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			INTRODUCTION

			This seventh volume of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection is the second of three consecutive volumes to feature James Ronald’s six stories about fictional crime reporter Julian Mendoza of the London Morning World. Mendoza is neither young nor good-looking, nor blue-blooded, nor in love with anybody at any point. In actual fact, he smokes a filthy pipe, has a marvellous landlady from Scotland, walks with a limp, is kind to down-and-outs but unkind to policemen, is rude to Society ladies; and is quite prepared to do anything to ensure his reputation as the greatest crime reporter in Fleet Street. 

			The volume contains the second full-length novel to feature Julian Mendoza, Death Croons the Blues, followed by a novelette, Angel Face, the third story in the Mendoza series. Those who read the first Mendoza story, Cross Marks the Spot (sixth volume of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection) will be pleased to meet again Mendoza’s wily housekeeper Mrs. MacDougal and the redoubtable Inspector Howells of Scotland Yard’s C.I.D: and continue to enjoy James Ronald’s gift for characterisation. There are also two standalone short stories (which have nothing to do with Julian Mendoza).

			Death Croons the Blues is a fast-paced detective novel in which burglar Bill Cuffy breaks into blues singer Adele Valée’s apartment to steal her jewellery and cash, assuming she is at a night club performing. He stumbles across her dead body in the bathroom and is shocked to discover she has been brutally murdered. He flees the scene and ends up at Julian Mendoza’s home where he faces the formidable Mrs. MacDougal. Cuffy is one of several murder suspects that materialise as Mendoza sets out to uncover the truth about Adele Valée’s life and discover her murderer. 

			Death Croons the Blues was published in October 1934 by Hodder and Stoughton, a Yellow Jacket Original (new at 3/6). It was made into a 1937 British crime film starring Hugh Wakefield, Antoinette Cellier and George Hayes. The film, a quota quickie with a runtime 1hr 14mins, was made at Twickenham Studios by the producer Julius Hagen. The film was directed by David MacDonald from a screenplay written by H Fowler Meer. In 1940 the story was republished in America by Phoenix Press, a New York publishing house associated with pulp fiction.

			The novelette Angel Face, set in London, is a story of the race gangs. It had been touch and go, for Bookmaker Harry Kemp, who had received a terrific beating. His face had been slashed from ear to chin with a razor; his skull had been cracked and both legs broken by vicious blows with an iron bar; he had innumerable other injuries, external and internal. The police knew perfectly well angelic gangster Benny Cosmano was responsible for the outrage and could have laid hands upon him within an hour. They knew also that there was no hope of proving his guilt. There was no evidence. Julian Mendoza swears to seek justice for the victims of the race gangs and their protection rackets. No Mendoza story would be complete without the humorous appearances of Mendoza’s landlady Mrs. MacDougal and Angel Face does not disappoint. 

			Angel Face first appeared under the title Baby Face on 2 January 1937 in The Thriller Library No 413 – Volume 16, 413-438. The Thriller Library was published by Amalgamated press. It was a weekly newspaper in circulation from February 1929 to May 1940, that during its eleven-year run published stories by the top thriller writers of the day and built the reputations of others who contributed to its pages. Angel Face, can also be found in Hanging’s Too Good, (three separate Mendoza stories) published by Rich & Cowan, July 1938. The adventures of Julian Mendoza are continued in the eighth volume of James Ronald Stories of Crime and Detection.

			The two short stories, included in this volume, were both published in 20-Story Magazine No. 98, August 1930. Now defunct, 20-Story Magazine (sometime called Twenty Story Magazine) was a monthly pulp fiction magazine with an emphasis on adventure and mystery stories. Authors included; W.E. Johns, Agatha Christie, Edgar Wallace, and James Ronald. The magazine was published 1922-1940 by British publishing firm Odhams Press.

			The first short story is The Other Mr. Marquis by James Ronald. It is a fascinating character study of paranoia:

			“Neither judge, jury nor counsel knew that he had never seen the murdered man till the night he committed the crime!”

			Immediately following The Other Mr. Marquis in 20-Story Magazine, on the following page in fact, is the second short story in this volume, The Joke by Michael Crombie, written by Ronald under his favourite non de plume, presumably to avoid two stories appearing side by side in the same publication by the same author. 

			“For the life of him Simon couldn’t see why it was funny.” 

			Both these short stories help to underline the originality and ingenuity of James Ronald as an adept storyteller.

		

	
		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			James Jack Ronald, to give his full name, was born 11 May 1905, in North Kelvinside, Glasgow, Scotland. He was the son of James Jack Ronald, a Chartered Public Accountant, and Katherine Hamilton Ronald. He was educated at Hillhead High School, Glasgow, established in 1885.

			Until he was five, James Ronald says he was chubby, happy, and irresponsible; but in 1911, his sixth year, he was run over by an automobile causing a very real morbidity to creep in. For ten years following the accident he suffered recurrent dreams about a wheel that became larger and larger as it turned faster and faster. He was invalided over a long period during which, with his mother Catherine’s encouragement, he enjoyed a prodigious amount of reading. He later claimed he owed his literary gift and resultant career to this near-fatal automobile accident, which caused him to change from a sunny little extrovert to a cloudy introvert.

			When he was fourteen he wrote an account of the accident, setting down all the details in a somewhat light vein, not forgetting to note that the candy he had purchased with such delight on that foggy morning was found sticking to the wheels of the car as he was being carried off. The piece won him first prize for composition and congratulations from the masters at the school and even the headmaster wished him well, but that did not prevent corporal punishment for his appalling handwriting. He was called into the headmaster’s office, but kept waiting so that everybody knew that he, James Ronald, was going to receive a beating from the headmaster. This injustice obviously affected him very deeply, because it remained with him all his life, and crops up in interview after interview:

			After all, I taught myself to read before going to school and could see no reason for accepting a beating because they failed to teach me how to write, so I bolted.

			In a spirit of rebellion against repeated punishments for bad handwriting for compositions for which he invariably got an ‘A’, Ronald came home from school one day announcing he would never return. It was time to leave. His mother Catherine was understandably distressed, concerned her elder son leaving school at such a young age would diminish his career prospects. Aware of the scarcity of jobs just then in Glasgow, she told him he could only stay away from school if he remained active in some useful employment, making it clear she would not condone an idler in the family.

			Within three days James Ronald was an errand boy for the Glasgow Evening News, a paper into which he had smuggled a poem some months earlier. But there was ‘no writing, nothing editorial’ in his set up and he thoroughly disliked it and lost the job. He found another post immediately with the Glasgow Sunday Mail and kept this one until he printed his own rival paper on the office mimeograph. He broke the machine and, failing to cover his tracks by leaving a sheet in the copier, he was fired. Then came a dozen jobs, including one with an art dealer for whom he gilded statues and washed windows. His mother told him, ‘It is no disgrace to wash windows, James, but it is a disgrace to wash them like that.’

			By the age of seventeen, James Ronald had run through all prospective employers in Glasgow, including every newspaper. He felt the need of open space—‘a lot of it’—and after various and sundry abortive departures, finally won grudging permission to seek his fortune in the New World.

			For some reason, Chicago stuck in the mind of the young Ronald as a magic word. He became determined to travel to the United States of America. The main method of crossing the Atlantic Ocean in the 1920s was by steamship and ocean liner. The passengers aboard the SS Saturnia included seventeen-year-old James Ronald, who arrived at his destination on 6 December 1922, at the Port of Québec, an inland port located in Québec, Canada. From there he continued his journey across the Great Lakes to Chicago, Illinois, United States. He managed to survive in Chicago; the fastest-growing city in world history, with a flourishing economy approaching three million people, attracting huge numbers of new immigrants from Eastern and Central Europe. Ronald stayed in Chicago for five years, wanting to write, but unable to afford the time because he was forced to earn money to live. He was taken on and fired from a variety of jobs with monotonous regularity. Like his experiences in Glasgow, he exhausted all potential employers, dabbling in some forty jobs ranging from short-order cook and dishwasher to muslin salesman; from dance promoter and theatre manager to washing dishes again in a Greek restaurant. He edited ten trade journals at one time for a Chicago publisher; and gave new life to a women’s religious magazine. A chain-smoker, he confessed slyly to have worked for the Anti-Cigarette League, his excuse being ‘a man must eat don’t you know’—at that time eating being the only philosophy he could afford to practise. It was in the Windy City that he learned about life.

			Working in the U.S. as ‘a visitor’ to avoid immigration may have caught up with Ronald because, in 1927, he returned to Britain on a more permanent basis, and secured a well-paid job with an English newspaper chain, and a promise of future advancement. However, during his first holiday in the job, a car accident disrupted this promising career trajectory. Whilst driving a small open two-seater Rover 8, Ronald was struck by a two-ton truck and thrown out against the radiator of another vehicle. Left with a broken hip and temporarily crippled (and without the newly acquired job), he settled down to write.

			Ronald’s writing developed in three stages. First, he hammered out serializations and short stories which were syndicated in newspapers, both at home and abroad; and a number were also published in obscure pulp magazines. Some stories then became lost and forgotten and this has unfortunately contributed to a lack of recognition for an impressive body of work. These early narratives were very difficult to track down, but searching has provided me with an enjoyable and rewarding task—a treasure hunt for lost tales. This was not made any easier because many of these stories were published under pseudonyms; Peter Gale, Mark Ellison, Kenneth Streeter, Alan Napier, and even women; Cynthia Priestley and Norah Banning—in addition to known pseudonyms Michael Crombie and Kirk Wales. Those I have discovered have all been gathered together for republication in this series.

			A second writing stage followed; the full-length mystery stories which have made him so popular with Golden Age of Detection aficionados. They are out-of-print, elusive to find, and first editions are very expensive.

			

			Finally, late in life, James Ronald embarked on his Dickensian-style life drama novels. He received enthusiastic praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time, such as August Derleth. Orville Prescott, the main book reviewer for The New York Times for 24 years, called James Ronald ‘a born novelist’, and that he ‘has in full measure the two basic drives which inspire a writer of fiction–the urge to create characters and to tell stories about them. Mr. Ronald does both naturally, directly and well.’ His work received praise and has been compared to William de Morgan, H. G. Wells, Rudyard Kipling, J. M. Barrie, and Somerset Maugham.

			James Ronald is a writer who has not gained the long-term recognition he deserves. His work has received high praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time and current enthusiasts, highlighting him as one of the leading storytellers of the day, yet barely anything has been republished since his death in 1972. I hope the reader will enjoy these imaginative and entertainingly written stories as much as I have collecting them.

			Chris Verner

			Berkhamsted, Buckinghamshire, UK 

			April 2023

		

		

	
		

		
			DEATH CROONS THE BLUES

		

	
		
			I hate to see de ev’ning sun go down,

			Hate to see de ev’ning sun go down,

			’Cause ma baby, he done lef’ this town,

			Feelin’ tomorrow lak ah feel today,

			Feel tomorrow lak ah feel today,

			I’ll pack my trunk, make ma gitaway.

			St. Louis ’oman with her diamon’ rings,

			Pulls dat man roun’ by her apron strings.

			Ef ’twasn’t for powder an’ for store-bought hair, 

			De man ah love would not gone nowhere.

			Got de Saint Louis Blues jes blue as I can be. 

			Dat man got a heart lak a rock cast in the sea, 

			Or else he wouldn’t be gone 

			So far from me.

			

			The St. Louis Blues

		

	
		
			Out of the Night 

			There was not much of Mrs. MacDougal when she took off the corsets and the three petticoats which lent her substance by day and put on a flannel nightdress and a faded blue dressing gown half as old as herself.

			Mrs. MacDougal was sixty, but in the subdued light of the shaded lamp above her head her thin little body and the long hair which draped her shoulders and hung down her back made her look like a young girl. The hands which plied brush and comb destroyed the illusion. Gnarled, rough, the colour of the keys of a very old piano, with unlovely nails, they had seen many times; more years of hard work than could have been counted on the fingers.

			The story of Mrs. MacDougal’s eternal struggle with life was written in fine lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. The eyes were blue—and harder in expression than they would have been had she not been forced to prove herself a match for a succession of lodgers since her husband’s ship was lost at sea at the beginning of the century. Her cheeks were firm, but wrinkled, like red apples which have lain a long time in a snug cellar.

			It was cosy in her basement kitchen, with a fire roaring up the chimney, a tortoiseshell cat blinking at the fire, and a kettle crooning on the hob. The dancing flames were reflected on the shiningly clean plates on the kitchen dresser; on a gleaming row of pewter dish covers which ranged in size from one which would barely have covered a pigeon to one which would have housed the grandfather of all turkeys; on a huge copper preserving pan which Mrs. MacDougal polished to a mirror-like brightness once a week and used once a year.

			A pair of red velvet curtains which had seen the start of her married life and which had worn as well as their owner, shut out the muggy darkness of the night and shut in the light and the warmth.

			For ten minutes she dealt vigorously with her hair, then she divided it into strands and rolled up each strand in a strip of newspaper. She took a tin bath from a cupboard, placed it on the hearthrug, and shook into it a handful of soap flakes. Steam rose about her in clouds as she poured in the contents of a boiling kettle. She added cold water and tested the temperature with a toe, poured in a little more cold water, then, with a sigh, lowered her feet into the bath.

			All day she had been scrubbing, polishing, cooking, waiting on her lodgers, running upstairs, downstairs, in answer to the peremptory summonses of bells. To soak her feet, her tired, aching feet, was bliss untold.

			She lay back in her shabby armchair and picked up a paperbound novelette on the cover of which a girl with very black hair and, unnaturally large eyes struggled with a bundle in her arms through a storm of snowflakes as big as biscuits: ‘The Girl He Betrayed’

			With another blissful sigh, Mrs. MacDougal snuggled down in the chair. She intended to allow herself ten minutes with her novelette—no more—for it was half-past nine and she had to be up and about before six in the morning; but the tale was so enchantingly involved, the heroine so beautiful and so helpless, the hero so handsome and manly, the villain so deliciously vile that for half an hour her hungry eyes ate up the swiftly-turned pages and she was oblivious to the accusing ‘tick-tock’ of the alarm clock on the mantelpiece and the gradual cooling of the water in the footbath. 

			Suddenly she was startled by the shrill blast of a police whistle which echoed down the long alley behind her house. Like a bird, Mrs. MacDougal cocked her head on one side and listened.

			The whistle screamed again and was answered from half a dozen different directions.

			Ugh! Mrs. MacDougal shivered. The water was cold and the suds were clinging clammily to her calves.

			Pushing her chair back, she spread a Turkish towel on the hearthrug and dried her chilled feet on it. For the moment she thought no more of the clamour which had brought her back from the golden realms of romance to the cold reality of life. Her prim little house was in one of the less fashionable side-streets on the eastern fringe of Hyde Park and police whistles were not a novelty in the neighbourhood. Besides, it was her lifelong rule to mind her own business.

			And then, when she was drawing on her carpet slippers, Mrs. MacDougal heard the pounding of feet which stumbled in haste; and a frantic clawing and scraping on brick—a scraping which came from the wall of her own back garden!

			She half rose and the paperbound book slid from her lap to the bath, to float soggily on the scummy surface of the water.

			A thud...a scramble…and then a hoarse gasping, as though a hunted animal were cowering at her scullery door. But animals are not hunted with police whistles—only humans.

			Mrs. MacDougal had never feared anything on two legs. In her estimation, men were no more than overgrown children—wilful children. She would have been much more afraid of a mouse or a cockroach than of the worst man in the world.

			Gathering the collar of her dressing gown to her throat with one steady hand, she went into the scullery and opened the back door with the other.

			In stumbled the man who had been crouching on the threshold. Fog billowed in behind him and curled along the ceiling into the kitchen.

			Puny, small, the fugitive had the face of a petrified rabbit; a deathly white face, unshaven, dirty, with a loose mouth that twitched and quivered. He wore a smart black overcoat, but his neck was wrapped in a filthy muffler and the open coat revealed a ragged, shapeless suit. The hem of the coat and the knees of his trousers were caked with mud. He was hatless and his thin mouse-coloured hair was in wild disorder.

			Across his chin and left cheek was a smear of blood. His right hand was coated with the same grim stain, as though it had been steeped to the wrist in blood—and from the limp fingers dangled the most appalling weapon Mrs. MacDougal had ever seen.

			A curved blade, over a foot long and several inches wide, tapering slightly at the point, it gleamed wickedly in the light from the kitchen—but along the keen edge the shine was dulled by a substance that looked like rust…

			Mrs. MacDougal’s heart beat faster as she looked down at the grisly knife. The fugitive’s gaze followed hers and he sucked in his breath with a hiss. It was as though he was seeing it for the first time.

			Their eyes met. For a moment they stared at each other, a painfully silent moment that seemed an eternity. The man was breathing in shuddering gulps, shaking from head to foot. The woman was still and outwardly calm.

			Then the man’s trembling lips curled back from his teeth in an animal snarl. He closed the door with a backward kick. Taking a firmer grip of the knife, he swung it menacingly. 

			

			“One blarsted sound,” he whispered hoarsely, “an’ I’ll slice orf yer perishin’ ’ead!”

			Mrs. MacDougal retreated; her eyes fixed steadily on his face. One hand was behind her, the other clutched the collar of her dressing gown. She backed until her meagre body was almost touching the bars of the glowing fire.

			The man followed slowly, the terrible weapon swinging in his hand.

			With arched back the cat sprang up.

			The hand which Mrs. MacDougal held behind her stealthily grasped the poker which lay on the kitchen range. In an incredibly swift movement, she brought it round and smashed it down on the intruder’s wrist. With a clatter the knife dropped from his numbed fingers to the tiled floor.

			The cat bolted under the table.

			Like a sack of grain which has been slit up the middle, the man collapsed into a chair, his head lolling forward as though his neck were broken. An ugly noise filled the room; the heaving, body-racking gasps of a crying man. 

		

	
		
			Enter the Lodger 

			Although no situation ever baffled her for long, Mrs. MacDougal was in something of a quandary as she gazed down at the sobbing fugitive. At that moment she heard a harsh, but not unpleasant voice speaking in the hall.

			“Morning World?” the voice was saying. “Give me the news editor.”

			It was Julian Mendoza, one of her lodgers, talking on the telephone. A reporter, who earned his daily bread writing about crime and criminals, he ought to know what to do in the present emergency.

			About to summon him, she hesitated. She was not at all afraid of the wretch who sprawled in the chair; but she had her pride. She would be mortified with shame if Mr. Mendoza came into her kitchen and saw a tin bath full of dirty water in the middle of the floor. So, before she called her lodger she emptied the bath into the scullery sink, wiped it with a rag, and put it away. Her precious novelette she spread to dry in front of the fire.

			She waited at the foot of the stairs leading from the basement to the ground floor until the telephone conversation was concluded before she called:

			“Mr. Mendoza!”

			“Yes?”

			“I’m sorry tae tr-trouble ye,” she said, in a rich brogue which had lost none of its flavour in spite of her long exile from her native Scotland; “but d’ye mind steppin’ doon here for a moment?”

			She glanced over her shoulder, but the man in the chair did not stir.

			Julian Mendoza came along the hall and down the short flight of stairs. A tall man, with shoulders that filled the narrow passage, he walked with a limp—and a swagger. A blackthorn stick which tapped sharply on the polished linoleum aided his dragging right leg.

			He had a rough masculine ugliness which is often more attractive in a man than good looks. A large head which might have been hacked out of a block of stone, topped with a shock of iron-grey hair; a long blunt nose: a wide, thin-lipped mouth, almost like a knife-gash, which yet had a boyish twist when he was pleased or amused. His eyes, set well apart, were dark and alive.

			His clothes were wrinkled and shapeless, not because they were old, but because, to him, clothes were the least important things in the world. They might have hung on him like potato sacks—and often did—for all he cared.

			Between his large yellow teeth was a blackened, malodorous pipe.

			From his appearance he might have been any age between thirty-five and fifty. Actually, he was thirty-seven.

			He smiled down at Mrs. MacDougal. Julian had a deeply-rooted affection for the little old woman. He admired her courage, respected her honesty and industry, and loved the warm heart she hid beneath a hard exterior.

			“Something wrong?”

			Mrs. MacDougal beckoned him into the kitchen and indicated her shuddering captive. In crisp, matter-of-fact language which reduced the incident almost to the commonplace, she related what had happened.

			Julian’s eyes glowed black and over them his shaggy brows drew down at a certain point in her narrative.

			“Threatened you with the knife, did he? The swine!”

			“I wisnae frichtened,” she replied complacently. “It tak’s nairve tae kill a body—an’ yon pair wee deevil has nae mair nairve than a skinned rabbit.”

			The reporter went forward, took the sagging head between two great hairy hands, pushed it back, and looked down into the ashen face. The man did not open his eyes. He had relapsed into a stupor and might have been dead but for the guttural sobs that issued from his drooling mouth and the fitful tremors which shook his puny body.

			

			With an almost feminine gentleness, Julian lowered the head again to the skinny chest. “Poor little devil, he’s all in.”

			He turned to Mrs. MacDougal: “There’s some brandy in my room.”

			“I ken that fine,” she replied tartly. “I’ll fetch it. It may as weel be pit tae a guid use for once.”

			Julian smiled. His occasional bouts of hard drinking, when life grew dull and one of his moods of morbid depression came upon him, were a constant bone of contention between him and his landlady. For sixteen years he had lived on excitement, adventuring all over the world, and excitement was still meat and drink to him. His crippled right leg, mauled by a lion in West Africa four years before, kept him from the wild roving existence he had led since he ran away from home at the age of seventeen; and when civilisation palled and his duties as crime reporter for the London Morning World grew monotonous his hunger for excitement drove him to the bottle for forgetfulness.

			Mrs. MacDougal had gone through her ordeal without turning a hair, but now, as she hurried upstairs, she began to be afraid —that one of her other lodgers might open his door and catch her in her curling-papers!

			The reporter knocked out his pipe on the grate and filled it with the tarry black rope he was pleased to call tobacco. He lit it with a twist of paper torn from Mrs. MacDougal’s cherished romance and exhaled a cloud of pungent smoke which pervaded the kitchen. Stooping, he picked up the wicked-looking blade which lay on the floor.

			“A Gurkha knife! H’m…” He ran a finger along the razor-like edge and brought it away crusted with congealed blood. His pulse quickened as he laid the knife on the range. He smelled news. Live news.

			He felt the texture of the dark coat which the limp captive was wearing. Of expensive material, expertly tailored, it could not have cost a penny less than fifteen guineas—and the shabby rags beneath proclaimed the abject poverty of the wearer. Julian raised his eyebrows and drew a trifle harder on the chewed mouthpiece of his pipe.

			Mrs. MacDougal returned with a black bottle. “There’s no’ much left in it,” she remarked grimly.

			Julian drew the cork with his teeth, moistened the fugitive’s frothing lips with brandy, and let some of the fiery liquid trickle down his throat.

			The man coughed, spluttered, and raised his head. His eyes opened and stared, wide with fear, into Julian’s face. They flickered from left to right, like the frantic, darting eyes of a cornered rat.

			Julian saw that he was mustering his slender courage for a desperate attack and the reporter had no desire to hurt him more than was necessary, so he raised a large hand and cuffed the side of his head.

			“From the look of you,” he growled, “you’ve had all the trouble you want—don’t ask for more.”

			The little man blinked up at him with watery eyes.

			“All right, guv’nor,” he whined dismally. “It’s a cop. I shan’t give you no trouble. But”—frenziedly—“I didn’t do it! I swear to Gawd I didn’t!”

			Clutching Julian’s hand in both of his trembling with terror, he slithered from the chair and grovelled on his knees on the floor.

			“You’ve got to believe me, guv’nor. You’ve got to! I didn’t kill her! I swear to Gawd I didn’t!”

			As lightly as though the cringing wretch were a child, Julian took him by the lapels and hoisted him back into the chair.

			

			“Pull yourself together,” he said sharply. “I’m not a copper.”

			Huddled in the chair, the fugitive looked piteously from the gaunt, stern face of Mendoza to the withered, rosy face of the elderly landlady. Furtively the tip of his tongue licked along his grey lips.

			“Gawd!” he breathed. “I’m in an ’ell of a mess. If they get me I—I—O Gawd!— I’ll swing! And—and—” the hoarse whisper became shrill with horror—“I never done it. What would I want to kill ’er for? Cripes, I never even laid eyes on ’er before.”

			Julian Mendoza had nothing but scorn for so paltry a smoke as a cigarette, but he carried a packet of a popular brand for those whose palates could enjoy no stronger form of the weed. He produced it now and extended it.

			“Have a gasper and calm yourself.” 

			Oblivious to the indignant glare of Mrs. MacDougal, he made a spill out of page 63 of ‘The Girl He Betrayed’ and held the flaming paper while the trembling captive puffed moistly at the cigarette, which wobbled between his quivering lips. Julian placed the open packet within easy reach of the little man’s hand and waited until the smoke he drew hungrily into his lungs had soothed him a little, and then:

			“What’s your name?” he asked.

			The man hesitated.

			“Your real name,” Julian added dispassionately.

			“Cuffy, guv’nor. Bill Cuffy.”

			“What have you been up to?”

			“Wait!” he added sharply (for into Bill Cuffy’s eyes had crept an evasive expression). “Don’t tell me any lies. It’s no use posing as Honest Bill Cuffy, an innocent who got into trouble through no fault of his own. I can see by your hands that you’ve picked oakum—and speaking out of the corner of your mouth is a trick you picked up in jail. You’ve got ‘petty larcenist’ written all over you, so don’t think you can get away with a bluff. You were up to something tonight—a second story job, perhaps—and you ran into more than you bargained for. Isn’t that so?”

			Bill Cuffy blinked. “You might ’ave been there,” he gulped. “But I didn’t kill ’er, straight I didn’t.”

			“Nobody,” replied Julian, “suggested that you did. Begin at the beginning and tell me the whole story. All of it. And the truth, Bill—I can smell a lie before it’s half-way up your throat. Throw that fag away first—you’ve made it too damp to draw—and light another.”

			Halting, fearfully, in a husky mutter that rose now and then to a hysterical whine, Bill Cuffy told his story.

			While he talked, Mrs. MacDougal’s tortoiseshell cat crept out from under the table, picked its way suspiciously to the hearthrug, and settled on its haunches with its back to the fire, blinking resentfully at him.

			Mrs. MacDougal perched herself on the edge of her shabby armchair and listened so raptly that she forgot she was in curl-papers and night attire in the presence of two men. Julian leaned against the mantelpiece, drawing steadily on his foul-smelling pipe. 

		

	
		
			The Body in the Bathroom 

			Bill Cuffy would not have embarked upon the night’s perilous adventure had he not been up against it, dead up against it.

			A month ago, when he ‘came out’ after a three-month stretch, he promised Molly that he would go straight in future. Molly was his wife and one of the best. Their five years of married life had been no blooming picnic for her, poor kid; she’d have been a perishing sight better off on her own; but she’d stuck to him, worked her fingers to the bone for him, tried to make a man of him. (Bill laughed mirthlessly.) What a hope! A bleeding optimist, was Molly!

			She was the only living soul who didn’t think he was rotten to the core. She couldn’t be right and the rest of the world wrong, but for her sake he had tried to go straight—on the level, he had. It was only sense to go straight if he could, for he’d never in his life swiped so much as an old boot without being lagged for it, sooner or later. A born ruddy bungler, he was, as his old man had told him when he was only so high. But with millions on the dole who could look a copper in the eye and tell him where to go, what chance had an ex-con who was little more than a bag of bones? Too perishing small for rough work, too unskilled for anything else.

			Well, he needed money. Had to get it. And he’d walked his feet through the soles of his boots looking for work without finding it. Molly was ill. She was going to have a kid, their first, in a few weeks, and the hell she’d been through during his last stretch had about done for her.

			He was scared stiff that having the kid would finish her off. She needed nourishing food and pure air. And the air in their room was the stale, thick air of the slums. Last night he had bought bread with their last coppers. For days the landlady had been threatening to throw them out unless he paid the eight weeks’ rent that was owing.

			There was no dole for an out-of-work sneak-thief. The workhouse doors were yawning to receive Molly and him—and he’d rather cut his throat than live to see her there.

			At one time, Molly had charred for a Miss Valley, who sang in a night club off Leicester Square and lived in a flat in Bryan Street. This Miss Valley was rolling in jewels and furs; Molly said she could go out dressed up like a Christmas Tree and still leave ten times as much stuff behind. The jewellery was kept in a wall safe and the furs in a steel-lined cupboard, both of which would have defied any attempt of Bill’s to open them; but there were all sorts of valuable knick-knacks lying about the flat which a man could get his hands on with no more trouble than pushing back a catch, raising a window, and climbing in.

			Knowing that the higher realms of burglary were as far out of Bill’s line as flying the Atlantic, Molly innocently had told him that the flat was always empty between 8-30 p.m. and 3 a.m. There was a maid, but she slept out and went home every evening shortly after her mistress went out to dinner.

			While Molly was employed by Miss Valley, Bill had occasionally gone to meet her coming from her work in the late afternoon and once, having arrived too early, he prowled about Bryan Street and the lane behind and spotted an iron fire-escape which ran up the rear of the flat-building. The lowest section of it was balanced on hinges and hung no more than eight feet from the ground—well within the reach of a short man armed with a walking stick.

			It seemed the softest of soft cribs. Desperate for money, Bill had decided to crack it. The fog that came down like a blanket over London that evening strengthened his decision. He armed himself with a stick with a curved handle, a jemmy, a gimlet, a clasp knife, a sheet of brown paper, a little treacle in a tix box, and a cheap electric torch. The latter had a circle of paper, in which a minute hole had been cut, glued over the lens so that when the light was switched on its long ray was no wider than a pencil line. These were all the burglarious implements he had sufficient skill to handle.

			

			To allow a margin of safety, he hung about the vicinity of Bryan Street, hugging dark corners, taking cover at every footstep that came to him through the chill mist, until an hour beyond the time at which the maid usually left the flat.

			When the distant chimes of Big Ben, dull and hollow through the fog, told him that it was half-past nine, he crept stealthily along the lane and, standing on tiptoe, hooked the handle of the walking stick through the end rung of the fire escape. Gingerly he tugged and on well-oiled hinges the lower section swung down with a clatter that made his rabbit heart leap into his mouth.

			Timorously he flattened himself against the wall, but the outcry he dreaded did not come. Moments slipped by while he cowered there, afraid; and then, furtively, silently, he made his way up the fire-escape on his hands and knees, crawling on his belly past lighted windows on the first three floors, until he came to the darkened fourth floor, on which Miss Valley had her flat.

			He shone his light on a window and could just see the catch inside. It was too involved an affair to be opened from without with either knife or gimlet, so he spread the brown paper on the iron platform on which he crouched and smeared it thickly with treacle, spreading it with his fingers. He pressed the sticky side of the paper to the window-pane just below the catch, wrapped the gimlet in a rag, and brought the head of the gimlet down with a muffled thud on the paper.

			The paper dropped soundlessly into his hands, bringing with it dozens of fragments of shattered glass, and leaving a hole a foot square in the pane. Carefully, he placed the paper on the iron platform, then he listened, but no faintest sound came to him from within the flat.

			Gingerly he put his hand through the hole and pushed back the catch. Inch by inch he eased up the window. A foot slid noiselessly over the sill, his body followed it, and he stood, sweating with nerves, in a darkened room.

			Having made his way into the flat, his desire was to find his way out again, with as much loot as he could carry, in the shortest possible time. He ran the thin beam of his torch over the room, picking out here and there objects which he could readily dispose of to a fence. He moved about softly, gathering the articles together. A clock, a cigarette-lighter, a photograph frame, a cigarette-box... They were all of enamel and a whitish metal he vaguely understood to be platinum, and even he, with his almost microscopic knowledge of the value of such things, could see that his collection represented a respectable sum of money.

			Draped over a chair he found a man’s dark overcoat. To one of superior intelligence to the sneak thief, the find would have shrieked a warning. How it came to be lying in the sitting room of a woman’s empty flat he did not pause to consider. It did not arouse in him the distrust which the faintest of sounds would have evoked. Not even the breathing of another being stirred the silence of the flat, and that was enough for his unsubtle instinct.

			It was not a coat which he could wear. He could not have walked a hundred yards along a street in daylight with it on without being stopped by a policeman and made to explain his possession of it; but the risk of it being noticed on a foggy night was slender and it might be worth a quid or so to the fence, so he slipped it on.

			Emboldened by his success up to that point, he decided to see what he could find in some of the other rooms. Stealing through the hall, he opened a door at random and found himself in a bedroom. In it he gathered a brush, comb and mirror of the same precious metal as the other articles and a diamond ring which had been carelessly left on the dressing table. The ring he dropped into one of the pockets of the coat and the other articles he carried in his hand as he cautiously opened a door leading out of the bedroom.

			He stepped over the threshold—and his feet slid from under him. Before he could save himself, he fell forward and sprawled full-length on something soft and limp. He felt on his face a revolting stickiness and a scream rose in his throat.

			His clawing hands dug into silk-clad flesh as he wildly thrust himself off the still, terrifying thing on which he lay. Cold, repulsive flesh… Dead flesh.

			The torch and the articles he had found in the bedroom had scattered over the floor when he fell and the pencil-streak of light had gone out. The intense darkness flogged his terror. It seemed to take him by the throat, to squeeze the burning breath out of his body.

			He stood, quaking, in the dark, with that still, soft thing at his feet and felt the hair rising on his neck and scalp, felt icy fingers closing remorselessly on his heart. In that dreadful moment, he died a thousand ghastly deaths.

			Light! He must have light! Light!— or he would go mad with fear.

			Frantically he pawed the wall until he found the electric light switch and depressed it. Light flooded the room and revealed the shining tiled walls and floor—spattered with blood—of a bathroom.

			And, lying on the floor, a body in a crimson-stained green silk dress...

			A stiff ’un—a woman—O Gawd!—with ’er ’ead almost ’acked orf…

			The first awful glimpse was enough.

			He bolted, scattering everything that lay in his path in his panic-stricken stampede to the window through which he had entered. Without a thought for the noise he was making, he scrambled on to the fire-escape and ran headlong down it. As he passed a lighted window a woman’s face stared at him through the pane, and as he reached the ground, he heard the window thrown up and a feminine voice screaming: ‘Help! Police!’ into the mist-wreathed night.

			He tore down the lane and into the street. On, on, he ran, fear lending wings to his feet. He did not pause to consider his direction. All he knew was that he must get away, away, must put distance between him and the chill horror that lay behind.

			A police whistle screamed in front of him and he ducked into an alley which showed a dark mouth through the veiling fog. From every direction shriller blasts came, urging him to yet more desperate haste.

			Panting, worn-out, he staggered against a wall, and, with his last feeble reserve of strength, clawed his way over it… 

		

	
		
			“I Won’t Let You Swing!” 

			Shivering, perspiring, Bill Cuffy sank back in his chair. His teeth chattered, for in relating his grim adventure he had lived through it again in all its horror.

			For a while there was silence, save for the unhurried ticking of the clock, the murmur of the steaming kettle, and the purring of the tortoiseshell cat who, his suspicions lulled, was drowsing on the hearth.

			“Guidsakes!” breathed Mrs. MacDougal. “Nae wonder ye were fair daft wi’ fricht when ye cam’ into my kitchen!”

			

			“I’ve told you the truth, guv’nor,” whined Bill Cuffy. “Fer the love of ’eaven, let me go!”

			Julian’s eyes glittered. What a story! He sucked hard on his pipe—and found that it had gone out. 

			“You said ‘Miss Valley.’ Did you mean Adele Valée, by any chance?”

			“Yes, that’s ’er name.”

			Julian uttered a low whistle. Adele Valée, the glittering blonde who earned two hundred pounds a week crooning blues songs in the cabaret at Giovanni’s! 

			She was one of those glamorous personalities whose slightest actions are news—if it was her who had been killed it would make the biggest news story that had broken for an age.

			“Was the dead woman Miss Valée?”

			“I dunno, guv’nor—I’ve never seen ’er.”

			“H’m... The knife—where did you find it?”

			The little ex-convict trembled again. “I must ’ave picked it up in the bathroom when I was scramblin’ orf the
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