
		
			[image: ]
		
	
		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		

		
			***

			This edition published in 2024 by Moonstone Press

			www.moonstonepress.co.uk

			Introduction and About the Author © 2023 Chris Verner

			Hard-Boiled originally published in 1937 by The Thriller Library.

			Hanging's Too Good originally published in 1937 by The Thriller Library.

			The War Makers originally published in 1939 by The Thriller Library.

			Partners in Crime originally published in 1932 by 20-Story Magazine.

			Stories of Crime and Detection, Vol VIII: Hard-Boiled © 2024 the Estate of James Ronald.

			The right of James Ronald to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

			ISBN 978-1-899000-86-9

			eISBN 978-1-899000-87-6

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

			Text designed and typeset by Moonstone Press

			Cover illustration by Jason Anscomb

			Some stories have been edited to remove objectionable content to better reflect contemporary standards, including references to ethnicity that could be interpreted as racially insensitive or xenophobic.

			Royalties from the sale of this book will be donated to MND Scotland, who fund ground-breaking MND (motor neurone disease) research and world-class clinical trials to combat an uncommon condition that affects the brain and nerves, and causes weakness that gets worse over time, eventually resulting in death.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		

		
			Contents

			INTRODUCTION

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			HARD-BOILED

			HANGING'S TOO GOOD

			THE WAR MAKERS

			PARTNERS IN CRIME

		

	
		

		
			INTRODUCTION

			This volume contains the final three Mendoza tales in order of publication. They all first appeared in The Thriller Library, published by Amalgamated Press—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 reputation of others who contributed to its pages.

			This eighth volume of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection is the third 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 first story is the fourth Mendoza yarn, Hard-Boiled. It is a brutal and compelling story of the race gangs in London during the interwar years when Soho had the reputation as being Britain’s criminal capital. Mendoza battles the violence of organised crime. This hard-hitting story, though fictional, reflects the true menace of British-Italian mob bosses like the notorious Charles ‘Darby’ Sabini, considered protector of Little Italy in Clerkenwell. Such mobsters are represented in this story by Mike Flannery.

			“When Mike Flannery entered, everything came to a dead stop. The place looked like a waxwork museum: one man was frozen into immobility in the act of dealing cards; another, bent over the billiards-table, sighting a shot, remained like that with his eyes on the intruder; a darts-player stood like a statue, his hand, holding a dart, poised in mid-air. No one spoke. They all looked at Mike with the emotionless eyes of dead fish.”

			Hard-Boiled was first published on 8 May 1937, in The Thriller Library No 431. In July 1938 Rich & Cowan published three Mendoza novelettes in one book, with the overall title Hanging’s Too Good. The stories were Hanging’s Too Good, Angel Face and Hard-Boiled. This version is from the book with the original chapter titles from The Thriller Library restored.

			The fifth Mendoza novelette Hanging’s Too Good began life as The Sucker, first published on 18 December 1937 in The Thriller Library No 463. The Sucker was subsequently revised and republished as the title story in a three-story, aforementioned book, Hanging’s Too Good—Rich & Cowan, July 1938.  

			“When he stood up, there was a fierce light in his eyes and his mouth was grim. One thing at least he could do for Old Dan; he could track down the slayers and see that they got their deserts. This was one crime for which hanging was too good.”

			The sixth and final Mendoza story is The War Makers, a novelette written before Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939, but published after on October 7 1939, in The Thriller Library No 557. 

			The main crux of the story is the formula for a ‘Weapon of Mass Destruction’ and the demonstration and political ramifications of such a weapon. Considering when it was written, the story was prophetic and remains still topical today, considering that humanity has lived with—and been manipulated by—the threat of WMD’s as a daily occurrence since the end of WW2.

			“This gas is infinitely more deadly than any used in warfare before. It could wipe out a trenchful of men without warning. Ordinary poison gas can be seen coming or smelt soon enough to enable a gas mask to be put on, but this gas is colourless and odourless. You breathe it in unsuspectingly and in breathing you die. Think what a weapon like that would mean in the hands of a power hungry for conquest.”

			Detective Inspector Howells of the C.I.D. again meets up with Julian Mendoza who uncovers the truth about ‘The Secret of World Power!’

			The short story Partners in Crime, evolves into gentle blackmail within a dysfunctional aristocratic family. It is also a delicious social satire on the inability of the privileged classes to exist without inheritance when forced to survive by earning a living through honest work. 

			The story was published in 20-Story Magazine No 116, February 1932. 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.

		

	
		
			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

		

	
		

		
			HARD-BOILED

		

	
		
			Mistaken Loyalty

			With his God-forsaken hat at a rakish angle, Julian Mendoza perched himself on the edge of a littered desk in the newsroom of the London Morning World. He filled an ancient briar with tarry black tobacco and struck a match. Through a haze of pungent blue smoke, he said: “You wanted to see me?” 

			The news-editor, hard at work in his shirt-sleeves, looked up with a scowl. His lean, sour face was topped with a shock of white hair which contrasted oddly with the jaundiced yellow of his cheeks. He looked as though he had eaten something that disagreed with him; it was his habitual expression. 

			“When I send for a man it’s usually because I want to see him. What’s this?”

			He held out a grubby piece of paper on which some words and figures were scribbled in pencil in Julian’s sprawling handwriting. Julian squinted at it.

			

			“The cashier asked for a detailed account of how I spent the twenty quid I drew from him last week.” 

			“A nice expense account this is. The cashier went into hysterics when he read it. Take the first item alone: ‘To getting Little Pete drunk…£3 8s. 3d.’” 

			“Getting Little Pete drunk is no light task,” said Julian solemnly. “You have to fill him with whisky till his tonsils float.” 

			“How do you explain these items: ‘Skit-Skat…£5 I Is. 4d.; Blue Bottle…£2 18s. od.; Wind Blew Inn…£2 4s. 6d.’?” 

			“Those are night clubs. Little Pete’s crazy about night clubs.”

			It’s nice to know he’s had a good time. And just who the hell is this Little Pete?” 

			“Little Pete Papadoupolis, the gangster. His father was Greek, his mother is Italian, but Pete himself is naturalised English. You ought to meet him. You’d like him. When he’s drunk, he sings ‘Tiger Rag’ in seven different languages.” 

			“One would be enough for me. And I’d have to love him before I’d spend twenty pounds of the paper’s good money on him. What was the idea of giving Mr. Papadoupolis the time of his life at our expense?” 

			“I was trying to get him to talk.” 

			“Well, what did he say?” 

			“Nothing,” said Julian sadly. “Not a word. By the time he was drunk enough to loosen up he was too drunk to talk.”

			The news-editor made his chair rear back on its hind legs like a horse. 

			“One day I’ll be carried off by a stroke, and it’ll be your damned fault. You’re supposed to be my best man—a fat lot of good you’ve been to me for the past couple of months! Greyhound racing gangs—that’s all you think about nowadays. Oh, I know you’ve turned in some good stories about them. But the subject’s going stale. For quite a while nothing’s happened—”

			“Nothing but the extortion of money from bookmakers and the beating-up of those who won’t pay.” 

			“That’s an old story. The fact that it’s true doesn’t make the public any less tired of hearing it. This race-gang stuff is no longer big enough to warrant the time you’re spending on it—not to mention the money!” 

			“In a few days,” said Julian, “this race-gang stuff is going to be bigger news than ever before.” 

			“Oh. Why?” 

			“Mike Flannery came out this morning.” 

			“How did that happen? It’s only nine weeks since he was sentenced to eighteen months’ hard for half-killing his wife.” 

			“A convict went crazy and attacked a warder. Mike rushed to the rescue. Some of the smart boys say that it was a put-up job, but that’s neither here nor there. The point is that Mike’s bravery so touched the authorities that they remitted the rest of the big thug’s sentence.” 

			“Well, who cares? Mike Flannery is only another gang-leader—and the public is fed to the teeth with gang-leaders.” 

			Julian sighed.

			“Where’s your famed nose for news? Mike is the toughest crook in London. In his absence Nick Rossi has taken over his gang. Mike won’t stand for that —and Nick isn’t likely to abdicate without a fight. It means murder. But if you want the exclusive story, I’ve got to be on the spot when hell starts popping.” 

			For a few moments the news-editor stared in silence at his star crime reporter. 

			“You may be right, at that,” he said grudgingly. 

			

			“I’m always right,” responded Julian complacently. He tossed a slip of paper on the desk. 

			“What’s this?” growled the news-editor. 

			The question was unnecessary. He knew what it was. 

			“It’s an order on the cashier for another twenty pounds expense-money,” replied Julian cheerfully. I’m going to need it.”

			The news-editor ground his teeth. They made an audible gritting noise. But he signed the order. 

			“Alright. You’ve promised me a murder. Now go out and bring it in!”

			*

			Through the velvet dusk snowflakes as large as postage stamps fell steadily from a heavy purple sky. In the yellow glare of a street lamp Julian Mendoza looked like a down-and-out as he turned the corner from Shaftesbury Avenue into Dean Street. An icy wind hunched his shoulders and made him thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his shabby greatcoat. His collar was turned up to his chin, his battered hat drawn down over his eyes. Snow encrusted his shoulders with white epaulettes.

			He plodded along Dean Street, his head bowed before the wind, until he came to a sooty old house as cold and shabby as himself. He went through a narrow doorway and stood in a gloomy passage, shaking his coat to dislodge the snow, while his eyes roved over the visiting-cards which were tacked up above a row of bell-buttons. He found the name he was seeking, but he did not ring the bell below it. His stick tapping on uncarpeted boards, his crippled right leg dragging, he limped up four flights of stairs to a dark landing at the top of the house.

			There was only one door on the landing. Julian knocked loudly on it. He heard the soft padding of feet on carpet, and a woman opened the door. There was a welcoming smile on her lips, but the sight of Julian wiped it off. 

			“Oh,” she said dully; “it’s you.” 

			“You remember me, then?” 

			“You’re Mendoza, the newspaper reporter.” Her tone was far from pleasant. 

			“You don’t sound pleased to see me.” 

			“Why should I be pleased?” 

			“Aren’t you going to ask me in?” 

			She stared wearily at him. For a moment he thought she was going to slam the door in his face. Then she shrugged her shoulders and stood aside. “Come in if you wish.”

			She led him into a small sitting room which had a scoured, polished appearance. A cheerful fire was burning in a freshly blackened grate. The chairs were covered with bright-flowered chintz, the windows curtained with the same material. The walls were distempered pale yellow. No two pieces of furniture quite matched—it had probably been picked up cheaply, piece by piece, after long ferreting in street markets and hole-in-the-corner sales-rooms—but the effect was pleasant and liveable. Through an open door Julian glimpsed another room, furnished as a bedroom. 

			The reporter’s glance seemed casual, but his shrewd grey eyes took in everything there was to see. They travelled to the woman, and their expression softened. Mary Flannery was not yet thirty, but she looked ten years older. Already her thick dark hair was turning grey, and worry and sorrow had etched deep lines at the corners of her mouth and beneath her fine, large eyes. Looking at her, it was difficult to believe that only a few years before she had been one of the loveliest and most brilliant actresses on the London stage. Her features were still beautiful but, even so, she was no more than a tragic shadow of her former glowing self. If she followed the path she was treading, in a few years she would be haggard, unlovely; old. 

			“They let Mike out of jail this morning,” he said, watching her face. 

			“You didn’t come all the way up here to tell me that?”

			“Now that he’s out he’ll be searching for you—and you won’t be hard to find.” 

			“He won’t need to search. When I moved here after the trial I wrote and told him my new address.” 

			“You must be mad!” declared Julian angrily. 

			“Maybe I am. It’s hardly your affair.” 

			“He almost killed you—he would have killed you but for your screams being heard and the police being summoned—and yet you’re willing to have him back!” 

			“He’s my husband,” she said simply. “Besides, he didn’t know what he was doing. He was drunk.”

			“He’ll get drunk again. Next time he may finish the job.”

			Mary Flannery said nothing. She was looking out of the window at the white flakes swirling down through the darkness. Julian felt like shaking her.

			“I can’t understand you. You’ve got looks, brains, ability—everything an actress needs. You could go back to your profession tomorrow and earn enough to surround yourself with luxury. And yet you’re willing to live in a dump like this, to stick to a swaggering bully who knocks you about every time he has a drop too much.” 

			“He’s my husband.” 

			“He’s a filthy brute. Perhaps when you married him you thought you could reform him, but surely by this time you know better? Nothing will ever change him until the hangman stretches his neck or a rival thug sticks a knife in his back. In the two years since your marriage, he hasn’t altered in the least—but take a look in the mirror and see what he’s done to you!”

			Mary Flannery reddened with shame and annoyance. She stared at Julian; her eyes hot with resentment. 

			“You said all this before—at the time of Mike’s trial. I told you then to mind your own business. How many times must I repeat it?” 

			“I can’t stand back and see a woman as fine as you dragged down. Can’t you see what’s in store for you if you stick to Mike? You’ll get the heavy end of it always. When he’s got money he’ll throw it away on other women, and when he’s broke he’ll come back to you. When he’s drunk, he’ll ill-treat you, and when he’s sober he’ll forget you. When your looks are gone he’ll kick you out.” 

			“Maybe you think I don’t know all that.” 

			“If you do—and you still want to stick to Mike—you’re crazy. He’s a criminal, and in the long run he’ll make a criminal out of you. He’ll make you do things you’ll shudder to think of. You’ll despise yourself, hate yourself; and one fine day you’ll find yourself behind prison bars, all because you stuck to Mike. What’s wrong with you? Why are you throwing yourself away on a worthless crook?”  

			“It never occurred to that great brain of yours that I might be in love with him?” 

			“I see. You’re funny that way. All right, be a fool if you must. There’s only one end for Mike, and it’ll be your end as well as his. One day he’ll kill someone—it may be you. Or perhaps you’ll be an accomplice instead of the corpse and in that case, you’ll hang with him.”

			“I’m sticking to Mike,” retorted Mary firmly, although her eyes were haggard. “Whatever comes of it, he’s my man and I’m sticking to him. I’ll even risk my neck for Mike.”

			

			Julian swore under his breath.

			“Alright,” he said savagely; “it’s your neck.” 

			Mary Flannery opened the door. “I don’t want to hurry you,” she said.

			On the landing Julian paused and fumbled in a pocket for one of his cards.

			“Take this,” he said, handing it to her. “It’s got my ’phone number on it. If you change your mind, you’ll need help. Give me a ring and you’ll get it.”

			Looking straight into his eyes, Mary Flannery tore the card to shreds and let the bits flutter over the banisters. 

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you mean well.” And then she went into the flat and shut the door.

			Julian swore again. Limping down the stairs, he found himself wishing there was a woman in the world for him as steadfast as the one Mike Flannery had had the luck to find.

		

	
		
			Little Pete’s Alibi

			The falling snow had spread a layer of white over a saloon car parked without lights in one of Soho’s drab alleys, making it look more like a snow model than the real thing. Inside, hidden from view by the white coating on windows and windscreen, two men were sitting in dour silence, smoking.

			One was short, slim, dapper, with a little black moustache like a misplaced eyebrow, thin, predatory lips and cruel dark eyes. His coat fitted almost as tightly as his skin—Little Pete Papadoupolis fancied himself as a dandy—and all the colours of the rainbow mingled in his tie. A diamond as large as a pea gleamed on his right hand—but his fingernails were in mourning.

			The other man, Mike Flannery, had the chest of a gorilla, the bulging muscles of an all-in wrestler. His face was broad, heavy, pugnacious; but his eyes were surprisingly shrewd. He was smoking a cigar—his first for nine long weeks—and obviously enjoying it.

			Now and then Little Pete shot a sulky glance at the big man. His lips moved and a faint mutter issued from them, as though he were arguing with himself. Suddenly he said aloud: 

			“I wouldn’t do it if I was you.” 

			“You said that already,” retorted Flannery. 

			“I’m sayin’ it again. Walk into the Blue Spot alone and you’ll come out on a stretcher. Listen to reason, will ya? Lemme put Nick Rossi out of the way before you start anything. There’s an empty room above a fruit shop across the street from where Nick lives. The man who runs the shop is a pal of mine—at least, you can call him that. I know enough about him to hang him. He’ll lend me the room for a few hours and forget afterwards that he ever saw me. When Nick comes home tonight, I can put a bullet through his head as easy as spitting in a pail. With Nick in the morgue there won’t be nobody to argue when you walk in and take over the gang.” 

			“Nothing doing. If I couldn’t take on ten rats like Nick Rossi at once I’d jump in the river.” 

			“It ain’t only Nick. I keep tellin’ ya, he’s got the whole gang on his side. I know you’re hard-boiled. I’ve seen you wipe up four blokes at once. But this ain’t no four blokes—it’s a dozen. If they start on you with coshes and brass-knuckles and broken tumblers, they’ll chop you up as fine as though you’d been through a mincin’-machine. I’m tellin’ ya—” 

			“Then pack up telling me. You’re giving me a headache.” Mike looked at the illuminated clock on the dashboard. “It’s gone eight. Most of the gang will be at the Blue Spot by now. Start the car and let’s be on our way.”

			Scowling, Little Pete touched a switch and the twin arms of the windscreen-wiper swished across the glass, clearing two semi-circular patches. He stabbed the self-starter with his toe and a powerful engine sprang to life. 

			“You’re crackers,” he snapped, as the big car moved off. 

			“If you’re so keen to rub out Rossi,” said Flannery, “I might give you the job later.”

			“It’ll be a pleasure,” said Little Pete.

			Purring like a sleek cat, the car weaved through the slums of Little Italy and drew up in front of a dingy café in Little Denmark Street. Above the entrance an electric sign winked on and off. It read simply: THE BLUE SPOT.

			“I’ll come in with you,” said Little Pete. 

			“Nothing doing. I’m going in alone.” 

			“Then take this.” Little Pete slid a hand under his armpit and brought it out holding an automatic pistol.

			“I’m going in with nothing but my two fists,” said Flannery, swinging open the door at his side. “I’ll show ’em I’m a better man than the whole gang put together!”

			He crossed the pavement and parted the swing doors of the café with a thrust of his shoulder. Inside was a long counter and some tables spread with blue-spotted cloths. A door in the rear wall led to an inner room, the headquarters of the gang of which Mike Flannery had been leader until he was sent to prison.

			But for a fat, middle-aged Italian standing behind the counter, with a soiled apron round his middle, the outer room was deserted. At the sight of Flannery the Italian’s eyes widened and he made a dive for a button set in the wall which would ring a warning bell in the inner room.

			

			Before he could reach it, Flannery crossed the space between them in two rapid strides, grabbed him by the tie and yanked him bodily across the counter with a jerk that almost dislocated his neck. Half-strangled, his face purple, the Italian kicked like a dying rabbit. Drawing back his fist, Mike chopped it down on the point of the man’s jaw. The Italian’s eyes rolled upward and he sagged limply in his captor’s grasp. Mike dragged him behind the counter and left him on the floor out of sight.

			Kicking open the door in the rear wall, he walked through. A hum of conversation died abruptly at his entrance, replaced by a silence that was almost audible.

			The room was large, but the windows were tightly shut and curtained and the atmosphere was blue with smoke and stale with human breath. To the left a game of cork-pool was in progress on a full-sized billiards-table. To the right some of the gang were playing darts. At a table in the middle of the floor another group was engrossed in poker.

			When Mike Flannery entered, everything came to a dead stop. The place looked like a waxwork museum: one man was frozen into immobility in the act of dealing cards; another, bent over the billiards-table, sighting a shot, remained like that with his eyes on the intruder; a darts-player stood like a statue, his hand, holding a dart, poised in mid-air. No one spoke. They all looked at Mike with the emotionless eyes of dead fish.

			At a desk in a corner sat a lean, hook-nosed man in the middle thirties, with black, glittering eyes, a mouth like a knife-gash and hair smooth and glossy as patent leather. He stared bleakly at Mike Flannery and his lips twisted into a mirthless grin, cold and repellent, like that of a snake on the point of striking.

			Behind the door a smart fawn overcoat and a grey velour hat were hanging on a peg. Mike lifted them down, glanced at them contemptuously, and tossed them into a corner. With elaborate care he took off his own hat and coat and hung them on the peg. No one moved or spoke. The gang was watching him silently, hungrily—a wolf pack ready to rend and tear at the first sign of weakness.

			With steady fingers Flannery struck a match and applied it to his cigar. Sauntering to the desk, he glanced down at the man who was sitting there and said: “You’re in my chair, Rossi.” 

			“There’s been some changes, Mike,” said Rossi coolly. “It ain’t your chair any more. While you was in jail the boys decided they didn’t want you running the show. Nothing personal—but you’re too fond of the rough stuff, and we’ve come to the conclusion that it don’t pay. You think with your fists. Maybe that was all right in the early days when we was getting our noses in at the Kenley Greyhound Stadium—a sock in the jaw was the best argument then—but now we’ve built up the racket into a big-money proposition, the less trouble we stir up the better. We still use a cosh when necessary, but every time we do, it gets in the papers, and publicity is bad for our business. Peaceful persuasion’s the game today—and you never learned to play it. That’s why you’re out, Mike.” 

			“You’re in my chair, Rossi.” 

			“I’m staying in it, Mike.” 

			“The hell you are,” said Flannery. 

			He heaved the desk over on its side. Nick Rossi kicked his chair away and jumped back. One hand flew to his pocket and came out holding something tightly. There was a click, and the long, sharp blade of a knife slid out between his fingers. 

			Nick sprang forward like a panther, jabbing the gleaming blade at Flannery’s stomach. With the heel of one hand Mike struck the knife down, with the other he gripped Rossi’s wrist and twisted it relentlessly. There was a sharp crack. Rossi screamed with pain and dropped the knife. Mike let the arm drop and it dangled grotesquely, broken between wrist and elbow.

			Hooking two fingers into the V of Rossi’s waistcoat, Mike pulled him closer and delivered a smashing punch to his hooked nose. A sickening crunch of splintered bone accompanied the thud of the fist. Rossi dropped to his knees, his eyes shut, his head lolling on one side, blood streaming down his ashen face. When Mike released him, he sprawled on his face in a crumpled heap on the floor.

			As calmly as though he were alone in the room, Mike picked up the desk. Hooking the chair nearer with his foot, he dropped into it. His eyes travelled round the room. No one had moved. 

			“A nice bunch of rats,” he said. “I walk in and beat up your elected leader and none of you moves a finger.” 

			“Nick was supposed to be quick with the knife,” mumbled one of them. 

			“So, you thought you’d wait and see what happened. If he’d got me with his first jab you’d have pitched in and finished me off, but because he bungled it you left him to it. You make me sick. I thought some of you had guts.” 

			“Maybe some of us wasn’t so keen on Nick bein’ chief as Nick thought,” said another gangster. 

			“Well, you’ve just witnessed another election and Mike Flannery’s running things again. If any of you don’t like it, now’s the time to say so.”

			Silence. Mike smiled grimly. “Carried unanimously,” he said. “Well—ain’t any of you mugs going to say you’re glad to see me?” 

			The man who had been dealing at poker when Mike came in rose from the table and threw down the cards. Ex-prizefighter was written all over him—on his flattened nose, his cauliflowered-ears. At one time he had been a fair performer in the ring, but as he grew older he had become a punching-bag for younger fighters who were trying to make names for themselves. During the latter period he had earned the nickname of One-Round Reilly by his promptness in hitting the canvas and staying there, and the name stuck to him, although he had long ago hung up his gloves. He walked over to the desk and grinned sheepishly at Flannery.

			“We’re all glad to see you, Mike.” He looked to the others for support. “Ain’t that right, boys?”

			There was a murmur of assent. 

			“You were quick enough to throw me over when I went to jail.” 

			“Well, Mike, someone had to boss the show.” 

			“I left Little Pete in charge.” 

			“Little Pete ain’t you, boss. Nick kept sayin’ Little Pete was no good. He said you was no good either, or you’d have kept yourself out of jail. That’s what a gang-leader is for—to keep the boys out of jail—and if he can’t keep hisself out, what good is he? I’m only tellin’ you what Nick said,” he added hastily. “Nick’s smart, and he talked us over. But we’ve been wonderin’ lately if he was any good hisself, for a couple of the boys are in Brixton this minute, waiting for trial—and they look like bein’ in jail for a long time.” 

			“What were they pinched for?” 

			“Beatin’ up a bookie at the Stadium.”

			Mike Flannery smiled. “I thought the rough stuff was out?” 

			“As a rule, boss. But every now and then you gotta give one of them a good goin’-over, as a warning to the others. Shorty Egan and Skats Manusco was sent out on this job, and they bungled it. They nearly killed the bloke, and they was seen by three witnesses. The lawyer says they’ll get ten years apiece.” 

			The gang leader looked thoughtful. His eyes travelled to the prone figure of his beaten rival. “Nick couldn’t think of a way to save ’em, eh? Well, maybe I can. Maybe I’ve got more brains than Nick gave me credit for.” 

			He called forward another member of the gang and said:  “Spike, you and One-Round take Nick home and call a doctor. Keep your mouths shut about how he got hurt. You can use my car, it’s parked outside. Little Pete’s waiting in it. Tell him to come in.”

			The two gangsters obeyed. Mike Flannery tilted his chair, put his feet on the desk, and stared at the ceiling, deep in thought. In a few moments Little Pete came in and hurried over to the desk. 

			“Mike, are you crazy? You can’t let Nick go. When he comes to, he’ll be after your blood. If you let him live, he’ll bump you off sure as eggs is eggs.” 

			“Who said I was going to let him live?” 

			Little Pete smiled. His hand slid to the gun that was holstered beneath his armpit. “You’re going to let me bump him off?” 

			“Not with a gun. Sit down. I want to talk to you. You know someone who would swear to a false alibi?” 

			“Sure,” said Little Pete. “My woman.” 

			“Big Annie? God knows what you see in that baby elephant.” 

			“Annie’s fat,” said little Pete huffily, “but I like ’em fat. It gives you more to get a grip of.” 

			“Every man to his own taste. This is what you’ve got to do: first see Big Annie and make her understand that you’re supposed to be spending the rest of the evening with her; then go out and steal a car—a big car…”

		

	
		
			Nick’s Accident

			For a time, Mike Flannery and his lieutenant had their heads together, talking in whispers. One of the card-players rose and slouched out for cigarettes. He came back in a hurry. Leaning over the desk, speaking out of the corner of his mouth, he said:  

			“Mendoza’s out there.” 

			“The reporter? What’s he doing?” 

			“He’s behind the counter, helpin’ himself to coffee. I told him he ain’t welcome, but he only laughed. Shall I take a couple of the boys and throw him out?” 

			“I’m surprised at you, Joe,” said Flannery. “Don’t you know better than be rude to a newspaperman? Show the bastard in.”

			Joe looked astonished, but hastened to obey. Several minutes passed, however, before he returned with the reporter, who carried a cup of coffee and some doughnuts. 

			“Sorry to keep you waitin’, boss,” said Joe apologetically. 

			“I fancied a doughnut,” said Julian. “Joe didn’t know where they were, so I had to forage about a bit. Careless of you, Mike, leaving the front shop untended. Poor Tony isn’t feeling up to his work. It seems that someone gave him a sock in the jaw. I saw Nick Rossi being helped into a car. So, you won the first round, eh?” 

			“The first and last, Mendoza,” said the gang leader. “Nick knows when he’s licked. He won’t make any more trouble.” 

			

			Julian perched himself on the desk and munched a doughnut. “He won’t make any more trouble. What do you mean by that? Thought up a way to get rid of him for good?”

			“Keep on shovin’ that nose of yours in where it don’t belong,” said Little Pete, with a scowl, “and one day you’re gonna lose it.” 

			“That’s unkind, Pete,” said Julian reproachfully, “after the nice time I gave you the other night. I thought we were pals.” 

			“Sure,” retorted Little Pete. “This kind of pals.” He went through the motions of cutting a throat. Turning to his chief, he added: “I’ll be goin’. Got a date with my woman.” 

			“Love’s young dream,” sighed Julian. “Still going with Big Annie Verucci? How do you take her out? In a truck?” 

			“Aw, phooey to you!” snapped Little Pete. Yanking his hat down over his eyes, he stamped out, slamming the door behind him. 

			“You’re a great little kidder, Mendoza,” said Mike Flannery. “I hear you were like a mother to my wife while I was in jail.” 

			“I gave her some good advice, if that’s what you mean. I warned her to avoid you like the plague.” 

			“Yes,” said Flannery. His voice was steady, but his eyes smouldered. “Yes, that was pretty good advice. But she wouldn’t take it?” 

			Julian was silent, and Flannery added: “Y’know, Mendoza, many a man would resent you running him down to his wife. Ain’t you afraid of getting your block knocked off?”

			“By you? Oh, no. You
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