I don’t know about a good time. I think the fact is everyone had been drinking rather freely, and they were getting excited, and I never liked scenes—I haven’t a very strong stomach, I’m afraid—so I thought I’d get out.

They were so much engrossed in one another—‘You have it coming to you, Isobel’—I heard him say. I got out without them hearing me—I did fire-watching, you know, and one learns to move quietly.”

“Quite right,” assented Crook. “No sense startling a bomb. Well?”

“I went down a little flight of stairs and onto a landing, and I thought I heard feet coming up, so I got behind the curtain. I was terrified someone would discover me, but the feet went down again and I could hear whispers and laughter—everything you’d expect at a party. They were all enjoying themselves except me.”

“And Isobel, of course,” suggested Crook.

“She had been—till then. Well, I hadn’t been behind the curtain for very long when the door of the Turret Room shut very gently, and someone came creeping down. He stopped quite close to me as if he were leaning over the staircase making sure no one would see him come down. I scarcely dared breathe—though, of course, I didn’t know then there had been a murder—and after a minute I heard him go down. The next thing I heard was someone coming up, quickly, and going up the stairs and into the Turret Room.

I was just getting ready to come out when I heard a man calling, ‘Norman! Norman! For Pete’s sake ...’ and Dr. Dunn—he was the R.A.F. doctor, but of course, you know that—called out, ‘I’m coming. Where are you?’ And the first man—it was Andrew Tatham, the actor, who came out of the Army after Dunkirk—said, ‘Keep the women out. An appalling thing’s happened.’”

“And, of course, the women came surgin’ up like the sea washin’ round Canute’s feet?”

“A lot of people came up, and I came out from my hiding-place and joined them, but the door of the Turret Room was shut, and after a minute Mr. Tatham came out and said, ‘We’d better all go down. There’s been an accident.’ And Dr. Dunn joined him and said, ‘What’s the use of telling them that? They’ll have to know the truth. Isobel’s been murdered, and we’re all in a spot.’”

“And when did it strike you that you had something to tell the police?” inquired Crook drily.

 “Not straight away. I—I was very shocked myself. Everyone began to try and remember where they’d been, but, of course, in the dark, no one could really prove anything. I said I was behind that curtain; I wasn’t really playing, but no one listened. I might have been the invisible man. And then one of the girls said, ‘Where’s Tom?’ and Mr. Tatham said, ‘That’s queer. Hope to Heaven he hasn’t been murdered, too.’ But he hadn’t, of course. He joined us after a minute and said, ‘A good time being had by all?’ and one of the girls, the one they call Phœbe, went into hysterics. Then Mr. Tatham said, ‘Where on earth have you been?’ and he said he was on the leads. He wasn’t playing either. They all looked either surprised or a bit disbelieving, and Dr. Dunn said, ‘But if you were on the leads you must have heard something,’ and he said, ‘Only the usual row. Why? Have we had a murder?’ And Mr. Tatham said, ‘Stop it, you fool.’ And then he began to stare at all of us, and said, ‘Tell me, what is it? Why are you looking like that?’ So then they told him. Some of them seemed to think he must have heard noises, but Dr. Dunn said that if whoever was responsible knew his onions there needn’t be enough noise to attract a man at the farther end of the flat roof, particularly as he’d expect to hear a good deal of movement and muttering and so on.”

“And when the police came—did you remember to tell them about the chap who’d come out of the Turret Room; or did you have some special reason for keeping it dark?”

“I—I’m afraid I rather lost my head. You see, I was planning exactly what I’d say when it occurred to me that nobody else had admitted going into that room at all, and I hadn’t an atom of proof that my story was true, and—it isn’t as if I knew who the man was ...”

“You know,” said Crook, “it looks like I’ll be holding your baby when I’m through with Tom Merlin’s.”

“I didn’t see I could do any good,” protested Mr. Smyth. “And then they arrested Mr. Merlin and I couldn’t keep silent any longer. Because it seemed to me that though I couldn’t tell them the name of the murderer or even prove that Mr. Merlin was innocent, a jury wouldn’t like to bring in a verdict of guilty when they heard what I had to say.”

“Get this into your head,” said Crook, sternly. “They won’t bring in a verdict of guilty in any circumstances. I’m lookin’ after Tom Merlin, so he won’t be for the high jump this time. But all the same, you and me have got to get together. Just where do you say you are?”

“On the Embankment—in a call box.”

“Well, what’s wrong with you coming along right now?” 

“In this fog?”

“I thought you said the fog made it safer.”

“Safer to telephone, because the box is quite near my flat.” He broke suddenly into a queer convulsive giggle. “Though as a matter of fact I began to think the stars in their courses were against me, when I found I only had one penny. Luckily, there was one in my pocket—I keep one there for an evening paper ...”

“Keep that bit for your memoirs,” Crook begged him. “Now all you’ve got to do is proceed along the Embankment... .”

“The trams have stopped.”

“Don’t blame ’em,” said Crook.

“And I don’t know about the trains, but I wouldn’t dare travel by Underground in this weather, and though I think there was one taxi a little while ago ...”

“Listen!” said Crook. “You walk like I told you till you come to Charing Cross. You can’t fall off the Embankment and if there’s no traffic nothing can run you down. The tubes are all right, and from Charing Cross to Russell Square is no way at all. Change at Leicester Square. Got that? You can be in my office within twenty-five minutes. I’m only three doors from the station, and anyone will tell you my address. I’m better known after dark than any house in London, bar none.”

“Wouldn’t to-morrow ...?” began Smyth, but Crook said, “No. You might have had another warning by to-morrow and this time it might be a bit more lethal than an anonymous telephone message. Now, don’t lose heart. It’s like going to the dentist. Once it’s done, it’s over for six months. So long as X thinks you’re huggin’ your guilty secret to your own buzoom you’re a danger to him. Once you’ve spilt the beans you’re safe.”

“It’s a long way to Charing Cross,” quavered the poor little rabbit.

“No way at all,” Crook assured him. “And never mind about the trams and the taxicabs. You might be safer on your own feet at that.”

Thus is many a true word spoken in jest.

“And now,” ruminated Mr. Crook, laying the telephone aside and looking at the great potbellied watch he drew from his pocket, “First, how much of that story is true? And second, how much a r e the police going to believe? If he was a pal of Tom Merlin’s, that’s just the sort of story he would tell, and if it’s all my eye and Betty Martin, he couldn’t have thought of a better. It don’t prove Tom’s innocent, but as he says, it’s enough to shake the jury. Pity is, he didn’t tell it a bit sooner.”

It was also, of course, the sort of story a criminal might tell, but in that case he’d have told it at once. Besides, even the optimistic Mr. Crook couldn’t suspect Mr. Smyth of the murder. He wasn’t the stuff of which murderers are made.

“No personality,” decided Crook. “Black tie, wing collar, umbrella and brief case, the 8.10 every weekday—Yes, Mr. Brown. Certainly, Mr. Jones. I will attend to that, Mr. Robinson. Back on the 6.12 regular as clockwork, a newsreel or pottering with the window boxes on Saturday afternoons, long lie-in on Sunday”—that was his programme until the time came for his longest lie-in of all.

And at that moment neither Mr. Smyth nor Arthur Crook had any notion how near that was.

Crook looked at his watch. “Five minutes before the balloon goes up,” he observed. It went up like an actor taking his cue. At the end of five minutes the telephone rang again.

*   *   *

As he made his snail’s pace of a way towards Charing Cross Mr. Smyth was rehearsing feverishly the precise phrases he would use to Mr. Crook. He was so terrified of the coming interview that only a still greater terror could have urged him forward. For there was nothing of the hero about him. The Services had declined to make use of him during the war, and it had never occurred to him to leave his safe employment and volunteer for anything in the nature of war work. Fire-watching was compulsory.

“The fact is, I wasn’t born for greatness,” he used to assure himself. “The daily round, the common task ... I never wanted the limelight.” But it looked as though that was precisely what he was going to get. For the hundredth time he found himself wishing he had never met Isobel Baldry, or, having met her, had never obeyed the mad impulse which made him look up the number she had given him and virtually invite himself to her party. The moment he arrived he knew she had never meant him to accept that invitation.

“And oh, if I hadn’t, if I hadn’t,” he moaned to himself.

The darkness seemed full of eyes and ears. He stopped suddenly to see whether he could surprise stealthy footsteps coming after him, but he heard only the endless lapping of black water against the Embankment, the faint noise of the police launch going downstream, and above both these sounds, the frenzied beating of his own heart. He went on a little way, then found to his horror that he could not move. In front of him the darkness seemed impenetrable; behind him the atmosphere seemed to close up like a wall, barring his retreat. He was like someone coming down the side of a sheer cliff who suddenly finds himself paralysed, unable to move a step in either direction. He didn’t know what would have happened, but at that moment a car came through the fog travelling at what seemed to him dangerous speed. It was full of young men, the prototype of those he had met at Isobel Baldry’s ill-starred party. They were singing as they went. That gave him a fresh idea, and without moving he began to call “Taxi! Taxi!” Someone in the car heard him and leaned out to shout, “No soap, old boy,” but now panic had him in its grip. And it seemed as if then his luck changed. Another vehicle came more slowly through the darkness.

“Taxi!” he called, and to his relief he heard the car stop.

Relief panted in his voice. “I want to go to Bloomsbury Street. No. 123.

Do you know it?”

“Another client for Mr. Cautious Crook.” The driver gave a huge chuckle.

“Well, well.”

“You—you mean you know him?”

“All the men on the night shift know about Mr. Crook. Must work on a night shift ’imself, the hours ’e keeps.”

“You mean—his clients prefer to see him at night?” He was startled.

“Yerss. Not so likely to be reckernized by a rozzer, see? Oh, ’e gets a queer lot. Though this is the first time I’ve bin asked to go there in a fog like this.”

His voice sounded dubious. “Don’t see ’ow it can be done, guvnor.”

“But you must. It’s most important. I mean, he’s expecting me.”

“Sure? On a night like this? You should worry.”

“But—I’ve only just telephoned him.” Now it seemed of paramount importance that he should get there by hook or crook.

“Just like that. Lumme, you must be in a ’urry.”

“I am. I—I don’t mind making it worth your while ...” It occurred to him that to the driver this sort of conversation might be quite an ordinary occurrence. He hadn’t realized before the existence of a secret life dependent on the darkness.

“Cost yer a quid,” the driver said promptly.

“A pound?” He was shocked.

 “Mr. Crook wouldn’t be flattered to think you didn’t think ’im worth a quid,” observed the driver.

Mr. Smyth made up his mind. “All right.” “Sure you’ve got it on you?”

“Yes. Oh, I see.” He saw that the man intended to have the pound before he started on the journey, and he fumbled for his shabby shiny notecase and pulled out the only pound it held and offered it to the driver. Even in the fog the driver didn’t miss it. He snapped on the light inside the car for an instant to allow Mr. Smyth to get in, then put it off again, and his fare sank sprawling on the cushions, breathing as hard as a spent racer. The driver’s voice came to him faintly as he started up the engine.

“After all, guvnor, a quid’s not much to save yer neck.”

He started. His neck? His neck wasn’t in danger. No one thought he’d murdered Isobel Baldry. But the protest died even in his heart within a second. Not his neck but his life—that was what he was paying a pound to save.

Now that the car was on its way he knew a pang of security. He was always nervous about journeys, thought he might miss the train, get into the wrong one, find there wasn’t a seat. Once the journey started he could relax. He thought about the coming interview; he was pinning all his faith on Arthur Crook. He wouldn’t be scared; the situation didn’t exist that could scare such a man. And perhaps, he reflected, lulling himself into a false security,

Mr. Crook would laugh at his visitor’s fears. That’s just what I wanted, he’d say. You’ve solved the whole case for me, provided the missing link. Justice should be grateful to you, Mr. Smyth.... He lost himself in a maze of prefabricated dreams.

Suddenly he realized that the cab, which had been crawling for some time, had now drawn to a complete standstill. The driver got down and opened the door.

“Sorry, sir, this perishin’ fog. Can’t make it, after all.”

“You mean, you can’t get there?” He sounded incredulous.

“It’s my neck as well as yours,” the driver reminded him.

“But—I must—I mean arc you sure it’s impossible? If we go very slowly ...”

“If we go much slower we’ll be proceedin’ backwards. Sorry, guvnor, but there’s only one place we’ll make to-night if we go any farther and that’s Kensal Green. Even Mr. Crook can’t ’elp you once you’re there.”

“Then—where are we now?”

“We ain’t a ’undred miles from Charing Cross,” returned the driver cautiously. “More than that I wouldn’t like to say. But I’m not taking the cab no farther in this. If any mug likes to try pinchin’ it ’e’s welcome. Most likely wrap ’imself round a lamppost if he does!”

Reluctantly, Mr. Smyth crawled out into the bleak street; it was bitterly cold and he shivered.

“I’ll ’ave to give you that quid back,” said the driver, wistfully.

“Well, you didn’t get me to Bloomsbury Street, did you?” He supposed he’d have to give the fellow something for his trouble. He put out one hand to take the note and shoved the other into the pocket where he kept his change. Then it happened, with the same shocking suddenness as Isobel Baldry’s death. His fingers had just closed on the note when something struck him with appalling brutality. Automatically he grabbed harder, but it wasn’t any use; he couldn’t hold it. Besides, other blows followed the first.

A very hail of blows in fact, accompanied by shock and sickening pain and a sense of the world ebbing away. He didn’t really appreciate what had happened; there was too little time. Only as he staggered and his feet slipped on the wet leaves of the gutter, so that he went down for good, he thought, the darkness closing on his mind forever, “I thought it was damned comfortable for a taxi.”

*   *   *

It was shortly after this that Arthur Crook’s telephone rang for the second time, and a nervous voice said, “This is Mr. Smyth speaking. Mr. Crook, I’m sorry I can’t make it. I—this fog’s too thick. I’ll get lost. I’m going right back.”

“That’s all right,” said Crook heartily. “Don’t mind me. Don’t mind Tom Merlin. We don’t matter.”

“If I get knocked down in the fog and killed it won’t help either of you,” protested the voice.

“Come to that, I dare say I won’t be any worse off if you are.”

“But—you can’t do anything to-night.”

“If I’m goin’ to wait for you I shan’t do anything till Kingdom Come.”

“I—I’ll c o m e to-morrow. It won’t make any difference really.”

“We’ve had all this out before,” said Crook. “I was brought up strict. Never put off till to-morrow what you can do to-day.”

“But I can’t—that’s what I’m telling you. I’ll come—I’ll come at nine o’clock to-morrow.”

“If he lets you,” said Crook darkly.

“He?”

He might be waiting for you on the doorstep. You never know. Where are you, by the way?”

“In a call box.”

“I know that. I heard the pennies drop. But where?”

“On the Embankment.”

“What’s the number?”

“It’s a call box, I tell you.”

“Even call boxes have numbers.”

“I don’t see ...”

“Not trying to hide anything from me, Smyth, are you?”

“Of course not. It’s Fragonard 1511.”

“That’s the new Temple exchange. You must have overshot your mark.”

“Oh? Yes. I mean, have I?”

“You were coming from Charing Cross. You’ve walked a station too far.”

“It’s this fog. I thought—I thought it was Charing Cross just over the road.”

“No bump of locality,” suggested Crook kindly.

“I can’t lose my way if I stick to the Embankment. I’m going straight back to Westminster and let myself into my flat, and I’ll be with you without fail at nine sharp to-morrow.”

“Maybe,” said Crook pleasantly. “Happy dreams.” He rang off. “Picture of a gentleman chatting to a murderer,” he announced. “Must be a dog’s life, a murderer’s. So damned lonely. And dangerous. You can’t trust anyone, can’t confide in anyone, can’t even be sure of yourself. One slip and you’re finished. One admission of something only the murderer can know and it’s the little covered shed for you one of these cold mornings. Besides, you can’t guard from all directions at once, and how was the chap who’s just rung me to know that Smyth o n l y had two coppers on him when he left his flat tonight, and so he couldn’t have put through a second call?”

The inference was obvious. Someone wanted Mr. Crook to believe that Smyth had gone yellow and that was why he hadn’t kept his date. Otherwise—who knew?—if the mouse wouldn’t come to Mahomet, Mahomet might go looking for the mouse. And later, when the fog had dispersed, some early workman or street cleaner, perhaps even a bobby, would stumble over a body on the Embankment, and he—Crook—would come forward with his story and it would be presumed that the chap had been bowled over in the dark—or even manhandled for the sake of any valuables he might carry. Crook remembered his earlier thought—work for the doctor, for the ambulance driver, for the mortician—and for Arthur Crook. Somewhere at this instant Smyth lay, deprived forever of the power of passing on information, rescuing an innocent man, helping to bring a guilty one to justice, somewhere between Temple Station and Westminster Bridge.

“And my bet ’ud be Temple Station,” Crook told himself.

It was a fantastic situation. He considered for a moment ringing the police and telling them the story, but the police are only interested in crimes after they’ve been committed, and a murder without a corpse just doesn’t make sense to them at all. So, decided Mr. Crook, he’d do all their spadework for them, find the body and then sit back and see how they reacted to that. He locked his office, switched off the lights and came tumbling down the stairs like a sack of coals. It was his boast that he was like a cat and could see in the dark, but even he took his time getting to Temple Station. Purely as a precaution, he pulled open the door of the telephone booth nearby and checked the number. As he had supposed, it was Fragonard 1511.

There was a chance, of course, that X had heaved the body over the Embankment, but Crook was inclined to think not. To begin with, you couldn’t go dropping bodies into the Thames without making a splash of some sort, and you could never be sure that the Thames police wouldn’t be passing just then. Besides, even small bodies are heavy, and there might be blood. Better on all counts to give the impression of a street accident.

Crook had known of cases where men had deliberately knocked out their victims and then ridden over them in cars. Taking his little sure-fire pencil torch from his pocket, Crook began his search. His main fear wasn’t that he wouldn’t find the body, but that some interfering constable would find him before that happened. And though he had stood up to bullets and blunt instruments in his time, he knew that no career can stand against ridicule.

He was working slowly along the Embankment, wondering if the fog would ever lift, when the beam of his torch fell on something white a short distance above the ground. This proved to be a handkerchief tied to the arm of one of the Embankment benches. It was tied hard in a double knot, with the ends spread out, as though whoever put it there wanted to be sure of finding it again. He looked at it for a minute before its obvious significance occurred to him. Why did you tie a white cloth to something in the dark? Obviously to mark a place. If you didn’t, on such a night, you’d never find your way back. What he still didn’t know was why whoever had put out Smyth’s light should want to come back to the scene of the crime. For it was Smyth’s handkerchief. He realized that as soon as he had untied it and seen the sprawling letters “Smyth” in one corner. There was something peculiarly grim about a murderer taking his victim’s handkerchief to mark the spot of the crime. After that it didn’t take him long to find the body. It lay in the gutter, the blood on the crushed forehead black in the bright torchlight, the face dreadful in its disfigurement and dread. Those who talked of the peace of death ought to see a face like that; it might quiet them a bit, thought Mr. Crook grimly. He’d seen death so often you’d not have expected him to be squeamish, but he could wish that someone else had found Mr. Smyth.

Squatting beside the body like a busy little brown elephant, he went through the pockets. He’d got to find out what the murderer had taken that he had to return. Of course, someone else might have found the body and left the handkerchief, but an innocent man, argued Crook, would have left his own. You’d have to be callous to take things off the body of a corpse. There wasn’t much in the dead man’s pockets, a notecase with some ten-shilling notes in it, a season ticket, some loose cash, an old-fashioned turnip watch—that was all. No matches, no cigarettes, of course, no handkerchief.

“What’s missing?” wondered Mr. Crook, delving his hands into his own pockets and finding there watch, coin, purse notecase, identity card, tobacco pouch, latchkey....“That’s it,” said Mr. Crook. “He hasn’t got a key. But he talked of going back and letting himself in, so he had a key....” There was the chance that it might have fallen out of his pocket, but though Crook sifted through the damp sooty leaves he found nothing; he hadn’t expected to, anyhow. There were only two reasons why X should have wanted to get into the flat. One was that he believed Smyth had some evidence against him and he meant to lay hands on it; the other was to fix an alibi showing that the dead man was alive at, say, 10.30, at which hour, decided Mr. Crook, the murderer would have fixed an alibi for himself. He instantly cheered up. The cleverest criminal couldn’t invent an alibi that an even cleverer man couldn’t disprove.

He straightened himself, as he did so he realized that the corpse had one of its hands folded into a fist; it was a job to open the fingers, but when he had done so he found a morsel of tough white paper with a greenish blur on the torn edge. He recognized that all right, and in defiance of anything the police might say he put the paper into his pocketbook. The whole world by this time seemed absolutely deserted; every now and again a long melancholy hoot came up from the river from some benighted tug or the sirens at the mouth of the estuary echoed faintly through the murk; but these were other-worldly sounds that increased rather than dispelled the deathlike atmosphere. As to cause of death, his guess would be a spanner. A spanner is a nice anonymous weapon, not too difficult to procure, extraordinarily difficult to identify. Only fools went in for fancy weapons like swordsticks and Italian knives and loaded riding crops, all of which could be traced pretty easily to the owners. In a critical matter like murder it’s safer to leave these to the back-room boys and stick to something as common as dirt. Crook was pretty common himself, and, like dirt, he stuck.

“The police are going to have a treat to-night,” he told himself, making a beeline for the telephone. His first call was to the dead man’s flat, and at first he thought his luck was out. But just when he was giving up hope he could hear the receiver being snatched off and a breathless voice said, “Yes?”

“Mr. Smyth? Arthur Crook here. Just wanted to be sure you got back safely.”

“Yes. Yes. But only just. I decided to walk after all.”

“Attaboy!” said Mr. Crook. “Don’t forget about our date tomorrow.”

“Nine o’clock,” said the voice. “I will be there.”

Mr. Crook hung up the receiver. What a liar you are, he said, and then at long last he dialled 999.

*   *   *

The murderer had resolved to leave nothing to chance. After his call to Mr. Crook’s office he came back to the waiting car and drove as fast as he dared back to the block of flats where he lived. At this hour the man in charge of the car park would have gone off duty, and on such a night there was little likelihood of his encountering anyone else. Carefully he ran the car into an empty space and went over it carefully with a torch. He hunted inside in case there should be any trace there of the dead man, but there was none. He had been careful to do all the opening and closing of doors, so there was no fear of fingerprints, but when he went over the outside of the car his heart jumped into his mouth when he discovered blood-marks on the right-hand passenger door. He found an old rag and carefully polished them off, depositing the rag in a corner at the further end of the car park. This unfortunately showed up the stains of mud and rain on the rest of the body, but he hadn’t time to clean all the paintwork; there was still a lot to be done and, as he knew, there is a limit to what a man’s nervous system can endure. Locking the car, he made his way round to the entrance of the flats. The porter was just going off; there wasn’t a night porter, labour was still scarce, and after 10.30 the tenants looked after themselves.

 “Hell of a night, Meadows,” he observed, drawing a long breath. “I was beginning to wonder if I’d be brought in feet first.”

The porter, a lugubrious creature, nodded with a sort of morbid zest. “There’ll be a lot of men meeting the Recording Angel in the morning that never thought of such a thing when they went out to-night,” he said.

His companion preserved a poker face. “I suppose a fog always means deaths. Still, one man’s meat. It means work for doctors and undertakers and ambulance-men... .” He didn’t say anything about Arthur Crook. He wasn’t thinking of Arthur Crook. Still under the man’s eye he went upstairs, unlocked the door of his flat, slammed it and, having heard the man depart, came stealing down again, still meeting no one, and gained the street. So far everything had gone according to plan It took longer to get to Westminster than he had anticipated, because in the fog he lost his way once, and began to panic, which wasted still more time. His idea was to establish Smyth alive and talking on his own telephone at, say, 10.30 p.m. Then, if questions should be asked, Meadows could testify to his own return at 10.30. On his way back, he would return the key to the dead man’s pocket, replace the handkerchief, slip home under cover of darkness... . He had it worked out like a B.B.C. exercise.

Luck seemed to be with him. As he entered the flats the hall was in comparative darkness. It was one of those houses where you pushed a button as you came in and the light lasted long enough for you to get up two floors; then you pushed another button and that took you up to the top.

There wasn’t any lift. As he unlocked the door of the flat the telephone was ringing and when he unshipped the receiver there was Arthur Crook, of all the men on earth, calling up the dead man. He shivered to think how nearly he’d missed that call. He didn’t stay very long; there was still plenty to do and the sooner he got back to his own flat the more comfortable he’d feel. And how was he to guess that he would never walk inside that flat again?

He congratulated himself on his foresight in tying the handkerchief to the arm of the bench; in this weather he might have gone blundering about for an hour before he found the spot where Smyth lay in the gutter, his feet scuffing up the drenched fallen leaves. As it was he saw his landmark, by torchlight, without any trouble. It was then that things started to go wrong. He was level with the seat when he heard the voice of an invisible man exclaim, “Hey there!” and he jumped back, automatically switching off his torch, and muttering, “Who the devil are you?”

 “Sorry if I startled you,” said the same voice, “but there’s a chap here seems to have come to grief. I wish you’d take a look at him.”

This was the one contingency for which he had not prepared himself, but he knew he dared not refuse. He couldn’t afford at this stage to arouse suspicion. Besides, he could offer to call the police, make for the call box and just melt into the fog. Come what might, he had to return the dead man’s key. He approached the kerb and dropped down beside the body. Crook watched him like a lynx. This was the trickiest time of all; if they weren’t careful he might give them the slip yet.

“Have you called the police?” inquired the newcomer, getting to his feet. “If not, I ...” But at that moment both men heard the familiar sound of a door slamming and an inspector with two men hovering in the background came forward saying, “Now then, what’s going on here.”

“Chap’s got himself killed,” said Crook.

X thought like lightning. He made a slight staggering movement, and as Crook put out his hand to hold him he said, “Silly—slipped on something—don’t know what it was.” He snapped on his torch again, and stooping, picked up a key. “Must have dropped out of his pocket,” he suggested.

“Unless,” he turned politely to Crook, “unless it’s yours.”

Crook shook his head.

“Which of you was it called us up?” the Inspector went on.

“I did,” said Crook. “And then this gentleman came along and ...” He paused deliberately and looked at the newcomer. It was a bizarre scene, the men looking like silhouettes against the grey blanket of fog with no light but the torches of the civilians and the bull’s-eyes of the force. “Seeing this gentleman’s a doctor ...” As he had anticipated there was an interruption.

“What’s that you said?”

“Penalty of fame,” said Crook. “Saw your picture in the papers at the time of the Baldry case. Dr. Norman Dunn, isn’t it? And perhaps I should introduce myself. I’m Arthur Crook, one of the three men living who know Tom Merlin didn’t kill Miss Baldry, the others bein’ Tom himself and, of course, the murderer.”

“Isn’t that a coincidence?” said Dr. Dunn.

“There’s a bigger one coming,” Crook warned him. “While I was waitin’ I had a looksee at that little chap’s identity card, and who do you think he is? Mr. Alfred Smyth, also interested in the Baldry case.”

The doctor swung down his torch. “So that’s where I’d seen him before? had a feeling the face was familiar in a way, only ...”

 “He is a bit knocked about, isn’t he?” said Crook. “What should you say did that?”

“I shouldn’t care to hazard a guess without a closer examination. At first I took it for granted he’d been bowled over by a car... .”

“In that case we ought to be able to trace the car. He can’t have gotten all that damage and not left any of his blood on the hood.”

There was more noise and a police ambulance drove up and spewed men all over the road. Crook lifted his head and felt a breath of wind on his face.

That meant the fog would soon start to lift. Long before morning it would have gone. The Inspector turned to the two men.

“I’ll want you to come with me,” he said. “There’s a few things I want to know.”

“I can’t help you,” said Dunn sharply, but the Inspector told him, “We’ll need someone to identify the body.”

“Mr. Crook can do that. He knows him.”

“Always glad to learn,” said Crook.

“But you ...” He stopped.

“You don’t know the police the way I do,” Crook assured him. “Just because a chap carries an identity card marked Alfred Smyth—that ain’t proof. I never set eyes on him before.”

“Mr. Crook’s right,” said the Inspector. “We want someone who saw him when he was alive.”

They all piled into the car, Crook and Dunn jammed together, and no one talked. Dunn was thinking hard. Sold for a sucker, he thought. If I hadn’t tried so hard for an alibi—perhaps, though, they won’t touch Meadows. Meadows will remember, all the same. He’ll think it’s fishy. And the car. Of course there was blood on the car. If they examine it they’ll notice it’s washed clean in one place. They’ll want to know why. No sense saying I was coming back from the pictures. Meadows can wreck that. Besides, Baron, the man who looks after the cars, may remember mine hadn’t come in when he went off duty. Round and round like a squirrel in its cage went his tormented mind. There must be some way out, he was thinking, as thousands have thought before him. They’ve no proof, no actual proof at all. Outwardly he was calm enough, maintaining the attitude that he couldn’t imagine why they wanted him. But inside he was panicking. He didn’t like the station surroundings, he didn’t like the look on the Inspector’s face, most of all he feared Crook. The police had to keep the rules; Crook had never heard of Queensbury. To him a fair fight was gouging, shoving, and kicking in the pit of the stomach. A terrible man. But he stuck to it, they hadn’t got anything on him that added up to murder. He’d had the forethought to get rid of the spanner, dropped it in one of those disused pig buckets that still disfigured London streets; but he’d had to use the one near his own flats, because in the dark he couldn’t find any others. He thought now the river might have been safer.

He tried to seem perfectly at ease, pulled off his burberry and threw it over the back of a chair, produced his cigarette case.

“Of course, our own doctor will go over the man,” the Inspector said, “but how long should you say he’d been dead, Dr. Dunn?”

He hesitated. “Not so easy. He was a little chap and it’s a bitter cold night. But not long.”

“But more than twenty minutes?” the Inspector suggested. “Yes, more than that, of course.”

“That’s screwy,” said the Inspector. “I mean, Mr. Crook was talking to him on the telephone in his flat twenty minutes before you happened along.”

He couldn’t think how he’d forgotten that telephone conversation. That, intended for his prime alibi, was going to ball up everything.

“I don’t see how he could,” he protested. “Not unless the chap’s got someone doubling for him.”

“You know all the answers,” agreed Crook. “Matter of fact, the same chap seems to be making quite a habit of it. He rang me a bit earlier from Fragonard 1511 to tell me Smyth couldn’t keep an appointment to-night. Well, nobody knew about that but Smyth and me, so how did X know he wasn’t coming, if he hadn’t made sure of it himself?”

“Don’t ask me,” said Dunn.

“We are asking you,” said the Inspector deliberately.

The doctor stared. “Look here, you’re on the wrong tack if you think I know anything. It was just chance. Why don’t you send a man round to Smyth’s flat and see who’s there?”

“We did think of that,” the Inspector told him. “But there wasn’t anyone ...”

“Then—perhaps this is Mr. Crook’s idea of a joke.”

“Oh no,” said Crook looking shocked. “I never think murder’s a joke. A living perhaps, but not a joke.”

Dunn made a movement as though to rise. “I’m sorry I can’t help you ...”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” drawled Crook.

 “What does that mean?”

“There’s just one point the Inspector hasn’t mentioned. When I found that poor little devil to-night he’d got a bit of paper in his hand. All right, Inspector, I’ll explain in a minute. Just now, let it ride.” He turned back to Dr. Norman Dunn. “It was a bit of a Treasury note, and it seemed to me that if we could find the rest of that note, why then we might be able to lay hands on the murderer.”

“You might. And you think you know where the note is?”

“I could make a guess.”

“If you think I’ve got it ...” Dunn pulled out his wallet and threw it contemptuously on the table. “You can look for yourself.”

“Oh, I don’t expect it would be there,” replied Crook, paying no attention to the wallet. “But—every murderer makes one mistake, Dunn. If he didn’t, God help the police. And help innocent men, too. And a man with murder on his hands is like a chap trying to look four ways at once. Now that note suggested something to me. You don’t go round carrying notes in a fog, as if they were torches. You’d only get a note out if you were going to pay somebody, and who’s the only person you’re likely to want to pay in such circumstances? I’m talking like a damned politician,” he added disgustedly.

“But you do see what I’m drivin’ at?”

“I’m only a doctor,” said Dunn. “Not a professional thought-reader.”

“You’d pay a man who drove you to your destination—or tried to. There was some reason why Smyth had a note in his hand, and my guess is he was tryin’ to pay some chap off. That would explain his bein’ at Temple Station. On his own feet he wouldn’t have passed Charing Cross, not a chap as frightened of the dark as he was. While he was offerin’ the note, X knocked him out, and realizin’ that funny questions might be asked if the note was found with him, he’d remove it. You agree so far?”

“I don’t know as much about murder as you do, Mr. Crook,” said Dunn.

“That’s your trouble,” Mr. Crook agreed. “That’s always the trouble of amateurs setting up against pros. They’re bound to lose. Let’s go on. X removes the note. So far, so good. But he’s got a lot to remember and not much time. He can’t be blamed if he don’t remember it’s trifles that hang a man. If I was asked, I’d say X shoved that note into his pocket, meanin’ to get rid of it later, and I’d say it was there still.”

“You’re welcome to search my pockets,” Dunn assured him. “But I warn you, Crook, you’re making a big mistake. Your reputation’s not going to be worth even the bit of a note you found in Smyth’s hand when this story breaks.”

“I’ll chance it,” said Crook.

At a nod from the Inspector, the police took up Dunn’s burberry and began to go through the pockets. During the next thirty seconds, you could have heard a pin drop. Then the man brought out a fist like a ham, and in it was a crumpled ten-shilling note with one corner missing!

“Anything to say to that?” inquired Crook, who didn’t apparently mind hitting a man when he was down.

Dunn put back his head and let out a roar of laughter. “You think you’re smart, don’t you? You planted that on me, I suppose, when we were coming here. But, as it happens, Smyth’s note was for a pound, not ten shillings. You didn’t know that, did you?”

“Oh, yes,” said Crook, “I did—because I have the odd bit of the note in my wallet. One of the old green ones it was. What I’m wondering is—how did you?”
“That was highly irregular, Mr. Crook,” observed the Inspector, drawing down the corners of his mouth, after the doctor had been taken away.

“It beats me how the police even catch as many criminals as they do,” returned Crook frankly. “Stands to reason if you’re after a weasel you got to play like a weasel. And a gentleman—and all the police force are gentlemen— don’t know a thing about weasels.”

“Funny the little things that catch ’em,” suggested the Inspector, wisely letting that ride.

“I reckoned that if he saw the wrong note suddenly shoved under his nose he wouldn’t be able to stop himself. It’s what I’ve always said. Murderers get caught because they’re yellow. If they just did their job and left it at that, they might die in their beds at ninety-nine. But the minute they’ve socked their man they start feverishly buildin’ a little tent to hide in, and presently some chap comes along, who might never have noticed them, but gets curious about the little tent. When you start checking up his story I bet you’ll find he’s been buildin’ alibis like a beaver buildin’ a dam. And it’s his alibis are goin’ to hang him in the end.

His last word in this case was to Tom Merlin and the girl Tom was still going to marry.

“Justice is the screwiest thing there is,” he told them. “You’re not out of chokey because Norman Dunn killed the Baldry dame, though he’s admitted that, too. Well, why not? We know he got Smyth, and you can’t hang twice. But it was his killing Smyth that put you back on your feet. If he hadn’t done that we might have quite a job straightenin’ things out. Y’know the wisest fellow ever lived? And don’t tell me Solomon.”

“Who, Mr. Crook?” asked Tom Merlin’s girl, hanging on Tom’s arm. “Brer Rabbit. And why? Becos he lay low and said nuffin’ And then they tell you animals are a lower order of creation!”
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