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About the Book

Albert Campion sets out to plumb the secrets of Saltey, an ancient hamlet on the Essex marshes. Once the haunt of smugglers, now it hides a secret rich and mysterious enough to trap all who enter – and someone in the village is willing to terrorise, murder and raise the very devil to keep that secret to themselves.
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1

Back Door to London

THE RAIN WAS falling in a sweet relentless fashion as it does in spring in London and it was all very peaceful and pleasant if uncompromisingly wet. The voice in the car echoed the unhurried pace of the afternoon.

‘I found this absurd place Saltey, you’re so interested in, perfectly enchanting in an off-beat sort of way but I’m damned if I can tell you quite why.’

It was a young man talking to a middle-aged one. He was not being completely disingenuous, for subsequent generations seldom are with each other, but at least he was playing scrupulously fair.

‘I realise that the whole township—or as you’d say, village—pretends to be deeply and secretly wicked, which is naïve and kind of endearing. I wish I had more to report on it,’ he went on, ‘but unfortunately its modern life appears to be almost entirely vegetable. If you were interested in its history I could do better. I’m very sure a full scale archaeological dig there would pay off, for one thing. But the living inhabitants are not exactly go ahead except for the couple at the pub who are working like hell—or at least the woman is—to get a little tourist trade.’

‘Is she having any luck?’

The lighter voice of Mr Albert Campion betrayed interest. He had curled his long body in the passenger seat of the Lotus Elan and seemed anxious to talk.

The driver shook his head. ‘A little—at weekends. The natives themselves don’t respond to anything which looks new or difficult, however profitable. Their great interest is the contents of each other’s wills. They sit around speculating for hours and there’s a grand frustration scene every time one gets published.’

‘An end will come to that, in due course,’ said Mr Campion. ‘Mark my words.’

‘You’re telling me!’ The driver laughed and slid down behind the wheel in an attempt to get a better view through the railings of the public gardens beside which they were parked. ‘Are we sitting here in the middle of London waiting for someone? Or do you just feel that this is the quietest place to talk?’

‘It has its advantages.’ Campion surveyed the deserted scene with satisfaction. Lunch time was over and the streams of office workers had been sucked back into the tall buildings for another few hours before the next mass exodus. Although the Lotus was in one of the busiest parts of the town, between the University and the Oxford Street shopping centre, there was for the moment hardly a pedestrian in sight and the other cars parked regimentally at their meters were empty.

Mortimer Kelsey, Morty to his friends and the other members of his faculty at Vere University, Constance, New Jersey, appeared a happy man. A great deal about Britain struck him as funny after nearly a year’s residence, but he was also deeply attracted by its ancient spell. Both the elegant car body and his casual clothes, conscious efforts in understatement without dullness, were custom built. His haircut was long for one country and short for the other and managed to make him look mildly distinguished. This was fair, for he was already a marked man among the newest crop of historians and he was one of that army of Western scholars who have discovered so much more about the cities of the old world than their inhabitants dream there is to know. He was in his mid-twenties, a good looking youngster with well shaped, compact bones, a deeply scored face which already showed signs of the notable scholar he would appear in later years.

He was lucky not to appear offensively intellectual—which is to say not at all—and he was not conceited although the pundits expected interesting results from the piece of original research on which he was now engaged. His father was American, his mother English: both families unfashionably well endowed. Mr Campion had met him through his own son Rupert who was now working for an honours degree at Harvard.

The two men although very different in age had a good deal in common. Albert Campion, too, was tall and fair but he was over-thin and the careful veil of affable vacuity which had begun, like his large spectacles, as a protection and had become a second skin, had robbed him of good looks, whereas Morty’s thick light brown hair had a wave in it and there was nothing bleak or colourless about his grey eyes.

In his own apologetic way Mr Campion was a celebrated figure. In his time he had performed a number of services for a great many causes. He was a negotiator and an unraveller of knots and there were still people who suspected, because of his war time activities, that he had a cloak and a dagger somewhere concealed. Those who disliked him complained that he seemed negligible until it was just too late.

At the moment he was looking out at the patch of rain-soaked London green which formed the centre of Killowen Square. The downpour which had persisted all morning was getting lighter but the air was soft as if there might be more rain to come.

‘If I should want you to go back to Saltey for a while, could you manage it?’ he asked suddenly.

‘I was hoping you’d say that. When will you know?’ Morty’s eagerness seemed a little surprising, even to himself, for he coloured faintly. ‘It’s got something,’ he said defensively.

The older man continued to look out at the garden. The prospect was not imposing. Four wet asphalt paths met in the centre of a roundel of grass and the dripping plane trees in their scant shrouds of new green looked sparse and sodden. The only ornamental feature of the place was a tiny Victorian bandstand perched among regimented tulips. Constructed of florid cast iron work, it was white painted, gay as a sunshade and just as silly on a rainy day. Mr Campion glanced over the empty garden to the immense wall of the buildings beyond.

‘That over-stuffed contraption squatting under the new skyscraper is Lugg’s favourite hotel,’ he remarked. ‘You saw him down there, of course? He considers the old Ottoman is “quite the article”, which is his highest praise. In my father’s day the valets there always ironed the laces when they cleaned the boots and a rope ladder was kept under every bed in case of fire. How is Lugg?’

‘Very impressive. He shoots the most magnificent line ever. I’ve heard him on the well pressed bootlace. Was he ever in Royal service?’

Mr Campion controlled his amusement. ‘He’s looked after me for quite a few years as a sort of housekeeper,’ he began cautiously.

‘I know, but he says this was when he was younger. He was telling one of the architects he did a spell for the Monarch before he lost his figure.’

The thin man relaxed. ‘That was only for six months,’ he said. ‘It was the—er—Palace of Wormwood Scrubs, I believe. Which architects are these?’

‘The people who are gunning for the job of building his bungalow.’ Morty spoke with authority. ‘He’s retiring to Saltey to take up archaeology, or so he says. Didn’t he tell you? He could choose a worse place.’

‘Oh, what is there?’

‘I’m not sure, yet.’ The distinctive young face had become earnest. ‘As you know, the paper I’m doing is on London’s approaches in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and when you asked me to investigate that crazy damn story there, I was genuinely looking for something else.’

‘Saltey: gateway to the East End?’

‘You’re not so far out, and it’s my own beautiful discovery.’ Morty’s grin was joyful. ‘There’s not a breath of it in any of the authorities but I think I’ve got proof that the little harbour there, which is practically silted up now, is all that is left of the ancient bolt hole, old London’s eastern emergency exit. As a matter of fact, Saltey is the other end of Mob’s Hole. I’m sure of it now. The lower half of the village where the best pub stands is called Mob’s Bowl today and that’s hardly a distortion, is it? There it is, written on the survey maps and the signposts.’ He paused in sudden doubt. ‘You have heard of Mob’s Hole?’

‘Should I?’

‘Perhaps not. I’m quite besotted with my subject. Anyway, you can take it from me that it existed in Wanstead about seventeen ten or so. It was a rakehelly dive, a kind of roadhouse where the “mobility”—that’s the joke name of the period for the tarts and townees who had transport—used to ride out of the city for a feed, what we’d call a barbecue, and a punch-up. There is a fine fruity account of it in The London Spy.’

‘Do the present day people of Saltey subscribe to this?’

‘Gosh, no. They’ve never heard of it. They think, if they think at all, that the Bowl is derived from the silted up tidal basin by the quay and that it could be a relic of a prehistoric salt panning industry. One old biddy told me it was “Mab” and not “Mob” and was a direct reference to the Fairy Queen.’

‘How old is Saltey?’

‘Oh, dateless. In prehistoric times it was at the edge of the single great river mouth. Then it became a delta as the mud banks shifted and finally it grew into the marsh and plough we know. Since its heyday, which was probably pre-Saxon, it must have grown more and more inefficient as the clay took over. I’m certain there’s an early fortress by the highest part of the sea wall just waiting to be uncovered.’ He sighed and laughed at himself for it. ‘That’s not my period and so is not my province, which is the infuriating thing about history. It does keep repeating itself but only in its untidy way. New names get attached to old happenings and vice versa. If I don’t stick to my own period I’ll be lost in a morass of extra information. But it’s a honey of a find. Do you know what the upper or respectable end of the place is called? Forty Angels.’

‘Really?’ Mr Campion so far forgot himself as to take his eyes off the garden he had been watching so steadfastly. ‘Come to think of it, I did know that one. It’s later than the other end and the name was given it as a safeguard against slander. Call a gathering The Forty Thieves and it could mean trouble, but say Forty Angels and no one wants to black your eye. Yes, your meaning is clear. Isn’t that right?’

Morty wagged his head.

‘It looks pretty damned odd on the Ordnance Survey,’ he said. ‘It’s a crazy name for a village district, even in England. Saltey was on the end of an escape route. It was the funnel through which secret goods or people were smuggled in or out of East London. It’s remote even now. Not in miles of course—it’s just cut off. The approach is terrible.’

‘Through that maze of lanes lying beyond the Southend road, I suppose?’

‘Oh yes, it’s still a Cinderella. Today there’s a bungalow dormitory two miles wide but before that one has to pass a waste of worked out clay pits which have been turned into a wilderness by various army training courses and old defence works. Long before they were as much as thought of, that was where the Great Dump was.’

In the back of Mr Campion’s mind a faint bell rang. ‘Was that “The Trough”?’

‘That’s right!’ Morty was delighted. ‘It was a swamp really. The little Rattey River rose in it and drained out to reach the sea at Saltey. It first appears as a place of ill omen in the Middle Ages, when for a time it was thought to be the source of the Plague. For generations it was a no-man’s land, an Alsatia worse than any shanty town. Bands of diseased beggars wandered around. Indestructible rubbish was shot there. Rats and wild dogs bred there and I believe there were ferocious wild pig as late as eighteen hundred. No one in his senses took a path through the place and there are some hair-raising tales of kidnappings, murdered coachmen, wandering lunatics and even cannibalism. On the far side of it, nearer the coast, there was woodland, an arm of the old forest which covered the whole country at one time. Then there is a strip of twitchy heath, some of which isn’t enclosed even now, and after that the mouth of the tiny Rattey River estuary and Saltey. You can drive through it all now, but it’s still not easy to find. No industry you see. Not suitable land for development. Just the saltings and Saltey. When you do reach it, there it sits, smug and deserted and not very pleased to see you.’

‘You say there are no new residents?’

‘None that I’ve heard of.’ He turned and glanced across the garden. ‘Its only claim to fame is that a peculiarly revolting mother-figure was found in a field at Firestone, four miles away, in nineteen hundred. That’s in the British Museum now—in the horror comic room. Hey!’

He leaned forward. A solitary figure had appeared on the path approaching the bandstand. He was some distance away and was making for the distant gate in front of the skyscraper and the baroque hotel.

‘See who that is?’ he demanded in some excitement as he took a small gunmetal cylinder from the open map compartment in front of him. ‘I think I’m right, though I’ve only seen him once before. He’s almost commonplace close to, but utterly distinctive from a distance. It’s the thing I particularly noticed about him. Hang on, I’ll give you the bird-watching glass in a moment.’ He put the little telescope to his eye and crowed.

‘I’m right! That’s L. C. Corkran, head of Intelligence and Security or whatever you call it over here. My, my! He looks pretty sour, doesn’t he?’

Mr Campion, who had stiffened involuntarily at the mention of the name, recovered himself and accepted the little instrument.

‘He’s retiring, I believe,’ said Morty, his ingenuousness unquestionable, ‘at the end of the year.’

His passenger grunted. ‘About time too, if he’s as well known as that.’

‘Oh, it’s not general knowledge. One of our attaches pointed him out to me at a Test Match when I first came over. I remembered him because I was told he was quite somebody years ago.’ He spoke regretfully. ‘Burn-before-reading top secrets are dead ducks nowadays. It must be tough on these old boys to have their hush-hush departments degenerating into tatting houses all round them. They’re all full of old ladies sticking little silver knives into each other’s backs now. Or so they say.’ He shook his head and changed the subject.’ You know, I can easily imagine this town teeming with sedan chairs and stinking bullies in silk coats, but I’m darned if I can see it as the gaping ruin it must have been only twenty odd years ago. It doesn’t seem possible. It’s so elderly and permanent and—I won’t say pompous—urbane, perhaps.’

Mr Campion let him chatter. Through the ‘escape and evasion’ glass, an instrument with which he had once been uncomfortably familiar but had now become a mere ‘war surplus store’, he was watching the grim features of one of his oldest and closest friends. He and L. C. Corkran, ‘Elsie’ to his familiars, met seldom nowadays but there had been a time when each had been content to know that his life was in the other’s hands. Morty was right. The old man looked bitter. Mr Campion knew that expression and he kept the glass on him as he came up with the bandstand. He shot a glance at it from force of habit, because of its memories and strode on, his heavy chin thrust out, his shoulders sagging and his eyes down. There was defeat written all over him. As he turned and his face was hidden, Mr Campion raised the glass to the new skyscraper beside the old hotel. Of the nest of windows on the ninth and tenth floors, two had curtains looped back by cautious hands. They dropped into place as the solitary figure advanced.

Old ladies with silver knives? More accurately dry grey serpents with shiny duct-fed teeth. The thin man shivered and returned the little telescope to its locker.

‘How soon can you get back to Saltey?’ he enquired.

‘You’ve made up your mind already? Wonderful. I thought you’d have to have a conference or something. I can go down there today, as a matter of fact. Am I still to be investigating the great Saltey Demon? I’m afraid that’s going to turn out to be a dead loss, by the way.’

‘I thought it might. What is it? A rustic joke?’

‘Sort of. The lady at the pub has been casting round for something to attract visitors ever since she took over the place. She had a yen for one of those God-awful wishing-wells you find all over the West Country. You know the sort of thing. Fling your dime into the water and the local pixies will reward you with a lucky pebble and a picture postcard of the waterfront. She kept worrying to know if Saltey had such a sprite and eventually someone—her husband perhaps, for he’s a local—came forward with this unlikely devil. They tell the tale on Friday nights in walnut time when the moon is full. Or something like that.’

Mr Campion laughed.

‘She must have sold the idea to the local papers because the nationals picked it up a year or two back. I read it somewhere. A coloured Sunday, I think.’

‘You told me. Anyway, the legend provides me with a fairly reasonable excuse for hanging round. At the moment I’m the poor young Yankee professor, good for a free pint and folksy tale any day.’

‘And no one new has arrived in the village in the past year or so?’

‘Only the pub people, or rather the woman. A couple called Wishart. Her name is Dixie and she’s not exactly an intellectual but she means well and she’s a worker. Her husband is not. He’s a man of culture in his odd way—quite a different background, anyhow, I’d say. I think he lived around those parts as a boy. He writes poetry and gets it published or used to.’

‘Not H. O. Wishart?’

‘That’s the man. He’s about sixty-five now and not the best of value, but he’s in the anthologies. She keeps a Georgian Poetry under the bar counter and trots it out on the least provocation.’

‘Beware of me: I cast no shadow when I pass,’ quoted Mr Campion. ‘That’s the chap, isn’t it? A genuine minor poet and a white hope at one time. I didn’t know he was at the inn. Did you say it was called “The Demon”?’

‘That’s very recent. Dixie got the brewers to change it. Partly because the other pub is called The Angel, and partly on account of the old joke about the Demon. It used to be called “The Foliage”, which she was mistaken enough to think dull.’

Morty met the other man’s raised eyebrows and laughed. ‘I know. It can only be a contraction of “The Foliate Man”, can’t it? I tell you the place is full of good things. Add that to the Fertility Venus and one or two other items and the shenanigans the wilder teenage gangs get up to along the sea wall don’t seem half as modern as they might.’

‘Tearaways? You get them down there?’ The thin man looked interested but Morty shrugged.

‘They’re everywhere. They don’t stay. They just swoop down on motor bikes—ton-up types. They tear off their space-man rig-outs and jump in the sea. Then they eat the shop out of cake, drain the pub of shandy and mock champagne and rush off again. That and the occasional orgy.’

‘It sound promising.’

‘Not really, as it turned out.’ He was a thought sulky as if something still rankled. ‘Little tramps,’ he said suddenly. ‘I went round to the sea wall only a week ago to watch some saddleback gulls and I sat down out of the wind and went to sleep. It was quite early and pretty nippy weather. When I woke up there were some of these kids—they were sixteen or seventeen I suppose—screaming and dancing almost on top of me, dressed in crash helmets and boots and damn all else as far as I could see. Not that I blame them for the boots, the saltings are infested with grass snakes they say, but the point is—they wanted to shock me.’

He paused. ‘Little tramp,’ he repeated.

‘One in particular?’

‘As a matter of fact, yes. The ringleader, I think. She was skipping round me like Salome without much in the way of veils, just waiting for the laugh when I opened my eyes. It was all unnatural and wild because it was so early in the year for that sort of thing. I scuttled back to the village and in a minute or two they came roaring past and rode me into a dyke. Seven or eight of them, all scruffy ringlets and black leather, and as high as kites, I’d say. Full of pep pills or worse. Perhaps I’m growing old. Anyhow, they didn’t stay and I haven’t seen a sign of them since. I take it you’re interested in something a little less fancy?’

His passenger took out his wallet and extracted a photograph.

‘That’s someone I’d like you to look for. He’ll be quite a bit older than he is there. His name by the way is Teague—James Teague.’

Morty studied the picture. It was a head only: the man had been caught by a press photographer, looking over his shoulder. It was a distinctive face, handsome and swarthy in the white-toothed fashion of the early film stars and crowned with sweeping, curls of black hair. He could have been in his mid-thirties, but the outstanding impression he gave was of youth and that superabundant energy and vivacity which go to make the powerful visual personality. He looked both dangerous and exciting. A violent, magnetic, unpredictable animal.

‘Quite a guy.’ The younger man handed back the print. ‘I’ll know him if I see him. It’s not a face you’d miss anywhere, let alone in my little Saltey.’

His grin held a remembered pleasure and Campion spoke on impulse.

‘What is it that attracts you so down there? A woman?’

A guilty colour suffused Morty’s cheeks.

‘Not really,’ he said with dignity. ‘And certainly not that little tramp.’ He paused, amused at himself, before continuing. ‘But in a way you’re right. I did happen to encounter a dazzler down there the other day. She could become one of your new residents in time, but that’s almost too much to hope for. She’s just inherited a house in the respectable part of the village and there’s some sort of trouble packaged in with the deal. She certainly has something, that one.’ He was staring into the greenery ahead of him and his wide smile twisted.

‘I’m crazy,’ he said with the tolerance of a man who cannot quite credit his own absurdity. ‘I’ve only seen her for a few minutes. She came into The Demon with someone who was showing her round. In fact she was only . . .’

‘Passing by?’ suggested Mr Campion.

Morty laughed at himself. ‘And across a crowded room, same like the other song says. Forget it, I’ll recover. I’m to look for the picturesque guy in the photograph. Is that all?’

‘Not quite. I’m also interested in a man with a glass eye. If he should appear, get on to me at once.’

‘O.K. Any other distinguishing marks? I mean that sort of thing is very well made these days. I could miss it.’

‘I don’t think so. Not this one. He is a tall man with a protuberant real eye and the unequal effect is noticeable—or used to be. That’s what I’m told. Also his own eye is that very bright clear Nordic blue which you find on your own east coast. Difficult to match, you know. The tendency is to get the false one too electric. Should this lad appear Lugg will go to ground, so it will be up to you to keep him in your sights. I take it you’re treating Lugg as a stranger?’

‘Oh, yes. We fraternise as man to man in the pub but everyone thinks we met down there. May I ask what we’re supposed to be up to?’

‘I’d much rather you didn’t. It may be safer that way. Do you mind?’

‘Not at all.’ Morty was polite but astonished. ‘Who am I working for?’

‘Me,’ said Mr Campion promptly. ‘Me alone, I’m afraid. And as for me, I’m working for a lady.’

‘Her Majesty?’ Morty was a royalist by nature. 

The thin man appeared momentarily embarrassed. ‘Well, no, as a matter of fact,’ he said with uncharacteristic awkwardness. ‘Au contraire, now I come to think of it.’


2

The Old Pal’s Act

MR CAMPION HAD been a member of Puffins, one of the least publicised of London Clubs, for many years and never expected to find himself embarrassed by the fact, but as he hurried down St James’s towards the Georgian portico he felt an unfamiliar discomfort. He passed the place at speed and his sidestep into the alcove which concealed the service entrance to Fitzherbert’s, the Club next door, was furtive.

He was keeping an appointment with Stanislaus Oates, a retired Assistant Commissioner of Police famous in his day, and the choice of rendezvous was typical of that ingenious old man’s latest phase. Membership of Fitzherbert’s was said still to be decided by heredity and it certainly remained a last stronghold of unregenerate class consciousness and the kind of prejudice which is on the direct route to embalmment.

On the other hand old Oates, who had risen from the ranks and never suffered from fear of heights, appreciated service, privacy and comfort when he saw them. Fitzherbert’s appealed to him strongly and nowadays, when he came to town from his retreat in the suburbs, he made a point of looking up one of his erstwhile sergeants who had a job in charge of security in the basement there. Often he stayed the whole afternoon and evening, during which time people were liable to drop in to see him. Mr Campion was one of many who were highly dubious of the ethics of such an expedient, but then, as was the case with most other callers, it was he who was seeking help.

Today he went quickly down the area steps, restrained himself from pulling up his collar, scuttled past cellar and kitchen doors and turned into a third entrance. This was as uninviting as he had been warned to expect and as he came to the end he found himself in a small hall containing six service doors. They were all blank save for one which bore a hand-lettered ticket with the inspired instruction: ‘Try next door’.

He tapped softly and lifted the card to reveal a metal grille with an interior shutter. It opened at once and a pair of suspicious eyes looked out at him. He murmured his name, the eyes defrosted and he was shown at once into a small butler’s pantry where silver cleaning was in process. A man who was clearly an ex-sergeant, superb in a crested baize apron, motioned him towards an inner room.

‘Mr Oates will see you now, sir.’

But for the fancy dress he could have been back at the Yard again. Mr Campion stepped into a snug apartment whose walls were lined with glass fronted steel grilled cupboards. These were kept lit perpetually for security’s sake and upon their shelves in limpid glory the old Club’s fabled collection of George II silver glittered like a fairy tale, proclaiming without contradiction that it was worth a fortune of anybody’s money. A mahogany table filled the centre of the room and there was a shabby green leather armchair on either side of a garrulous gas fire.

Oates was dozing in one of these and he opened an eye as Campion appeared. He was growing frail and the discovery hit the newcomer who had not seen him for a year or two. For so long he had regarded that grey man with the mournful bloodhound face and the thick stomach as the finest policeman of them all. To find him grown old at this of all times was a blow he had not envisaged.

Meanwhile the ex-A.C. was permitting himself a sly little grin at his own cleverness which in his early days he would certainly have kept hidden.

‘How do you like my office? I spotted its value as soon as I saw that peephole in the outer door,’ he said proudly. ‘It makes the perfect interview room, don’t it? Just the spot for a quiet jaw. We’re much more comfortable down here than we would be upstairs, you know.’

Mr Campion could not have agreed with him more, if only in view of the fact that neither of them were members, and he said so with mild reproof.

Oates grunted. ‘Move with the times, my boy. The Old Pal’s Act isn’t confined to you public school types above stairs now. You’ve taught the rest of us the drill. Jessop and I are a cell of our own down here. If I’m caught, by the way, I’m an insurance man come to see no one has hocked the trophies. That ought to cover me, don’t you think?’

His visitor regarded him in astonishment. The recklessness inherent in age had unleashed an unsuspected impish streak in his old friend.

‘I don’t know what you’ll be, Albert.’

‘I do,’ said Mr Campion with feeling. ‘Now, any news of James Teague?’

To his relief the mischief in Oates’ eyes faded and his frown grew cold.

‘They’ve still not found him. It’s not Luke’s fault. There’s so much efficiency at the old place today that a routine job like keeping an eye on a released prisoner is almost too simple for the clever beggars.’

Mr Campion who had brightened a little at the mention of Superintendent Charles Luke, whom he admired, relapsed into anxiety.

‘I couldn’t believe it of them,’ he said. ‘They knew it was important. To lose him within a matter of hours seems inept. I made certain the press would have got on to it.’

‘Would you? I think they’ve forgotten him. Remember that paper was very short at the time, so he didn’t quite make his fair share of headlines. He’s been inside a long time and he earned no remission. A bad prisoner in his early days and a trouble maker—two attempted escapes and a warder beaten up.’

‘I gathered that.’ Mr Campion sat down in the other armchair. ‘I was out of the country at the time, so I’ve been looking it up. There doesn’t seem to have been an appeal.’

‘No. His counsel—that was old Ted Edwards K.C.—boxed clever over his good war record, hinted at shock, tried for a reprieve instead, and made it.’

Oates was talking with the authority of a man who had been there. ‘It was a wicked business. Teague was so reckless that you could say he was mad. He led this boarding party on to Christoff’s yacht the Clymene on the high seas and shot the mate in cold blood in the course of the raid. Murder and piracy—they called it Pirracy in court for some reason—almost the only two crimes we still take seriously. He was an uncomplicated villain, a natural killer with practical wartime experience. It was only old Lord Pendleton’s horror of capital punishment which saved him from hanging. He got a hell of a sentence and he deserved every day of it.’

‘And now you think he’s forgotten?’

The prim mouth smiled. ‘Well, he’s not the news he was, is he? We’ve had a lot of spectacular violence since Jimmy Teague. I didn’t expect crowds round the prison gates.’

Mr Campion was not satisfied. ‘He was very colourful,’ he murmured. ‘Irresistible to women and all that. Could only be killed by a silver bullet, and used them himself in case anyone else had the same theory. You knew that tale, I suppose? I know he had no family but you’d have thought someone would have turned up if only because some of the loot was never recovered.’

‘Loot?’ Oates cocked an eyebrow. ‘That’s an unlikely interest—for you. Well, well. Who’s left? As I recall it there were only four men on the pirate craft. She was some sort of Air Sea Rescue launch called the Lily Marina. Two are dead. Teague was caught and only Target Burrows got clean away out of the country . . . .’ He paused. ‘Or at least that’s what Chief Inspector Yeo and I thought at the time and we should have known.’

‘Burrows was the one-eyed man?’

‘The engineer. A sly feckless fellow by all accounts, and a bully when he had the chance. Always making irritating jokes of the sort that would be called “sick” these days. One of his wife’s boy friends got so wild with him one night that he shot straight at his face with the kid’s airgun and knocked his eye out. Burrows nearly killed the man but the neighbours called him “Target” after that. What a brutal race we are, Campion! I often think that.’

His visitor ignored the digression. ‘Surely the police must still be interested where the man goes unless they’ve written off the stuff?’

‘That’s a thing we never do, as you very well know. If loot is really what you are concerned about why not go to Luke? I thought you two were as thick as tealeaves?’

Mr Campion did not respond. Instead he returned to the main subject.

‘Christoff offered fifteen thousand pounds reward for the jewellery alone. I’ve just seen it on the files.’

‘Mister Christoff was a multi-millionaire, a very arrogant gentleman and he was driven pretty well off his nut by the sheer cheek of the robbery,’ said Oates placidly. ‘The size of the reward was governed by his feelings not the insurance value of the goods. He told me so himself. It was nice stuff, belonged strictly speaking to his wife, and very distinctive from the photographs. There was a tiara, two bracelets, necklace, earrings and a brooch. All in a matching design of golden birds with diamond eyes and sprays. Costume jewellery, for a man in his income bracket. Its breakdown value wouldn’t have been enormous. I always thought that was why Teague went berserk. He expected something more.’

‘As I read it, Teague killed because he was recognised,’ objected the thin man. ‘There was an Australian deckhand on the yacht who recognised him despite his mask. He gave evidence at the trial how he spotted him as he came aboard and told the mate. The mate, poor chap, addressed Teague by name and got a silver bullet for his trouble. Isn’t that the way it went?’

‘Perhaps so. All the same it wasn’t a great haul and Teague is one of those larger than life characters who resent any events which don’t match up to their own idea of themselves. He got under a thousand pounds in cash from the safe, two pictures from the owner’s state room, a few valuable odds and ends and a parcel of booze still crated which must have been hell’s delight to transfer in mid-ocean.’

He paused and lay back in the chair, his eyes half closed. ‘I’ve been sitting here and thinking about you,’ he said presently.

‘Oh, yes? With what in view?’

‘I was wondering what the devil you could be up to. I had one idea.’

‘Does it matter?’ Campion made the request very gently but Oates had grown old enough to be openly disappointed.

‘I don’t want to know your blasted business,’ he said. ‘I’ve known you for close on thirty years. I’ll tell you what I thought, though. It couldn’t have been hard cash or we’d have heard all about it. But suppose some of those cases of champagne contained something equally heavy but potentially much more valuable . . . paper, for instance?’

‘Paper?’ His visitor might never have heard of the material.

‘Files,’ said the ex-A.C. firmly. ‘Their contents would be wartime secrets, long out of date by now. Scandalous international stuff, perhaps. But secrets, like H.E., keep their destructive power for longer than one would expect. I notice that they are at a
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