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Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #14.

Over the next few issues, you will note a number of changes coming to Black Cat Weekly. We have been expanding our staff of editors, and this issue Michael Brachen brings us his first selection, “A Ship Called Pandora,” by Melodie Campbell—which fits neatly in both the science fiction and mystery genres! Barb Goffman has an off week, since we’re using one of her own stories—“Whose Wine Is It Anyway?” which was a nominee for the Agatha, Anthony, and Macavity Awards.

Of course, we also have several mystery novels—a Mr. Pinkerton puzzler by Zenith Brown and a classic Nick Carter detective story. And don’t miss this issue’s Solve-It-Yourself mystery by Hal Charles.

On the science fiction and fantasy side, Michael Brachen brings us his first selection, “A Ship Called Pandora,” by Melodie Campbell—which fits neatly in both the science fiction and mystery genres! (No, you’re not suffering from deja vu. I’m just repeating myself.) New acquiring editor Darrell Schweitzer makes his first selection for BCW with Tom Purdom’s “Madame Pompadour’s Blade,” which combines French history and magic. (Next issue we hope to have a selection from Cynthia M. Ward, another new acquiring editor who is joining th staff.) Plus we have a classic short by Henry Kutttner, a modern short storoy by the late Larry Tritten, a short novel Edmond Hamilton, and I’ve snuck in a fantasy of my own, “Dreamtime in Adjaphon.”

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense

“Saving Downtown Abbey,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

Two Against Scotland Yard, by Zenith Brown [novel]

“Whose Wine Is It Anyway?” by Barb Goffman

A Cigarette Clue, by Nicholas Carter [novel]

“A Ship Called Pandora,” by Melodie Campbell

Science Fiction & Fantasy

“A Ship Called Pandora,” by Melodie Campbell [short story]

“Dreamtime In Adjaphon,” by John Gregory Betancourt [short story]

“Hydra,” by Henry Kuttner [short story]

“Madame Pompadour’s Blade,” by Tom Purdom [short story]

“The Dead Woods,” by Larry Tritten [short story]

Battle For The Stars, by Edmond Hamilton [short novel]

Happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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SAVING DOWNTOWN ABBEY,
by Hal Charles
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P. S. Eliot was absolutely stymied. The playwright and owner of the Tallytown Playhouse had called in two of his favorite patrons and friends to help him figure out a murder.

“So,” Eliot said, his arms flapping as though he were trying to take off, “the body is lying over there.” He pointed to the stage right. “Stop moving,” he yelled to the actor splayed upon a rug in the middle of an English manor set. “You’re dead!”

“Can you be more specific, P. S., about the problem?” said Kelly Locke, TV news anchor in the big city to the east. “We’re both on a lunch break.”

“A long lunch break. Is it realism you want?” asked Matthew Locke, Chief of Detectives for the city.

“No,” said Eliot,” his arms ceasing to wave as though he were coming in for a landing. “And don’t call it writer’s block. I need to know how to solve the `murder’ of the worse actress in the universe over there, Lady Downtown.”

“We walked in a little in medias res,” said Kelly, trying to talk to the playwright in his own language.

“Perhaps, P. S., if you gave us a little more exposition,” said Kelly’s father, picking up from his daughter’s cue.

“Fine, my little experts. Here’s the Wikipedia version,” said the exasperated playwright. “Lady Downtown was stabbed by the killer reaching around from behind her with the famed Downtown Dagger.”

“Wouldn’t it have been just as easy to plunge the dagger into her from behind?” said Chief of Detectives Locke.

“Zounds!” said a frustrated Eliot. “Haven’t you ever heard Henry James’ dictum that a writer must be given his donnee?”

“And that donnee is . . . ?” posed Kelly, trying to calm the waters.

“My detective, She-lock Holmes—isn’t that a clever name?—has already determined that the killer must be left-handed,” said Eliot, “so—”

“Why left-handed?” interrupted the Chief of Detectives.

“Because, confound it, man, it’s a clue. As a detective yourself, Chief, you are certainly familiar with the concept of a clue?” said Eliot sarcastically.

“Actually,” said Matthew Locke, “we refer to everything found at a crime scene as evidence.”

“But I can see why you chose left-handedness as evidence . . . a clue, P. S.,” said Kelly, ever the peacemaker. “Since only ten percent of the population is left-handed, you have effectively narrowed down your list of suspects.”

“I am experiencing an unforeseen difficulty in She-lock questioning the three male heirs, who were in the manor at the time of the murder,” said the playwright. “How does She-lock figure out which one is left-handed in dramatic fashion?”

“Well,” said Kelly, “when I could first sit up, Dad put me down on the floor and rolled a baseball toward me. When I grabbed it with my right-hand, he knew early my dominant hand.”

“Really, Ms. Locke,” said Eliot, “as an investigative crime reporter, that’s all you’ve got? Can you see my actors sitting down in Downtown Abbey and having a baseball rolled to them? Besides, it’s not cricket. The British don’t play baseball.”

“Well,” said Matt Locke, “you could have She-lock sit the three suspects down at a table, give them pen and paper, and ask them to write down their alibis for the night of the murder.”

As writer-producer-director of Murder at Downtown Abbey, Eliot marched his three un-yet-costumed actor suspects on to the stage, then said, “Do you think any of these three would willingly convict himself that way?”

Kelly Locke stared at the mini-lineup of three men clothed in sneakers, belted jeans, and polo shirts standing in front of her. Then, she said, “You in the middle, take one step forward. You’re left-handed.”

How did Kelly Locke know which of the actors was in real life left-handed?

SOLUTION

As a reporter, and daughter of the Chief of Detectives, Kelly had been taught the importance of observation. She simply looked at the men’s belt-buckles. Since belt buckles point in the direction of the dominant hand, she was able to quickly determine if any of the actors were left-handed. P. S. Eliot was so impressed with the solution that he included it in his drama and gave Kelly and Matt Locke front-row seats for its opening.


TWO AGAINST SCOTLAND YARD,
by Zenith Brown

A Mr. Pinkerton Mystery

(writing as David Frome)


CHAPTER ONE

On the evening of Wednesday, February 25th, 1931, a man stood in the shadow of the entrance to the grounds of a large house on the Colnbrook Road, about a quarter of a mile from the London end of the by-pass. Beside him, turned towards town, was a motorcycle. Its engine was running quietly, but the rider made no move towards leaving. Several times he glanced over his shoulder at the white “For Sale” placards on the gate posts, or looked nervously at the watch on his wrist. Now and then his hand stole to the packet of cigarettes in his coat pocket, but he changed his mind each time.

The illuminated hands of his watch showed exactly nine-twenty-two o’clock when he heard the purr of a motor car coming from his right. He stepped into the middle of the road. As the big Daimler came into view he held up his hand. The car stopped a few feet from him. The chauffeur lowered the window, leaned out to see what was wanted, and found himself staring into the cold steel circle of a revolver muzzle. Another was pointed steadily at the two people in the back of the car.

“Get out,” said the man. “Keep your hands up.”

The chauffeur got out, holding his hands over his head.

“Stand over there.”

The chauffeur stepped promptly over to the side of the road.

“Now you get out and put that satchel on the ground.”

The heavily built man, grey-haired, in evening clothes, moved clumsily towards the door of the car. The woman with him started to follow.

“You stay where you are.”

The man took one step back from the car, his revolvers pointing steadily at the two men. The elderly man still held the small black satchel in his hands.

“Put that down, or I’ll shoot you,” the man said calmly.

“Give it to him, for God’s sake, George!” the woman cried.

As the man stooped to put the satchel down her hand moved stealthily to the side pocket of the car. Without moving her shoulders she whipped a small automatic out of it and brought it to a level with her knees. As the bandit with a sharp movement of his foot brought the satchel near him she fired through the open door and sank back into the cushions.

Instantly two shots rang out, so close to hers that the reports could almost have been one drawn-out sound rather than three. The heavy man in evening clothes pitched forward without a word. There was the rush of feet, the roar of an engine, and the cyclist disappeared in the darkness towards London.

The chauffeur ducked forward, his face grey in the glare of the headlights. He bent over his employer. The woman, white and shaking, stumbled out of the car.

“What made you shoot, madam?” the chauffeur asked in a hushed voice. “You nearly caught me.”

The woman stared at him in terror.

“The diamonds!” she gasped.

“Lord! did he have diamonds with him?” The chauffeur whistled, and glanced about.

“I’d better go for a constable,” he said after a moment’s thought

“No. I can’t stay here alone with him. I’ll go.”

“Here comes somebody now, madam.”

A man came running awkwardly towards them along the road.

“Hi there,” the chauffeur said. “There’s a man dead. Run and get the police, will you?”

The man gave a long stare at the scene. “Right you are,” he said. “I’ll get my push-bike.” He turned and ran back into the darkness.

The woman sank to the running board and stared blindly at the prostrate figure on the ground. She scarcely noticed the small crowd of sleepy villagers that had gathered. They stood whispering at a respectful distance, staring at the great car, the woman in the ermine cloak, and the figure lying motionless on the ground. The chauffeur moved back and forth trying to light a cigarette. His hands shook and he dropped the match.

The woman suddenly got up and started pacing the road. “Oh, why don’t they hurry?” she cried in an agony of despair.

“’Obbs is off on ’is push-bike, miss,” one of the bystanders volunteered. “’E cahn’t make it short of five minutes.”

“More like ten, as I’d say,” said another. There was a muttered altercation.

It was a good ten minutes before a murmur broke from the little knot of watchers.

“Ay, there ’e is, and Jock Gibney with him.”

The young constable got off his bicycle and propped it against the hedge on the other side of the road. The woman came quickly forward to meet him.

“My husband’s been robbed and killed,” she said quickly. “Heaven knows how far the man has got already.”

The constable was more used to arresting cyclists without lights than comforting London ladies in ermine wraps. He cleared his throat and looked about in some embarrassment. Then he set about his work with dogged determination.

“Just tell me what happened, madam,” he said, “and I’ll get at it as quick as I can.”

“We were held up right here by a man on a motorcycle. He made my husband give him a satchel we had. I thought I could frighten him, I shot at him and he shot my husband. Oh, it’s all my fault!”

She began to sob convulsively.

“It won’t help none to let yourself get in a state, ma’am,” the constable said stolidly. He knelt down over the dead man and flashed his lamp into his face.

“He was your husband?”

“Yes.”

“Could you describe the man? He was on a motorcycle?”

She nodded.

“You didn’t see the number?”

She shook her head. The constable turned to the chauffeur. “I didn’t see it,” he said. “He must haye had the plates covered. I looked.”

The constable scratched his head, then brightened as there was another murmur from the group of bystanders.

“That’ll be the sergeant,” he said cheerfully.

The circle opened; a small car drove up and the division sergeant stepped out.

“What’s up?” he said. When the constable had given the meagre details he knelt over the silent figure.

He straightened up after a short examination.

“Shot twice,” he said laconically. “Once through the heart. Instantaneous death. What was the man like?”

Neither the woman nor the chauffeur could give anything but a vague description. The murderer had worn a cyclist’s leather cap and large goggles, with a black mask over the lower part of his face. He was taller than the dead man but slenderer, the chauffeur thought; the woman thought he was the same height.

The sergeant shrugged his shoulders. “Just like everybody else riding a motorcycle, and he’s been gone fifteen minutes. Gibney, you go back with the lady and the driver to the station. Drive back in their car. Put in a call to Scotland Yard and tell them exactly what’s happened. Tell them the motorcycle left here at 9.24 or 9.25, headed towards town.”

He turned to the woman.

“I’ll have to ask you to go back to Colnbrook for a bit, madam. If there’s anybody you’d like to have come, the constable will give them a ring.”

She shook her head, and taking a last agonised look at the figure on the ground got into the car. The chauffeur took his place. The young constable got in beside him, and they drove off slowly into the little village.

At the tiny police station the constable reported the night’s event to Scotland Yard. The woman again declined to have anyone sent for. In a few minutes the sergeant returned and proceeded to take formal depositions from the two witnesses of the murder.

“My name is Colton,” the woman said. “My husband’s name was George Colton; he is a jeweller off Bond-street.”

The sergeant looked quickly at her. He recognised the name as that of one of the oldest and most reputable firms in London.

“We live at 82 Cadogan-square, Kensington. Tonight we dined with Mrs. Martha Royce in Windsor. She is an old friend of my husband’s and wanted him to take some jewels of hers to town for appraisal and I believe for sale. I begged him not to take them, to have a guard sent for them, but he laughed at me. He had often carried large amounts in jewels. Now they’re gone, and he’s gone.”

She shivered and drew her ermine wrap closer about her slender shoulders. The sergeant’s pen scratched slowly along the paper. He turned to the chauffeur.

“Your name.”

“Oliver Peskett. Driver for Mr. George Colton, 82 Cadogan-square, Kensington.”

“Age?”

“Thirty-one.”

“How long in present employ?”

“Two years Michaelmas.”

The sergeant grunted as he noted these facts down.

“Now tell me again exactly what happened,” he went on. After Mrs. Colton and the chauffeur had slowly repeated the story of the robbery and murder, and the sergeant had carefully blotted his record, he said, “There’s one thing more I’d like to ask you. Your husband carried jewels belonging to Mrs. Royce of Windsor, and they were stolen. Can you tell me the value, or the approximate value, of the jewels? And what were they like?”

“I can’t describe them.”

“You hadn’t seen them?”

“No.”

“But you’re sure he had them? They were talked about at dinner?”

“Yes. They talked about them then and I know he had them in the black satchel. I think they were all diamonds, and I think they said the value was something like twenty or thirty thousand pounds.”

The sergeant looked at the chauffeur. “You knew about them?” he said in a matter-of-fact voice.

“Not I,” the chauffeur said promptly. “Hadn’t the foggiest. I knew he had the bag. I didn’t know what he had in it.”

“All right,”

The sergeant hesitated a moment. Then he said, “I won’t keep you any longer. We’ll take care of your husband’s remains, Mrs. Colton. Will you be in your home in the morning, please. We’ll want to see you again. You’re sure you don’t want me to send for some relative, or friend?”

She shook her head.

“No, thanks. I have no one.”

The chauffeur held the door open for her. As he closed it his eyes met the steady gaze of the sergeant for an instant and quickly shifted away.


CHAPTER TWO

Inspector Bull entered the front door of his modern semi-detached villa in Hampstead. The odour of burned mutton met him full in the face, and he wished for the hundredth time that Mrs. Bull would come back home. In the two years of his married life he had failed to learn why it was that when his wife was at home the maid was what is commonly called a treasure, and when his wife was away she became an increasing liability with every meal. He took off his heavy brown overcoat, which made him somewhat resemble a large cinnamon bear on its hind legs. Not that Inspector Bull was ungainly; he was simply of large bulk. And he always wore cinnamon brown overcoats. His wife’s tactful efforts to make him go in for contrasting instead of harmonising shades met a placid but adamant resistance. The tawny hazel of his moustache and his hair set the pitch for the colour harmony that Inspector Bull followed with some determination. There was no affectation or foppishness about it. Inspector Bull simply dressed in brown.

He deposited his coat and hat in the hall cupboard and went upstairs to the back room he liked to call his den. As a matter of fact that is pretty much what it was. It was pleasantly dim there. The green-shaded lamp on the large flat top desk (from Maple’s) made very little headway against the dark tan paper and heavy leather upholstered furniture and the red and green turkey rug (also from Maple’s). Here Bull brought and—in a sense—buried the bones of his calling as a valued member of the C.I.D. Here also came the few odds and ends of antique china that he could not resist buying from time to time. His passion for broken china had always made him the butt of the perpetual bromide about bulls in china shops. No one had ever failed to mention it. At one time Bull had smiled painfully, but that was when he was a younger man. He was now thirty-six.

He knocked out his pipe into the patented non-tipover-able ash receiver that somebody had given him and sat down in the big chair in front of his desk. He was very low. His wife was away and Scotland Yard was as dead as a door nail. Three communists and two cat burglars had constituted his entire share for two weeks. He was tired of routine, and he was especially tired of hearing about a first-rate poisoning case that Inspector Millikan had been given.

After some thought Inspector Bull reached for the telephone and called his friend, former landlord and ardent admirer Mr. Evan Pinkerton, to invite him to stay a week.

Mr. Pinkerton lived in a large dingy house in Golders Green. He was a grey mouse-like little Welshman who on one memorable occasion had emerged from his chrysalis and for a few moments had become the gaily colored butterfly, so to speak, of avenging justice. Inspector Bull had never forgot that except for the little man in Golders Green the girl who later became his wife would have been lying dead in a ravine in the mountains of Wales. In the past few years Bull had come to rely on Mr. Pinkerton’s curious, almost feminine—or so Bull thought—intuition, in hard cases. He was constantly taking all the policeman’s elaborately collected evidence, looking at it and saying, “Well, well, maybe it’s as you say. But I should have thought the fellow with the brown toupee did it.” This Inspector Bull would never admit. But he would set to work again, and with indomitable thoroughness build up another chain of evidence that led inevitably to the conviction of the man with the brown toupee. On such occasions Mr. Pinkerton would nod his head without complacency and say, “That’s what I would have thought.”

When Inspector Bull called up on this occasion Mr. Pinkerton allowed himself to hope that he was being invited to take part in another case. The cinema and Inspector Bull’s cases were the two scarlet mountain peaks on the dull grey monotonous prairie of Mr. Pinkerton’s existence. Nevertheless he carefully finished his tea of bloater and apple and plum jam before he took off his felt slippers and put on his boots. Then he washed up his dishes and left the place spotless for the woman who came in to clean for him in the mornings.

He got out the bright new suitcase the Bulls had given him for Christmas and packed his things for his visit. Next he locked all the windows, put on his brown bowler hat and his grey overcoat and took his way to Hampstead, where he found Inspector Bull sprinkling weed-killer on the lawn. People who were accustomed to read Dr. Freud would have seen an unconscious connection between the weed-killer and Inspector Millikan’s poisoning case, but Inspector Bull had never read Dr. Freud, nor had Mr. Pinkerton. They greeted each other solemnly and Inspector Bull said that dinner was ready.

The downstairs clock had just struck ten, and Inspector Bull had just yawned and thought of another day of routine on the Embankment, when the telephone on his desk jangled urgently. He looked at it expectantly. It was a private connection with New Scotland Yard.

“Bull speaking!” (“Bellowing, he means,” Commissioner Debenham had once remarked.) “Colnbrook? Bucks. Robbery? Murder? Right you are.”

He put the receiver down and turned to his guest, whose eyes were protruding with pleasurable anticipation.

“There’s been robbery and murder out on the Colnbrook Road. Chief wants me to have a look at it. He says in the morning, but I think I’ll have a look at it now. You want to come along?”

No need to ask. The little man had his brown bowler and grey overcoat on before Bull had heaved his vast bulk out of his desk chair.

“I’ll bring the car around,” said the Inspector. “You lock the door.”

In Commissioner Debenham’s room at New Scotland Yard Chief Inspector Dryden and the Commissioner himself were having what in two less moderate men might be called a decided difference of opinion.

“Our method is wrong, sir,” the Chief Inspector said flatly. “We’ve got to use modern methods for modern crime. The old tradition of the Yard is all right, but when you’ve got motor bandits you’ve got to use their own methods to get them.”

The Commissioner pursed his lips and nodded his qualified agreement.

“That’s undoubtedly true, to a certain extent,” he replied deliberately, pushing a box of cigars across the desk. “But what can we do? Look at this business tonight. I dropped in here half an hour ago. There was a call from Colnbrook. A man with a motorcycle held up George Colton’s car—the jeweller. Relieved him of a satchel of jewels, shot him dead and disappeared. Twenty minutes later we get word of it. All the motor cars in England, each one full of police, won’t help us to catch that man on that motorcycle in London tonight. As soon as we hear about it we have everyone on the lookout. This is early closing day; one-third of the shopkeepers’ assistants in Middlesex are out motorcyling.—Of course, if we’d known in five minutes, we could have done something. Now, new methods won’t help us. It’s a case of the right man on the job.”

The Chief Inspector stared at the smoke rising from the end of his cigar.

“Then why, sir,” he said with a polite impatience, “put Humphrey Bull on the case? Nobody likes Bull better than I do, or thinks more of his ability in certain lines; but it doesn’t run to gang crime.”

“Is this gang crime, Dryden?”

“Typically American, sir. The exact way it’s done. The cold brutality of the gangster. Sheer, deliberate murder.”

Commissioner Debenham shook his head.

“You have American crime and American methods on the brain. We’ll give Bull a chance at it. If it appears to be a gang of Americans, or an Americanised gang of Englishmen, you can take it yourself. I’m a little prejudiced in Bull’s favour, I must admit, since he discovered that Tito Mellema murdered that woman—what’s her name? La Mar. If I’m not mistaken, Inspector, you thought her death was a gang racket because she was connected with an American musical comedy.”

Inspector Dryden grinned in spite of himself.

“Perhaps you’re right, sir. Well, I’ll be getting home. I’m sorry old Colton’s dead.”

“So am I,” said the Commissioner. “There wasn’t much he didn’t know about precious stones, and who owns ’em, and how much they paid.”

“Or when they sold them and for how much, sir.”

“I’m afraid that’s right too, Dryden. I hope you’re not thinking, by the way, of the recent loss of Lady Blanche’s emerald collar, which rightfully belongs—or belonged—to her mother-in-law the Duchess?”

Inspector Dryden allowed himself only half a smile.

“Oh, no, sir,” he said soberly.

“Of course not, Dryden. Well, we certainly got ‘down the banks,’ as young Boyd says, for that collar. And worse luck, I have to look in on the Home Secretary tonight, and he’ll have enough to say about this business of Colton. Good-night, Inspector.”


CHAPTER THREE

It was a little after eleven that night when Inspector Bull and Mr. Pinkerton drove up to the Colnbrook police station in Inspector Bull’s open Morris Oxford. It had begun to rain in torrents, but Bull had refused to take the time to put up the curtains. Cold and wet, he and Mr. Pinkerton listened with impassive silence to the sergeant’s account of the holdup and murder. At least Inspector Bull did, in the best manner of the Metropolitan police. Mr. Pinkerton’s attempt to appear impassive was a little-comical; he was quivering like a badly bred hound at the kill. The sergeant in the meantime had learned for the first time from Inspector Bull the importance of the victim that Fate had left on his doorstep, and was little short of interested himself.

“Well, we’d better run down and have a look,” Bull said when the man had finished. “This rain’ll leave everything a blank. What time did you phone in to have the London Road watched?”

“About 9.35, sir.”

The sergeant tended to be a little aggressive, without particularly being able to think of anything he had left undone. But he had told his story ten times in the last hour, and Inspector Bull was the only person not impressed.

“Any report come in?”

“No, sir.”

“Did you notify the station at Slough?”

The sergeant looked bewildered.

“He was headed for London!” he replied with some vexation.

Bull grunted. “If I was him,” he said calmly, “I’d have turned left into the by-pass and gone right through Slough, or anywheres else, and left the people at Cranford still waiting. But I guess he could have got to Dover by the time we heard about it. Let’s get along.”

A lone constable in a rubber cape was on guard in the road.

“That’s the place,” the sergeant said.

Bull turned his overcoat collar up around his neck and got heavily out of the small car. It was pitch dark except for the small sea of light from their headlights. The sergeant explained

“The man stopped by the gate there and waited until they came along. When the car came, he stepped out and held up his hand. The driver stopped and asked what he wanted. He found himself looking in a gun. He gets out and holds up his hands. The man orders Colton to get out. The lady is to stay where she was—she’d started to get out too, you see?”

Bull grunted.

“The car was right here?”

“That’s right. The man stood here, and the driver stood just here. Then the woman takes a revolver out of the pocket in the car and fires at him. The fellow shoots twice straight into Colton. He drops right forward here. Then he’s off on the cycle.”

Bull grunted at this second recital and made a rapid examination, with the help of his pocket lamp, of the entrance in which the man had stood while waiting. The rain washing down the brick walk made a small sea at the side of the road. So far as Bull could make out, there was no evidence that either a man or a machine had ever stood there.

“There’s one point, Inspector,” the sergeant went on judicially. “That’s how did he know the car with those diamonds was coming this way? It’s the first thing on wheels that’s not a touring lay-out that we’ve seen here for a month of Sundays. You know the by-pass takes ’em all around the other way.”

Inspector Bull’s grunt was even less interested than usual.

“Has anybody been by here while you’ve been on duty?” he asked the constable.

“No, sir. Only the 102 bus from Windsor. No private cars.”

“And nobody on a motor-bike, I suppose.”

“No, sir.”

Bull chewed his lower lip.

“Colton was standing right here when he was shot?”

“That’s the spot, sir,” said the sergeant. He pointed to what Mr. Pinkerton could imagine was still the tinge of crimson that nature, in her inexorable cleanliness, had washed away with swift torrents of rain.

“Where is the body now?” Bull asked.

“Had it taken to Slough, sir. We don’t have much room in the village for that sort of thing.” The sergeant’s voice suggested a certain fastidiousness. People seldom died in Colnbrook; no one was murdered.

“Right. We’ll push along then. You might keep your man here till morning. Somebody might show up. Ready, Pinkerton?”

The little man was standing in the gateway where the killer had stood. He was dripping wet, but his eyes were bright. He decided that what he wanted to say could wait.

At Slough Inspector Bull lifted the sheet from the dead face of George Colton, jeweller by appointment to half the royal heads, crowned and decrowned, of Europe. He knew something of the history of the man on the cold marble slab in front of him. If he hadn’t, he thought then, he could almost have guessed it from the prosperous well-fed look, some of which lingered even in death. The round smooth discreet face had settled into the complacent mask of the successful London merchant. For that was what George Colton had been, exclusive of everything else.

Five generations of Coltons had done business over the same counter of the little shop off Bond-street. They had done better business in the little upper room across a table made from one of Mr. Chippendale’s designs done especially for Mr. George Colton, jeweller to his Majesty, in 1750. The alliances and mésalliances of half the great houses of Europe had been sealed for two hundred years by a priceless bauble from the little shop. It hardly ever changed. The Coltons ceased to reside in the little rooms above the shop sometime in the Eighties; and in 1910 they were virtually forced, by their assurance agent, to put up steel shutters. Otherwise things were much the same over a hundred years. The Colton business was small in number of transactions, but large when they counted the year’s profits. If a customer paid before a year had passed—so people said—they added twenty-five per cent, for the embarrassment of lowering the standard of their clientele; otherwise they added ten per cent, for credit.

Inspector Bull did not know all this. He only knew that Colton was reputed to be one of the most prosperous jewellers of London, his firm highly solvent and above all immaculately respectable; that he was dead—murdered, in fact; that he had been robbed of a collection of diamonds reputed to have considerable value; and that it was Inspector Bull’s job first to find the murderer and second to recover the jewels. He knew the habits of jewel thieves well enough to know that the two things weren’t necessarily synonymous. Quite probably the continental police would put their hands on the jewels if they turned up abroad; or it was conceivable that one of the London fences might handle them. But Inspector Bull knew very well that the Commissioner would be concerned with the man who had done the thing rather than the jewels. Scotland Yard still regards human life as of more importance than precious stones. If such an outrage went unpunished, the highways of England would be as dangerous as the tracks of the jungle.

Bull looked at the collection of small articles taken from the dead man’s pockets. A watch, a card case, a few notes, a handful of silver, a key ring with ordinary house keys, a handkerchief. The only article of interest the local sergeant kept, with the instinct of a showman, until the last.

“He wore this around his neck, sir.”

It was a single small gold key attached to a long flat black cord.

“I’ll take that,” said Bull quickly. He examined it, then put it in his pocket. “In fact, I’ll take the other keys too. By Jove!” he added, and then reached for the telephone.

“Bull speaking,” he said when he had got Scotland Yard. “Have you got a man detailed at the Colton shop in St. Giles-street?”

He listened intently for a minute. Then he hung up the receiver.

“Well, I’m damned,” said Inspector Bull mildly.

Mr. Pinkerton looked at him with bright expectant eyes.

“A man was detailed at the shop at half-past ten,” Bull said placidly. “But P. C. Maxim is on point duty there. He reports that at five minutes to ten a man entered the shop by the front door, with a key. Maxim was going past when the man opened the door. The man said ‘Good evening,’ and asked Maxim to stand by for a minute till he came out, so he wouldn’t have to lock up behind him. He was inside three minutes or so, came out, said good-bye to P. C. Maxim, and walked off.”

“That’s very interesting,” Mr. Pinkerton said eagerly.


CHAPTER FOUR

Inspector Bull was in his small room on the Embankment before eight o’clock the next morning.

The papers he had gathered in on his way from Hampstead were unpleasantly full of sensational news.

“Lone Bandit Robs and Murders Jeweller.”

“Scotland Yard Powerless to Cope with New Conditions, says Expert.”

Bull put them aside wearily. He especially disliked the constant comparison of London and certain well-known American cities. To accuse Scotland Yard of inefficiency was one thing—after all it wasn’t necessarily inefficient not to have caught a murderer or a bandit within twelve hours of the act. It was quite another thing to liken London to Chicago. Englishmen should have more pride.

He had to admit, however, that reports were not encouraging. Nineteen motor bicyclists had been picked up during the night. One in Maidstone was a hairdresser, coming back from seeing his young woman in Pimlico. One in Staines was a draper returning from he preferred not to tell where near Kingston. Near Oxford an undergraduate out without permission had been first detained and then turned over to the proctors. In Hounslow William Archer, occupation and age uncertain, had been playing darts to such an extent that he had forgot his way home. But no one who, as far as could be seen, had been within three miles of Colnbrook since Midsummer.

“They’ll be cabling to say they’ve got him in Canada before noon,” Inspector Bull groaned, pushing the reports aside and wondering how soon he could decently call on Mrs. Colton.

* * * *

When Chief Inspector Dryden objected to the Commissioner’s putting Bull in charge of what the papers came to call “the Colnbrook Outrage,” he was objecting on purely professional grounds. Inspector Bull’s position at the Yard was, in a sense, unique. Like all professional policemen and unlike all amateur detectives of fiction, Bull was sober, matter-of-fact, infinitely painstaking, and as shy as a colt of anything that smacked of the brilliant or the miraculous. He did not believe in mysteries. To Humphrey Bull the world was about as plain as a pikestaff. When the brilliant amateur of Jermyn-street showed, by the closest marshalling of the facts and the most logical deduction from them, that Queenie La Mar could not have been poisoned by arsenic because she had not taken any, Inspector Bull, being reliably informed that her symptoms were precisely those of arsenical poisoning, very ploddingly had her exhumed and analysed, and found arsenic in her hair, nails and internal organs. He then proceeded to go over her diet again. In thus examining into what she ate, he corroborated the discovery of the brilliant amateur that like most modern young women she ate practically nothing. Still, the facts were the facts; and Inspector Bull recalled what he had learned by observation of Mrs. Bull, that even if modern young women avoid all other forms of fat, they steadily eat small but adequate quantities of lip stick. And Queenie La Mar (whose real name is not important) used more lip stick than any woman in London. Bull confiscated the cosmetics from Queenie La Mar’s sealed rooms, and soon after a man ended his life in the small house in Pentonville. As Bull explained to his wife, “You see, if it isn’t one thing it must be something else.” It was all plain.

As a matter of fact Bull, for all his simple and matter-of-fact attitude towards his occupation, was at heart both credulous and romantic. His wife, in the fashion of wives, was unable to see how he ever managed as well as he did. Anyone could sell him anything, for instance. A manly fear of his wife’s amusement was all that kept him safe from every dealer in old china in town. And he had deeply ingrained in him the prejudices of his class and of his profession. For example, one of the maxims he had learned when he first became a member of the Metropolitan police was “Be careful of women in a house of trouble.” Yet with all his experience of that truth, he was never convinced that a woman, in any of his own cases, had played any rôle but that of mouse to someone else’s cat. When Mr. Pinkerton had forced him to admit, in one of his most celebrated and puzzling cases, that the vicar’s widow had poisoned the choir master, he convicted her. No one was more relieved when that sweet-faced old lady died a natural death before she was hanged; and in his heart of hearts Bull was convinced that it was the choir master’s own fault.

In his way Inspector Bull was a specialist. He knew the impulses and motives of the great middle class, from which occasionally a great criminal springs, more unerringly than any other man at the Yard. As they used to say at the Yard, Bull was useless in St. James’s or St. Giles, Mayfair or Whitechapel. But in his own field no one reached so infallibly into the inner motives of those who had broken the law of God or man. Queenie La Mar was Drury-lane—but her father was a draper in Earl’s-court; and Tito Mellema’s father (Titus Mellinovski) had brought up Tito, very inadequately, in the area of his interior decorating and wall paper establishment in Camden-town. Inspector Bull knew, though he could never have said it, that a middle class soul is a middle class soul, and when it commits murder in Drury-lane, Elephant and Castle or Half Moon-street, it does it from middle class motives and usually with middle class weapons.

That was why Chief Inspector Dryden did not want Bull to have the Colnbrook Outrage. It was clearly outside his field. But the Commissioner had decided it; and at ten o’clock, when Bull called on Mrs. George Colton, he was well launched into dangerous seas.

* * * *

Mrs. Colton was in her sitting room when Bull was announced. He looked hesitatingly at the slim graceful young woman with clear hazel eyes and smoothly waved ash-blonde hair standing by the fire-place.

“Is Mrs. Colton . . . ?”

“I am Mrs. Colton.” Her voice was slightly husky and vaguely disturbing. “Will you sit down?”

Inspector Bull was slightly embarrassed. He realized how many preconceived notions he had brought with him. Quite unconsciously he had made up a picture of George Colton’s home life, built around the image of the plump, pink, well-nourished jowls of the dead jeweller. The discreet complacency, the shrewd respectability of that dead face were in the oddest contrast with the pale lovely woman in black sitting across from him, regarding him thoughtfully out of calm sad eyes. She could not be more than twenty-seven or eight, Bull thought. As he sat down he forgot, with admirable adaptability, the fat, weeping, bejewelled old lady he had expected to meet.

He got out his notebook.

“I’ve heard the principal facts about this, Mrs. Colton,” he said a little awkwardly. “I would like to know first, now, how many people knew your husband had the jewels with him last night.”

Mrs. Colton showed no surprise. She thought for a moment.

“I knew it,” she said then. “I don’t know surely how many others did. Mrs. Royce, of course. And her son too. That’s all I’m sure of.”

“Your chauffeur?”

“I think he didn’t know. Surely if he had he wouldn’t have stopped the car.”

“Do you think it’s out of the question, madam, that he knew the man in the road?”

She looked at him quickly.

“Oh, that’s absurd. He’s been with us over two years. My husband trusted him in everything.”

“What about the other servants?”

“That’s out of the question too. My husband never discussed his affairs with anyone. I knew quite by accident that he had the jewels with him. I came into the drawing room at Mrs. Royce’s when she was taking his receipt for them. I tried to persuade him to send a guard out for them today. Mrs. Royce thought I was silly and so did Mr. Colton.”

“Yes. Who is Mrs. Royce, please?”

Inspector Bull was writing industriously in his notebook, but he was thinking about something else.

“She is an old friend of my husband’s. I think her husband and Mr. Colton went to school together. He died many years ago and left her well-to-do. Then someone else died about ten years ago and left her more money. My husband of course thought diamonds were a sound investment and persuaded her to buy. The gold-in-the-stocking theory of economics, I suppose you call it.”

Inspector Bull looked up at her.

“Yes. I understand from your statement last night that she was thinking of selling. Had she decided that diamonds were not such a good investment, or did she need money?”

Mrs. Colton smiled faintly. “I don’t know, Mr.—Inspector—Bull. She doesn’t need money, however, and of course diamonds have gone down considerably. Perhaps she thought she’d better unload before they went down more. In fact I remember now my husband did say he’d advised her to sell.”

“When was that, madam?”

“On the way to Colnbrook. After we’d left Windsor. They have gone down four shillings in the pound, I think he said. Something of the sort.”

“Yes. Do you know if they had agreed on last night, previously, as the time he was to get them?”

“I suppose they had. They were to be appraised in Hatton-garden this morning.”

“Who by?” asked Bull quickly.

She thought a moment.

“Would it be Mr. Steiner?” she asked. “I barely heard the name mentioned. It seems like a good name.”

A half-smile appeared for a fleeting second on her lips. Inspector Bull looked at her placidly. The occasion of her amusement passed him by. He noted down two words: “Albert Steiner.”

“Then Mr. Colton was arranging a sale?” he went on.

“I think so. I suppose he probably had a purchaser. Say an American.”

“Oh,” said Bull.

“I don’t know that,” she went on a little hastily. “But my husband was a careful business man. While he was very fond of Mrs. Royce, I don’t think he would have undertaken to sell some old-fashioned stones for her unless he could do it easily. If it was just an idea they’d have done it long ago—I should think. That’s why I think he had a buyer in mind. And I suppose it was an American because everyone else is poor. It’s just guess-work.”

Inspector Bull wrote in the black notebook.

“If it is true, Mrs. Colton,” he said, “there are a good many people who could have known he had the jewels that night.”

She hesitated, and looked reflectively out of the window.

“Yes . . . and no, Inspector. Mr. Steiner, if that’s his name, knew they were to be brought to him this morning, I suppose. I don’t know that he knew my husband was bringing them personally from Windsor last night. Or even that he knew they were in Windsor.”

“What about your husband’s clerks, madam?”

Again the half-smile, quickly vanishing.

“My husband’s clerk is Mr. Smith,” she said very seriously. “He would probably know about it. He’s seventy-four and he’s been with the firm longer than my husband had. Then there’s the boy. His name is Gates. He wouldn’t know.”

Inspector Bull only looked his question.

“Because he only polishes the silver and opens the door. You see, he’s just fifty.”

In spite of himself Bull glanced up at her. In his earnest fashion he had thought he detected an unbecoming levity in her voice. But she was perfectly composed. There was even a trace of distinct unhappiness in the calm eyes.

Then as she caught his glance she said impulsively, “Oh, you see it’s always seemed so absurd to me—all the fuss and bother about shop and important clients and all of it. I only persuaded my husband to stop wearing a top hat and dress like a human being a few months ago. Oh, it’s ghastly, all of it.”

The mask of composure had slipped a little, and Inspector Bull was glad of it. The eyes flashed, and again there was a glint of pain in them.

“I see,” he said soberly. “How many people are there in Mrs. Royce’s household?”

“There’s her son. He, by the way, brought the jewels from the vault in the Midland Bank in Windsor yesterday afternoon.”

“Then he knew her plans about them?”

“I don’t know, I’m sure.”

“If he did, that makes five people who knew about them, including yourself. Steiner of Hatton-garden; Mrs. Royce; her son; your husband’s clerk Smith. Your driver makes a possible sixth, and I suppose there are servants in the Royce house who could have overheard something. Then there’s a chance that somebody at the bank talked about it.”

The telephone at the low table beside Mrs. Colton’s chair rang.

“Hello. Oh, yes, Mr. Field. Yes, if you will. I didn’t want to disturb you last night. Very well. Thank you.”

She turned to Bull.

“It’s my husband’s solicitor. He’s coming out now. He can tell you about my husband’s affairs. I suppose he might even know who was going to buy the stones.”

“I’ll have to see him later, madam,” Inspector Bull said, getting to his feet. “Just one more point. Please give me the best description you can of the man who stopped you in the Colnbrook Road.”

She shrugged her shoulders helplessly.

“I’ve tried so hard to remember what he was like! But I can’t, except vaguely. He was about my husband’s height and not so heavy; and that’s really all I can think of about him. If I’d only not tried to help! When we started out my husband took the revolver out of his pocket and said, ‘You see how silly it is to be alarmed. I’ll put this here in sight.’ He put it in the pocket by the arm rest. When he didn’t take it I reached for it. I thought I could frighten the man. Then I nearly fainted. That’s really all I know.”

Bull put his notebook in his pocket.

“Thank you. I’ll trouble you as little as I can. I’d like to see the chauffeur now, please.”

She rang the bell, “Do you want him to come here?”

“I’ll see him in the garage, please.”

Mrs, Colton directed the maid to take Inspector Bull to see the chauffeur. Inspector Bull followed the trim little maid mechanically, thinking of several things very hard. They went out a side door towards the back of the house. Bull suddenly noticed that the maid was surreptitiously looking at him, as they went along, with intense curiosity, shaking with excitement. They came around a corner of the house.

“Ah!” the maid whispered suddenly. “There’s Peskett now, talking to Miss Agatha.”

Bull saw a man of middle size standing by a large Daimler in the driveway. He was looking sullenly at the ground and kicking pebbles along the drive. A young woman was talking urgently to him.

As Bull advanced the girl turned quickly around and came forward. She was about twenty-five, Bull thought, rather pretty, with black eyes, dark curling hair and a mouth closed as tightly as a steel trap. Without looking at Bull she went quickly into the house by an open f rench window.

“Who’s that?” Bull said to the maid, who was standing by the corner of the house.

“Oh, sir, that’s Miss Agatha. The master’s daughter, sir.”

Bull went along to the driveway where Peskett was polishing the windows of the big car. He could not see the two pairs of eyes that were watching him through lace curtains. One pair of calm hazel eyes upstairs, one pair of burning black eyes behind the french window.

“I’d like to talk to you a minute, Peskett,” he said. “I’m Inspector Bull of Scotland Yard.”


CHAPTER FIVE

Peskett was not the type of man that Bull would have picked for George Colton’s chauffeur. He was clearly not the sort of man to touch his cap and hold the door open with any kind of grace or suavity, even for a very respectable and prosperous merchant. Servants generally, male servants in particular, belong to that great class of people whose public and private lives have no connection with each other . . . like labour cabinet ministers, and interior decorators whose fathers are dukes. Publicly and privately their set-ups are as different as Fulham-road and Grosvenor-square. When they disappear from the eye of their public they reach a different plane of feeling and conduct; when they reappear they wear a mask that disguises them. Oliver Peskett was not like that, Inspector Bull thought. He could not place him.

“I want you to tell me about last night, Peskett.”

He conceded, in spite of whatever ideas he might have had from a first sight of the man, that the chauffeur’s story was simple, direct and explicit. Though not in exactly the same words, it differed in no essential, as far as Bull could remember, from the statement taken at the police station in Colnbrook and from that just given him by Mrs. Colton.

When Peskett had finished Bull thought it over a moment.

“What did you do when he shot?” he asked

“I didn’t do anything,” Peskett said. “I didn’t want to get shot myself, and I didn’t have a gun. I don’t think he would have fired if Mrs. Colton had kept her head. He didn’t look as if he meant to, anyway. I suppose she thought she’d scare him off.”

Bull thought again.

“How much were those diamonds worth?”

“I heard Mrs. Colton tell the sergeant at Colnbrook they were worth around £ 30,000.”

“That’s the first you knew of it?”

“That’s right.”

“But you knew he was carrying jewels of some value?”

“I didn’t. Nothing of the sort. I knew when I saw him get in the car at Windsor that he had jewels with him. He always carried them in that little black satchel. The day he took the Austrian crown jewels to Cheltenham to show them to Lady Morgan that’s the way he carried them. But I carried a gun that day. Some of those roads are pretty lonesome. He thought it was foolish. I never could figure him out about that.”

“Did he carry stones about often, in that satchel?”

“Never saw him carry them any other way, and I’ve been driving him two years.”

Bull wondered if he noticed a shade of defiance in the man’s voice.

“You weren’t armed last night, though?” he asked.

“Mr. Colton wouldn’t have it. Sometimes I used to take a gun without his knowing it, when I knew he had stones with him. I didn’t know he would, last night, so I didn’t have one. I guess it wouldn’t have been much good anyway. That fellow was pretty quick on the draw.”

Bull looked at him with a hardly perceptible but increased interest.

“Where are you from, by the way?”

“I came to Mr. Colton from Manchester.”

“Born there?”

“No. I worked there from 1919 on”.

“What doing?”

“I drove a lorry for Weber and Ernst.”

“You say Mr. Colton was opposed to firearms. Do you mean he didn’t carry them himself, or didn’t want you to?”

“Both. He said they invited murder. I guess he thought more about his hide than he did of money. That’s saying a lot.”

“How do you account for the gun he had in the side pocket of the car last night?”

Perhaps the placidity of Inspector Bull’s tone had the slightest dangerously silky quality.

The driver gave a short mirthless laugh.

“I don’t. I could swear he never had one there before.”

“When the man stopped you, you didn’t see he was masked until you let down the window, I understand.”

“That’s right. Then I saw he had a couple of guns. I did just what I was told.”

“You must have had time to get a pretty fair idea of what he was like, didn’t you?”

“Yes and no.”

Peskett hesitated a little.

“I couldn’t see his face at all, you see. Cap over his forehead, goggles over his eyes, mask over the rest. But I thought of one thing. His voice was faked, it was too deep. He was putting on, if you know what I mean. And he bit off his words, like he didn’t want to talk any more than he had to.”

Inspector Bull thought hard about that.

“What else?” he said.

“Well, he was taller than Mr. Colton. Then there was something about him. I don’t know what it was. But I’d know him if I saw him again.”

Bull looked at him thoughtfully. “What kind of a machine did he have?”

“Dunlop four.”

“Did you see it?”

“No. Heard it.”

“You know a lot about motorcycles?”

“I know enough to know what kind of an engine it’s got when I hear it go.”

“What did Miss Colton want out here a minute ago?”

The driver reached in his pocket for a cigarette. There was a noticeable hesitation.

“She wanted to know why I happened to take the Colnbrook Road instead of the by-pass,” he said then.

The faint glint of amusement in Inspector Bull’s eyes did strange things to his stolid, simple face.

“That’s just what I was going to ask you myself,” he said pleasantly.

“And I was going to tell you just what I told her,” the driver said calmly. “That Mr. Colton told me to take it when we left Windsor. I suppose he wanted to keep away from that place on the by-pass where there’s been three hold-ups the last fortnight.”

Bull nodded. “Reason enough, too. Well, good-morning. I’ll be seeing you later.”

He got into his car and set off for Windsor, with the germs of several ideas tucked away safely in his mind.

“Mr. Peskett isn’t as clever as he thinks,” Inspector Bull thought with some complacency.


CHAPTER SIX

Mrs. Royce lived, so Inspector Bull discovered without much trouble, in a four-storey red brick Georgian house in the Windsor High-street. She would have preferred to live in one of her houses in the country—she had two, with adequate funds for maintenance and operation—but her principles would not permit it. Mrs. Royce believed that it was someone’s duty to protect the rear view of the royal household. When new tea-shops were opened in the High-street she wrote letters to the Times. Her letters seemed not to deter Messrs. Lyons, or whoever it might be, but they exhibited Mrs. Royce doing her duty as a British subject. She refused all offers for her own house with great violence. Once, Bull learned, she had called in a surprised constable to eject a still more surprised London agent who had not fully realised that she really did not mean to sell.

Mrs. Royce—though Inspector Bull would not have put it this way—was an Edwardian. Edwardians are much worse than Victorians, for the reason that when they reverted to type after the wicked but thin veneering of the gay Nineties they reverted even further than type. More than that, they had had a sip of life, and knew just how heady a drink it really was. This the Victorians in their innocence had only guessed.

Mrs. Royce had had a gay youth. A royal prince had passed her house every morning for a week just to catch a glimpse of her. That was in 1887. She had managed to push a kitten out of the drawing-room window. The Prince had actually picked it up and returned it to her. Mrs. Royce thus knew very well how dangerous life could be, and how delightful. So when, in her middle age, she started to go native —for surely the Victorians are the quintessence of English-ness—she went native with a vengeance. She became a veritable dragon. Only a sharp observer could see a fiery twinkle in the old grey eyes under the grizzled Lily Langtry coiffure.

Mrs. Royce wore heavy purple grosgrain silk dresses with beaded collars in the winter, and lavender grosgrain silk dresses with a black velvet band around her neck in the summer. In the winter her hats were black velvet, resembling a section of stovepipe, topped with mink tails. In the summer they were straw with pansies. In all seasons she was a formidable figure. She never hesitated to express herself in a manner as terrifying as her person. She had once said to George Colton, her friend and business adviser, “’Pon my soul, George, I do believe you’re the only person I know in England who doesn’t shiver when I appear. It’s most extraordinary, ’pon my soul it is. And my own son at that.”

That was true, in spite of the non sequitur, which was characteristic. Mr. Colton was not afraid of her; her own son was very much so, or so people thought.

“Mother’s so beastly unpredictable,” was his chief comment in the thirty years of his existence by her. He hardly knew, when he opened his morning’s mail, whether he would have a letter from her solicitor cutting him off without a shilling, or one directing him to step around to the Piccadilly show rooms to view the Mercedes she had ordered for him.

When Inspector Bull arrived mother and son were, it appeared, in the upstairs drawing room. He was shown up. It was a room after his own heart. Everything on which an ob-jet could be placed was covered, and draped landscapes and portraits on easels, sofas and chairs with velvet fringes and white antimacassars, palms, aspidistras, huge Chinese vases, and elaborate screens with portraits in the panels completely filled the room except for a narrow passage that led from each door to a small clear space, like an oasis (with palms outside) in the centre. Into this space Inspector Bull tried to insinuate his great bulk without tipping anything, or everything, over.

Mrs. Royce sat in state against her formidable background. Bull could not see her very clearly, he discovered. The heavy, long, dark green silk window drapes were partly drawn, giving to a naturally light room a depressing twilight gloom. That in spite of the fact that outside the sun was shining mildly—indeed brightly, for February.

Her son was standing behind her. It was obvious that he felt no more at home in his mother’s drawing room than Bull did. He was a discordant note, Bull felt at once; even more so than the expensive wireless set in the corner behind a section of the palms.

“So you’re the police, young man!”

Bull almost jumped at the sound of that deep bass voice. He had never felt so keenly his personal inadequacy to represent New Scotland Yard.

“And have you found my diamonds? And who killed George Colton, eh?”

“Not yet, ma’am,” Bull said.

“Well, my son says you never will. Not that I take much stock in what he says.”

She stared belligerently at him.

“We’ll do our best, ma’am,” he said, recovering what was his best approximation to some sort of professional suavity. “And I’d like any information you can give me.”

“Information indeed,” said Mrs. Royce. “That’s your business, my good man, not mine.”

Bull found himself actively disliking Mrs. Royce. He always and above all things hated to be called “my good man.” It made him unaccountably angry.

“It will save me time, ma’am,” he said stolidly, “if you will answer a few questions.”

Mrs. Royce breathed heavily. Inspector Bull got out his black notebook. Mrs. Royce shook her grizzled curls almost savagely. “Very well!” she said.

“What was the value of the jewels Mr. Colton had last night, please?”

“The assurance people can tell you that better than I can, I’m sure. That’s their business. You know as well as I do that with the market what it is it’s hard to say what anything’s worth.”

“Then approximately, ma’am,” Inspector Bull said patiently.

“Between £ 20,000 and £ 30,000, I’m told.”

“Were they fully insured against theft?”

“Of course they were. With the police what they are you have to insure your false hair.”

Mrs. Royce nodded her old head at him with the grimmest of smiles.

Bull had no gift of repartee, which partly explained his considerable success as a policeman. When unduly goaded he managed, through no particular merit of his own—or none that he would have been aware of—to give the impression of a Newfoundland ignoring the yapping of a Mexican hairless. Not that Mrs. Royce resembled such an animal in the least. Now he managed to remain imperturbable—until, glancing at young Mr. Royce, he saw a twinkle of amusement in his eye. Inspector Bull gave him a glance of placid dislike.

“Who beside yourself knew that Mr. Colton was taking the jewels to town last night, Mrs. Royce?” he said stolidly.

“Mrs. Colton, I suppose. That scatter-brained wife of his. In my time, I can tell you, sensible men didn’t discuss their business with their wives.”

Bull nodded, easily understanding such a reticence on the part of the deceased Mr. Royce. There was a second flicker in the younger man’s eyes.

“My son here knew. He got them from the vault yesterday afternoon. I suppose Mr. Thornton, the manager, knew. Eh, Michael?”

She turned towards Michael.

“Michael, come out here where I can see you. And, Inspector, sit down!”

Michael Royce slipped out into the cleared space. Bull sat down on a tan plush chair with castors that made it a precarious seat until his weight anchored it into the rug.

“Yes, I told Thornton, Mother. He was worried about letting them go. I told him Colton was taking them into town that night.”

“Well, then. I’m sure that’s all. Of course that person in Hatton-gardens may have known.”

“Hatton-garden, ma’am,” said Inspector Bull politely. “Mr. Steiner.”

Whatever Mrs. Royce might be, Bull saw, she was not dull. She gave him a fierce stare. It was followed by a subterranean chuckle.

“You’re not as big a fool as I thought you were, Inspector. What difference does it make what it’s called or what he’s called. I don’t even know that Colton told him when he was bringing the jewels. And I’m sure that’s all.”

“Servants, ma’am?”

“Stuff and nonsense. Murry is sixty-five and as deaf as a post. The parlour maid is too stupid to be in an institution, much less conduct a robbery.”

“Are they your only servants?”

“Don’t be inane, young man. Certainly not. There’s the cook; the chauffeur, and the house-maid. Out of the question.”

Bull thought about it. He wondered.

Mrs. Royce continued.

“The diamonds are all very well, young man.” Her voice was grim, and she fixed Bull with an unflinching eye. “But what I want to see is that ruffian hanged who shot George Colton down in cold blood. George Colton was the best friend I ever had. When I think it was a few paltry baubles of mine that were responsible for his death, I’m ashamed, Inspector. I’m ashamed!”

Bull felt himself strangely moved just then. There was something almost gentle about the old woman. The deep hoarse voice demanding justice for her friend was curiously tender. Inspector Bull happened to glance at Michael Royce. That young man was obviously ill at ease.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Inspector Bull was distinctly uncomfortable. He was tired of hearing about the inefficiency of the police. He was even more tired of hearing their supposed inefficiency condoned on the grounds that their powers were limited by such and such an Act. At the same time he was forced to admit that, with many possibilities, he saw little positive enlightenment.

A description of the jewels by the Continental Bonding and Assurance Company, Ltd., with premises in Thread-needle-street, was on his desk when he returned to the Embankment after lunch. Also the information that the stones were insured by Mrs. Royce for £ 35,000. Further, that the company had put two of their private detectives on the job of recovering them.

Inspector Bull snorted, thought, got his hat and coat and called on the company’s manager by way of bus from Trafalgar-square. Mr. Smedley was glad to see him. Inspector Bull, he trusted, could easily understand their position in the matter.

Bull agreed without enthusiasm.

“Mrs. Royce tells me the jewels are fully covered by your company?”

“Fully indeed,” said Mr. Smedley. He had, for a second, forgot the elegance of the well-bred manager. Bull looked at him inquiringly.

“Very fully, Inspector. Very fully indeed. That’s the great trouble.”

Inspector Bull’s mild blue eyes remained on the manager.

“Last week, Inspector, I discussed this matter with one of our directors. I told him that Mrs. Royce’s diamonds were insured far beyond their present value. In spite of the decreased production—which is purely artificial—the price of diamonds has gone down twenty per cent, this year. I don’t know if you know all this. Now, in addition, the efforts to bolster up present prices brought a sharp reduction in the value of old stones. For example, the fashion in cutting has changed. You know, of course, how such changes are brought about. That is particularly applicable to Mrs. Royce’s stones. I should say that their present value is between £ 10,000 and £ 15,000.

“I explained that to our directors. I said I thought we were laying ourselves open to just this sort of thing.”

“What action did you take?” Inspector Bull asked.

The man hesitated and rubbed his thin dry hands together.

“As a matter of fact,” he said, a little reluctantly, “our Board of Directors meets Monday week. It was planned to take the matter up at that time. I would then have been directed to advise Mrs. Royce of their intentions.”

Bull looked his question.

“And have the stones revalued for a reduction of the covering.”

Bull nodded. This was a complication.

“And, as a matter of fact,” Mr. Smedley continued, “I had asked her to have the stones reappraised herself, by a competent person, and to have him report to the directors at that meeting.”

“When was it that you told her?” Bull asked.

Mr. Smedley thought.

“Four days ago.”

“Is it customary to change the assessed value of property you insure?”

“This is a very unusual case, Inspector. Values have shifted since the war. We’ve had severe drains on our resources. We paid £ 150,000 to Lord Rosen after that terrible fête at Lewes Manor. Then there was the Manborough affair.”

Mr. Smedley winced painfully at the memory, and lowered his voice.

“In short . . . financial situation over the country . . . we have felt it best to make . . . what shall I say?—readjustments.”

“One of which,” Inspector Bull summed up, “was Mrs. Royce’s diamonds.”

Mr. Smedley nodded.

“You see, they were insured with us before her husband’s death. That was in 1910. They are a fine collection of stones, but they have no extrinsic value, and their intrinsic value has decreased sharply. I mean, there’s no single great stone, or historic interest, or anything of that sort. I explained all that to Mrs. Royce. I may say that she was singularly amenable.”

“She didn’t object?” Inspector Bull’s surprise was evident.

“Oh, no! Oh, no! I don’t mean that at all. But in view of the . . . vigour of most of her opinions and objections, she took this proposal in extraordinary good part. Oh, she said we were outrageous robbers, and she would put her property with another concern. But she says that so often that we . . . we understand each other.”

“Well,” said Bull patiently, “and did she have the stones appraised?”

“That’s what Mr. Colton was bringing them to town for last night. We agreed on Albert Steiner in Hatton-garden.”

“I see. Did you know Colton was bringing them in last night?”

“Oh, yes. We knew it.”

Mr. Smedley’s answer came without hesitation. Bull wondered if he saw the point of the question. Then he wondered if, with so frequent an affirmative answer to it, the question had any point. So far he had found no one who didn’t know that the jewels were being brought that night from Windsor to London. But then the idea came back to him: All very well, but why the Colnbrook Road?

“I think, Mr. Smedley,” he said, “it’s obvious that this was an inside job, so to speak. It wasn’t an accidental robbery. Somebody knew the jewels were coming. Now who else besides yourself, in this office, knew about them?”

Mr. Smedley allowed himself a tiny smile as he rubbed his hands nervously together.

“My secretary,” he said. “You can depend on her honesty.”

“I’ll see her, please.”

Bull got his coat and hat as the manager pressed a button. A be-spectacled woman came in from an outer office. Bull looked at her and said, “Never mind.”

He felt that he could, as Mr. Smedley said, depend on her honesty; she was fifty and remarkably unattractive. She was not in league with Peskett, nor with Michael Royce.

“Thank you,” he said. “I understand that unless the jewels are recovered, you’ll pay Mrs. Royce £ 35,000.”

Mr. Smedley’s smile was wintry.

“I’m afraid we shall,” he said.

It occurred to Inspector Bull as he went out that the Thames River would be an excellent place to search for the Royce diamonds.


CHAPTER EIGHT

George Colton’s shop in St. Giles-street was of the type that has almost disappeared from London. Soon the South Kensington Museum will be the only place where they can be seen. There was the eighteenth century rounding front with its small panes of heavy clouded glass that had weathered, with infrequent breakage, two hundred years of London street life. The heavy steel bars behind were as discreetly unobtrusive as it was possible to make them. Outside, the insignia of successive generations of royal patrons were small and weatherbeaten—not large, shiny and vulgar, as they are sometimes displayed by new stores. The upper storey was low, the many windows narrow and leaded. Inspector Bull knew the place very well. He supposed Mrs. Colton would sell it to Woolworth’s. Still, Woolworth’s would probably have no use for such a location as St. Giles. Showmanship had not been important in the dealings of Colton’s. Bull wondered vaguely if he mightn’t buy the old front and set it up in Hampstead. He decided it would be impracticable as well as out of place, and further that Mrs. Bull would not allow it.

He looked around for the man who was keeping an eye on the place, and spotted him leaning with ostentatious ease against a pillar-box across the street. He nodded to him and the man came over.

“Anyone been here?”
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