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			INTRODUCTION

			This tenth volume of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection, contains two novellas and a short story. 

			The two novellas feature a respectable solicitor, Theodore Wrenn—of Gentry, Green and Gentry an old-fashioned but influential firm of solicitors—first making his appearance in Counsel for the Defence, followed up by the title role in The Awakening of Theodore Wrenn:

			“At 36 years of age Theodore Wrenn managing clerk to the old established firm of Gentry, Green and Gentry, solicitors, has one ambition—to succeed old Daniel Gentry when he dies as its head. It is the only thing in Theodore’s life that matters, and to fulfil that ambition he lives frugally in the dingiest of boarding houses, scraping together capital in readiness for the time when the opportunity to purchase the business will occur. He is mild mannered, rather unworldly and self-effacing: and although he looks older than his cousin, Sir Anthony Ravenal, the dissolute head of the family, he is actually three years younger.”

			Counsel for the Defence was published by Gramol in 1932, an Adelphi Novel number 22, priced at 2d. It is hard to believe that out of choice James Ronald began as a pulp writer for a prolific publisher of cheap fiction between the wars, Gramol Publications, 3 Duke Street, Adelphi, London W.C.2. The name Gramol was extracted from Arthur Gray (1889-1960) and Frederick Matthew Mowl (1887-1949), who ran the outfit. They were regarded as the worst-paying publishers of the period.  They had begun publishing in the 1920s, originally as the Federation Press, operating since about 1926, from Gramol House, Farringdon Avenue. 

			

			Apart from Theodore Wrenn, Counsel for the Defence also introduces the fictional police officer Detective Sergeant Evans (later promoted to become Detective Inspector Evans C.I.D in several other stories). 

			The story is concerned with the murder of Moses Silverstein, pawnbroker and moneylender, who had been something of an old rogue:

			A hard old man whose emaciated frame was bent like a question mark and who wore a long silver-streaked beard that quivered when a customer had the temerity to ask a larger loan than his clock or candlesticks warranted. Everyone in the neighbourhood had known old Silverstein. And now Silverstein was dead—murdered!

			This is the same story as Murder! by Michael Crombie, published by Arthur Gray (Books) Ltd 1935 and or Gramol (according to The British Library). 

			Arthur Gray published a number of Ronald’s books under his own banner including the second novella in this volume The Awakening of Theodore Wrenn, written by James Ronald but published under his non de plume Michael Crombie. 

			When the rakish and dissolute Lord Ravenal introduced his staid and respectable cousin Theodore Wrenn to his fiancée Anne Wilding, it was to have a profound influence on all their lives. For it awakened in Theodore feelings and ambitions he had never experienced before. Anne Wilding was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and he felt dazed in her presence. From the moment his eyes had met the clear, frank eyes of Anne Wilding, he was lost to everyone but her…and a chain of events was to be set in motion that would embrace both love and death!

			

			The Awakening of Theodore Wrenn by Michael Crombie was originally published in 1934 by Arthur Gray (Books) Ltd, 3 Duke Street, Adelphi, London W.C.2. with a wonderful art deco dust wrapper by talented postwar pulp fiction artist H. W. Perl (1897-1952) a contraction and pseudonym of Hyman Woolf Perlzweig, who exhibited three pictures at the Royal Academy between 1938 and 1940. 

			The amusing short story, The Baby and the Gorilla, first appeared in the Linlithgowshire Gazette, West Lothian, Scotland, 08 February 1935 and again in the Saturday Evening Express Launceston, Tasmania, 15 July 1939 and no doubt other newspapers.

		

	
		
			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

		

	
		

		
			COUNSEL FOR THE DEFENCE

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			At one o’clock in the morning, Sergeant Daniel Regan turned in at the doorway of the Battersea district police station, leafing over the page of his notebook as he went, to be ready to make his report. The sergeant in charge looked up as the Irish officer came in, and his usually calm, expressionless face gleamed with suppressed excitement.

			“Hello, Danny,” he called. “Have you heard the news? Old Moses Silverstein has been murdered!”

			Regan was thunderstruck. His thick, moist thumb poised in mid-air on its way from his lips to the notebook. In his amazement, his brogue became unusually pronounced. 

			“What are ye telling me? Och, Mary, but I was talkin’ to him not two hours ago! Are yiz sure?”

			The station sergeant nodded. “There’s nothing surer. The constable on the beat found him less than half an hour ago, lying on the floor behind the counter of his pawnshop, with his skull cracked like a nut.”

			

			“Save us!” gasped Regan, shaken to the core. “Ould scoundrel that he was, that’s no death for any man. May the Lord rest his soul!”

			“You’d better get back to Stark Street, Danny,” said the other in a sympathetic tone. “Superintendent Westcott from the Yard is in charge of the case, and he’ll want a word with you.”

			Regan nodded silently, turned, and made his way out of the police station. He walked briskly towards the scene of the crime, a gloomy, dismal thoroughfare, aptly named Stark Street, which ran only the length of a single block connecting two brighter and more important streets.

			Stark Street was lined on either side with dilapidated stucco-fronted houses each, even in the stain and decay of time and neglect, exactly alike, except that at one end of the street a house front had been altered to serve the purpose of a shop. Over its door, three brass balls and a sign with faded gilt lettering proclaimed that here was the place of business and dwelling of Moses Silverstein, pawnbroker and moneylender.

			This Moses Silverstein had been something of a character. A hard old man whose emaciated frame was bent like a question mark and who wore a long silver-streaked beard that quivered when a customer had the temerity to ask a larger loan than his clock or candlesticks warranted.

			Everyone in the neighbourhood had known old Silverstein. And now Silverstein was dead—murdered!

			“Rest his soul,” thought Danny Regan. “Sure, he never did any harm.”

			Sergeant Regan was a tall, red-faced man whose chief interest lay in his cheery little home in a happier thoroughfare in Battersea, with his wife and his three bonny children. In his heart, the good-natured Irishman despised Moses Silverstein, but he had known him intimately and resented the violent nature of his passing.

			

			On more than one occasion, the pawnbroker had been able to provide the police sergeant with useful information. Many queer folk came to Moses Silverstein with articles which they dared not offer elsewhere and if the return was large enough, and the risk not too great, the pawnbroker had accepted them readily without enquiring into their antecedents.

			Sergeant Regan had been certain for years the old man was a receiver of stolen property, but the pawnbroker was wily enough to cover up all actual evidence of his dealings on the wrong side of the law, and so the sergeant had been unable to do more than to keep him under surveillance. Occasionally the sergeant would drop into the pawn-office in the evening and have a casual chat over the fire in the parlour with the old man. These evenings had occasionally born fruit, for the pawnbroker knew perfectly well that he was suspected and when some petty thief brought him a valueless trinket of a set of worthless spoons, he had no compunction in betraying him to the Irish police officer with implied insinuation: “See how honest I am. Always on the side of the law!”

			An unsavoury old man, Silverstein, but a fascinating study. Like a bird of prey, he had pounced on the needy of the neighbourhood and turned their ill-fortune to his own profit.

			Regan had little doubt that one of his victims had turned on Silverstein, and squared accounts drastically. 

			The pawn-office was dimly lighted when Regan arrived in Stark Street. At the door stood a constable, who stepped aside promptly to admit the sergeant.

			Inside, Regan found Superintendent Westcott, who was questioning the constable who had discovered the murder. On the floor knelt a short, slight man in a fawn coat and bowler hat, who was examining the still, limp body of the pawnbroker. Regan’s eyes were drawn to the body against his will, for the cruelly battered head was sickening to look at.

			

			The dead man was sprawled out, face downwards, in an ungainly attitude, with one leg doubled under him, and the other stretched out rigidly. A foot or so away lay a blood-stained skullcap. The body was clothed in a nightshirt, and ancient green dressing-gown, and a pair of shabby red felt slippers. On the floor near the body lay a small enamelled candlestick, in which was a stump of candle, broken in the middle.

			Superintendent Westcott checked the constable’s narration of his story for a moment, and nodded to Sergeant Regan.

			“Glad you turned up,” he said pleasantly. “Knew the old man pretty well, didn’t you?”

			With an effort, Regan withdrew his eyes from the frail, pathetic looking bundle on the floor, with its nauseating mashed head.

			“Pretty well, sir,” he replied with a gulp. “I must have been one of the last to see him alive. I was in here at the back at twelve o’clock.”

			The superintendent nodded thoughtfully. “Take a look round if you like,” he said. “I’ll have a word with you shortly.”

			He turned back to the constable, who was consulting his notebook. “At exactly what time did you find the body?” he asked.

			“About twelve minutes to one it would be, sir,” replied the constable. “I reached the other end of Stark Street at a quarter to one, and had come slowly down the street. I tried the handle of the pawnshop door lightly as I always do. To my surprise, the door was unlocked and slightly ajar, and I went in to investigate. When I passed behind the counter, the light of my torch fell upon the body of Moses Silverstein, which was lying on the floor in exactly the same position as it is now. I did not examine the body, as it was obvious that he was dead. I swept the room with my light, and assured myself that there was no one else in the room. “I felt a bit seedy with seeing the blood, and all, and I went outside and blew my whistle for my mate, who was with me in exactly three minutes. I took charge of the premises, while he went to telephone the police station.”

			

			“And nothing has been interfered with?” asked Superintendent Westcott.

			The constable shook his head. “Nothing, sir.”

			“Very good.”

			Superintendent Westcott turned to the dapper little man in the fawn coat, who had risen from his position on the floor beside the body, and was dusting the knees of his striped trousers.

			“Satisfied, doctor?” he enquired.

			The man in the fawn coat nodded. “He’s been dead about half an hour,” he replied. “Possibly a little less than that; it isn’t easy to say. There are at least a dozen injuries on the skull, most of them unnecessary; one such savage blow would have been sufficient to kill him. I expect the murderer was nervy, and wanted to make sure. The injuries were inflicted with a blunt instrument, wielded with terrific force, either by a very powerful man, or a very angry man, almost a lunatic.”

			“A blunt instrument,” echoed the Scotland Yard man. “Can you give me an idea what kind of blunt instrument?”

			“Afraid I can’t. Possibly a poker, or one of those heavy candlesticks over there. It isn’t easy to say, for the skull’s been mashed to a pulp. It’s impossible to identify the individual blows. If the weapon was a poker, it was a heavy, rigid one.”

			“There’s a heavy, steel poker in the parlour,” said Regan.

			“Get it, please,” said Superintendent Westcott.

			

			Sergeant Regan went into the little parlour behind the shop, and returned in a few moments with a puzzled expression on his face. “It isn’t there.”

			“Look round the shop and see if you can find it,” directed his superior officer. “You might examine the candlesticks on that shelf for bloodstains as well. Use your handkerchief in handling them. We don’t want to obliterate possible fingerprints.”

			The doctor picked up his little black satchel. “I don’t think you’ll need me again tonight,” he remarked. “I’ll send you my report first thing in the morning. Fact is, I’m anxious to get home and mix myself a stiff brandy-and-soda. I don’t know when I’ve seen an uglier sight.”

			“That’s alright, doctor” said Westcott sympathetically. “Goodnight.”

			“Goodnight.”

			As the doctor left, Westcott turned to Regan. “Anyone else sleep in the house?” he asked. “I sent Sergeant Evans upstairs to investigate ten minutes ago and he’s not back yet.”

			“Only the housekeeper,” replied Regan. “He may be having a little trouble with her. She’s very deaf.”

			At that moment, they heard footsteps coming down the rickety, creaking staircase, then Sergeant Evans of the C.I.D. came into the shop guiding an elderly woman who wore a faded blue dressing-gown, which did not conceal a flannel nightgown beneath.

			Her mouse-coloured hair hung in drab wisps about her head, and her face, seamed and wrinkled, was drained of all colour. Her eyes wore a dazed, terrified expression like those of a trapped animal.

			When they lit on the huddled figure on the floor, they widened, and with a shriek the woman swayed and would have fallen had not Sergeant Evans caught and held her in his powerful arms.

			

			“She’s fainted,” he remarked laconically. “Don’t wonder. Nasty sight.”

			 “Take her into the parlour,” directed Westcott. “She’ll be off again if she sees the body when she comes round. Here you” —this to the constable— “see if you can rustle up a cup of tea for her. We don’t want a hysterical woman on our hands.”

			Evans carried the woman into the parlour, and laid her gently upon a sofa, while the constable investigated the contents of the larder in the musty kitchen at the rear of the house.

			Westcott looked at Sergeant Regan. “What’s your theory?” he demanded brusquely. “Do you think one of his customers did this? Pretty tough lot, aren’t they?”

			Danny Regan thought carefully before replying. “They are all pretty poor,” he replied at last; “or they wouldn’t be customers of Silverstein’s. But I don’t think any of his ‘regulars,’ you might call them, would do that.” He jerked his thumb toward the battered head. “Mind you, he drove some of them to a pretty desperate pitch, and I won’t say he wasn’t threatened many a time, for he was, and little enough notice he took of it. But none of them were the killing sort. They might have beaten him up, but they wouldn’t have murdered him.”

			His blue eyes assumed a thoughtful expression.

			“I’ve an idea,” he said. “I’m remembering a well-dressed young man who was here late tonight, when I was back there in the parlour. He was confabbing with Silverstein, and not in any friendly terms either, if I’m any judge of expression. And I’m remembering something the old man said when he came back into the parlour.”

			“Spit it out,” said Westcott impatiently. What did he say?”

			

			Sergeant Daniel Regan turned his blue eyes reproachfully upon the man from Scotland Yard.

			“I’m trying to remember his exact words—if I’m not mistaken, Silverstein said that the solid earth had crumbled beneath the young man, and that he did not like the sensation of dancing on air.”

			“Dancing on air?” repeated Westcott slowly. “Dancing on air? A peculiar phrase sergeant. I can only think of only one meaning it could have—”

			Sergeant Regan had worked under Superintendent Westcott before, and he knew that the Scotland Yard man was no stickler for etiquette.

			He drew a blackened briar pipe from his pocket. “With your permission, sir,” he said. “The air in here is none too sweet.” Permission granted, he methodically filled and lighted the pipe.

			Exhaling a cloud of pungent blue smoke, which steadied his nerves, and overcame the nausea which had threatened him since he came into that room of death, he said: “As you say, sir. A peculiar phrase. I wonder, now, if it could have been a prophecy?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			On the floor in front of the high sloping desk on which Silverstein had done his bookkeeping lay a strip of worn red carpet. Superintendent Westcott moved the high stool which stood upon it, carried the carpet across the room, and gently covered the huddled figure on the floor.

			“And now,” he said, tell me about your visit here tonight.”

			Sergeant Regan tilted his uniform cap forward, and scratched the back of his head. He was trying to remember every single detail of the incident. “It would be about the back of eleven o’clock—”

			

			Moses Silverstein had been putting up his shutters when the sergeant came down the street with his heavy tread. The old man looked up at his approach, and a fleeting smile crossed his features. He propped a shutter against the glass of the window, and opened the door of his shop, rubbing his hands together.

			“Come in, sergeant,” he said ingratiatingly. “I will leave the remainder of the locking up for a quarter of an hour. With me you shall have a glass of wine. Today I have done a bit of good business.”

			After a moment’s thought, the Irishman went into the dingy shop and passed through to the shabby parlour with Silverstein at his heels.

			“And what was the business, may I ask?” he enquired, sitting down heavily.

			Silverstein looked at him craftily from beneath shaggy eyebrows. “You remember the pair of miniatures I bought six months ago. They have been in the window beside the brass warming-pan ever since.”

			Regan remembered the miniatures.

			“You gave poor old Miss Manders thirty shillings for them,” he grunted. “They were her grandmother’s. It nearly broke her heart to part with them.”

			Silverstein shrugged his shoulders. “She was glad enough to get the money. Today, my friend, an American saw them, and offered me ten pounds for the pair.”

			“A nice enough profit!” commented Regan, drily. “You know how to make money alright.” 

			The pawnbroker smiled and poured out two glasses of wine, one which he handed to the sergeant.

			

			“But that is not all,” he replied. “I refused his offer. He offered more—I refused again.  He said ‘Fifty pounds, take it or leave it’. I rolled my eyes and cried: ‘Oi! You want to rob me!’ But I took it. Fifty pounds, my friend!” He laughed shrilly, his grey beard quivering.

			“Fifty pounds!” exclaimed Regan. “Holy Mary! But, look now, Silverstein, you’ll share a bit of your luck with the old spinster who sold them to you? She’s having the very devil of a time making ends meet.”

			“Why should I?” parried Silverstein. “Business is business, my friend.”

			“But you will?” insisted Regan, glaring steadily into the pawnbroker’s shifty eyes. “You’ll spare her a fiver, now, won’t you?”

			Silverstein’s expression hardened, but his eyes dropped, and he nodded reluctantly.

			“Very well. You want to ruin me, but for you I’ll do it. Five whole pounds she shall have.”

			“Give it to me now,” said Regan. “I’ll take it over to her on my way to the station.”

			After a moment’s hesitation, Silverstein shuffled out of the room, and returned with the money. It was just as well, in his business, to keep on the right side of the police.

			Regan pocketed the money, and sipped his glass of wine with added relish.

			“Ye’ve got a queer place here Silverstein,” he remarked, glancing around him. “For all that I know little about valuable things, I can tell you have some expensive ornaments in this poky old parlour of yours, cheek-by-jowl with some trash that you couldn’t get a tanner apiece for. You must be worth a rare bit of money to have your treasures lying around loose like this!”

			“Not so much, not so much,” muttered the old man softly, his eyes glistening with cupidity, “and yet, as you say, some of these things are valuable. Someday I shall sell them—when the price is right.”

			

			The huge Irishman shifted comfortably in his chair. “And what will you do with your money? Will you buy a fine motor, and ride around like a lord?”

			Silverstein smiled slowly.“To you,” he said, softly, “money means a fine motor car, and luxury; in my neighbour, Silas Taplow, it means more horrors for his museum; to a young man of my acquaintance—a very foolish young man—it means more pretties for his empty-headed sweetheart; to me, money means—just money. Who is right? Yourself, Silas Taplow, the young man, or myself? Who can tell? When I die, I will leave my money to my heirs, and they will treat it as it should be treated—as money, to be valued for itself. Money, is a sacred trust, my friend. It must not be treated lightly. Be good to it, value it, keep it, and it will bring you more. Fling it to the winds, buy motorcars, or the ears of a murderer, or dainties for a lady, and it will soon desert you. Who shall know the value of money, if not a pawnbroker, who sees every day in the course of his business the result of its misuse?”

			The old man's question remained unanswered, for at that moment a piano wire which was suspended above the outer door emitted a resonant twang, the signal that someone had entered the shop. Silverstein hurried away silently to attend to the newcomer, closing the door as he went. Curious as ever, the big police officer arose and reopened it slightly, so that he could see the customer, although he could not hear all that was said. 

			The newcomer was a tall, thin young man, with eyes set a little close together, which spoiled an otherwise pleasing face, and he was pleading urgently with the pawnbroker, who listened passively, with an occasional shrug of the shoulders. The only words that the police officer could catch were: ‘I must have it,’ which the young man uttered in a high, strained voice in which fear and anger mingled. To this the ancient pawnbroker only replied with an expressive shrug of his shoulders.

			

			Silverstein was turning away to terminate the interview, but the young man grasped his arm while he fumbled beneath his jacket, and brought forth a wad of notes, which he offered to the old man. Silverstein looked at the money quizzically, then shook his head slowly, with a dry smile. The young man pleaded, threatened and cajoled, but the old man was firm. Regan could not hear their conversation, but the pantomime of the young man’s changing expressions and Silverstein's calm passivity was unmistakeable. Then the young man said something which his expression told he thought a trump card to be kept until the last, but was answered only by a shrug of the shoulders and the outstretched palms of the old man, who seemed to be very little concerned.

			There was no misreading the finality of Silverstein’s gesture, and the young man turned and slowly left the shop. With a peculiar expression on his face, the old man moved silently back to his parlour, and Regan had barely time to close the door through which he had been a silent witness before the ancient pawnbroker was with him again.

			“Sure an’ it’s late for a customer?” Regan queried.

			“Customers at all times come,” Silverstein replied. “An old man’s bedtime to them is nothing. Sometimes they bring me good business, at other they merely waste my time and theirs. That was the young man I spoke of, a very foolish young man who sees in money mere dainties for his sweetheart. A pretty dance she has led him, and now the solid earth has crumbled beneath him, and he does not like the sensation of dancing on air. What did you think of him, this young man? His eyes are too close together, are they not?”

			

			“Why—I—” stammered Regan. How the devil did the ‘ould fule’ know he had opened the door, he wondered.

			“There are mirrors in my shop,” explained Silverstein suavely, “and the business of other people is the chief business of the police, is it not?”

			There was no possible reply, Regan felt, to the pawnbroker’s question, and he drained the last drop in his glass, and rose to go. Moses Silverstein saw him to the door, then recommenced the task of locking up. As he strode down the street, Regan’s thoughts were of the old man and his fortune, which must run into thousands, and of the customer, the young man whose sweetheart led a wanton dance.

			It was a quarter past eleven when he arrived at the house where Miss Manders, an elderly spinster who had seen better days, rented a single room. The old lady had retired an hour before, but her landlord was still up. The sergeant borrowed an envelope and a sheet of paper, and wrote ‘with the compliments of Moses Silverstein’ on the paper, and enclosed it with a five-pound note in the envelope, to be given to Miss Manders first thing in the morning.

			There the material part of his story ended.

			“I was round and about the neighbourhood for the best part of two hours after that,” he concluded. “Then I dropped in at the police station, and was told about the murder.”

			Superintendent Westcott nodded reflectively. “You mentioned Silas Taplow; who is he?” he asked.

			Regan stared. “You must have heard of Silas Taplow, sir!” he exclaimed. “Why, everybody knows of him. The Scavenger, they call him. He’s a collector of horrors.”

			“I remember,” Westcott agreed. “He runs a private museum of criminal relics, doesn’t he? I read about him in the morning papers a few weeks ago.”

			

			“That’s him. He lives a few doors away, on this side of the street.” 

			“Must be a queer fish,” Westcott commented. “I should think that your story is going to be of considerable value, sergeant.”

			Sergeant Evans appeared in the doorway of the parlour to report that the murdered man’s housekeeper had recovered sufficiently to make a statement. A cup of tea, and Evans’ friendly manner had restored her shattered nerves.

			Westcott decided the woman in the parlour; even when covered with the strip of red carpet, the shape upon the floor of the shop had a sinister, nerve-shaking appearance. He requested Sergeant Regan to continue a search of the shop with a view to finding the weapon with which the crime had been committed.

			Sophia Levine, the pawnbroker’s middle-aged housekeeper, was able to tell little of importance. At twenty minutes past twelve she had been awakened by the sound made by her master closing his bedroom door and descending the creaking, groaning staircase to the shop. She concluded that he had heard the doorbell ringing downstairs and had gone to answer it. She herself had not heard the bell, but then, she was very deaf, and the shop was considerable removed from the sleeping quarters, and Silverstein had exceptionally keen hearing. It was by no means out of the ordinary for the pawnbroker to have callers at a late hour, and she thought nothing more of it, and dozed off again.

			She had heard nothing more—simply the closing of the pawnbroker’s bedroom door, and his noisy descent of the stairs.

			“You say that was at twenty minutes past twelve?” Westcott regarded her closely.

			She nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir. At twenty past, exactly.”

			

			“How can you be so sure of the time?”

			She was startled at the abruptness of his tone, but answered simply and convincingly: “I have an alarm clock with a luminous dial on the table by my bed. When I awoke, it was the first thing I set eyes on.”

			Westcott rose from the chair facing the housekeeper in which he had been sitting.

			“That’s all for the present,” he said. “If you think you can sleep you had better go back to bed.”

			Sophie Levine rose with a gasp to her feet. “Thank you, sir. May I lock my door?”

			The Superintendent smiled: “Certainly.”

			Like a pale ghost, the withered little woman slipped out of the room and up the stairs without a glance at the thing which lay in the shop. 

			Superintendent Westcott went back to the shop. He found Regan looking inside the large single compartment of the Silverstein's desk.

			“Look here, sir,” said the sergeant. “It looks as though someone has been rooting about in here.  Everything’s jumbled up all higgledy-piggledy.”

			Westcott looked over his subordinate’s shoulder. The papers in the desk were scattered in wild profusion, and on one of them there was the impression of four fingers of a bloodstained hand!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Superintendent Westcott picked up the paper and examined the bloodstained impression closely. “Pity he wore gloves,” he commented in a disappointed tone. “Still, we could hardly expect the murderer to leave his fingerprint like a visiting card. Criminals are too cute for that, nowadays.”

			

			His tone changed. “Look into that desk, sergeant, and tell me what you see,” he demanded brusquely.

			It was evident that he himself had noticed something which interested him exceedingly. Regan could see nothing but the mass of distorted paper, and said so.

			“For heaven’s sake use your eyes man!” retorted Westcott.

			Regan’s large, red face remained as imperturbable as ever. “All I can see is the old man's papers all mixed up higgledy-piggledy like a dog’s breakfast, some of them with bloodstains on ’em.”

			“Now we’re coming to the point!” exclaimed the C.I.D. man triumphantly. “Some of them stained with blood. Some of them. Why not all?”

			Sergeant Regan thought hard. “Because some of them were examined before the murder?” he suggested at last. 

			“That’s the idea! Fairly evident, isn’t it? All of the papers are mixed up in exactly the same way, but only some are bloodstained. Therefore, it would seem that the pawnbroker appeared on the scene while the midnight intruder was actually in the act of rifling the desk, and that the murderer completed his examination of the papers after he had killed Silverstein. Probably it was the noise made by the intruder which brought Silverstein downstairs.

			“I wonder—there’s a safe on the premises, isn’t there?”

			Sergeant Danny Regan nodded. “Bound to be,” he replied. “I don’t know just where, for Silverstein was a secretive old devil, but it won’t be hard to find.”

			

			“Look around then,” Westcott directed, “and see if you can find it.”

			The superintendent himself made a careful survey of the shop and its contents. As the C.I.D. man strode across the floor a board gave beneath his weight and he stumbled and almost fell. Righting himself, he looked down and saw that the board had shifted, revealing a hollow space between two of the floor supports. Inside was a metal cash box about two feet long and a foot wide.

			Using his handkerchief to avoid smudging any fingerprints there might be, Westcott lifted the box out of its hiding place and carried it to the counter. Then, methodical as ever, he returned and inspected the loose board and the hiding place it covered before examining the box. It seemed improbable to him that the pawnbroker would have concealed anything of value beneath a loose floorboard without nailing the board down. This assumption he found to be correct. The board was studded with nails at each end, but had been replaced in its position so clumsily that the nails had not fitted into their holes. Obviously, it had been the murderer who had replaced the board, for the pawnbroker would not have been guilty of such carelessness.

			An examination of the box confirmed this. The lid had been battered with some blunt instrument until the flimsy lock had given way. The box was empty. On the bottom of the box was a number of bloodstains which looked as though they had been made by the groping fingers of a gloved hand. The box, therefore had been rifled after the murder.

			On the lid were several impressions of gloved fingers, and an almost perfect set of recently made fingerprints!

			Whose fingerprints? Not the murderers, for he had worn gloves. Could he have had an accomplice?

			As a thought occurred to him, Westcott went into the parlour and thrust a small shovel which lay in the fireplace up the chimney. A considerable amount of soot fell down. He gathered up some of the soot and returned to the shop. Gently he rubbed it on the murdered man’s thumb and fingers. He found a piece of clean white paper and pressed the dead man’s hand upon it. The result was a clear set of fingerprints. On comparison, they proved to be identical with the recently made impression on the lid of the box.

			

			Sergeant Regan tramped heavily into the room. “I’ve found the safe, superintendent,” he reported. “It’s hidden in a little cubby-hole under the stairs. Someone’s been trying to batter it open, by the look of things.”

			“Show me,” was the C.I.D. man’s laconic reply.

			The sergeant led the way to his find, a squat, solid-looking safe, old-fashioned and massively built. Regarding it closely, Westcott saw that clumsy attempts had been made to open it, obviously by a beginner at the job. Here, too, he found the bloodstained impressions of a gloved hand.

			On the floor beside the safe lay a bag of tools, and scattered about were chisels, hammers, files and drills of various sizes, all marked with a tell-tale red stain.

			Sergeant Regan picked up the tool-bag and examined the initials ‘T.F.’ which were painted in white upon its side. “This is Tommy Finnigan’s kit,” he remarked.

			“Tommy Finnigan?”

			“Yes, Tommy’s a joiner; he lives in the next street. But that doesn’t mean that he did the job. He’s been out of work for months, and I happen to know that he pawned his tools with old Silverstein well over a month ago.”

			“Then that doesn’t help us much,” remarked the superintendent losing interest in the tools. “The murderer must have been pretty keen on opening the safe, though. He must have known that the task was hopeless, without skill and the proper tools for the job, yet he worked at it like a madman. I wonder what he was so anxious to find?”

			

			He stood up and walked slowly back to the shop, followed by Regan. For several moments there was silence while the two men looked at the drab, unsightly scene of the crime.

			Then the superintendent crossed to the front door and examined the lock. It had been forced with a jemmy or some similar instrument.

			Westcott looked at it thoughtfully and nodded his head. “What happened seemed fairly obvious,” he remarked, turning to Sergeant Regan. “I believe I could reconstruct the crime from the evidence the murderer left behind him.

			He went outside and closed the door behind him, waited a few moments, then pushed the door open again and stepped in.

			“I am the murderer,” he said, in a serious, thoughtful tone. I have just gained entrance by jimmying the door. I am looking for something, presumably money. That desk beneath the window catches my eye first, and I tiptoe across the shop, raise the lid, and peer in. Probably I have a flash lamp, and I examine the contents of the desk with its aid.”

			Suiting the action to the word, the superintendent tiptoed to the desk and went through the pantomime of examining the papers in it. Suddenly he stopped and stood in a listening attitude. “Suddenly I hear the creaking of the stairs,” he said. He discarded his role for a moment and added: “I suppose the stairs would creak even under the weight of a light man like Silverstein, Regan?”

			“The stairs would creak if a cat tiptoed down them,” Regan replied.

			Westcott nodded. “I realise that the pawnbroker has heard me. He is at the head of the stairs, descending slowly. In another moment I will be caught. There is barely time for me to hide. “I—” Coming out of character again, he said: “Where would I hide, would you say, sergeant?”

			

			Sergeant Regan glanced round slowly with a serious expression upon his stolid face. “In the parlour?” he suggested.

			“Precisely!” I tiptoe to the parlour door and slip inside.”

			Again, he went through the pantomime of crossing the room upon his toes. “I can hear the creaking coming nearer. I can almost hear the old pawnbroker breathing. He come into the shop holding a lighted candle above his head—” The superintendent broke off again: “But, not unarmed Regan. He wouldn’t come downstairs to face a burglar unarmed.  Hadn’t he a revolver or something?”

			“He had. I’ve seen it many a time. It lay on a shelf under the counter all day, and under his pillow at night.”

			Westcott nodded briefly, and resumed his grim game of make-believe. “The revolver is in his other hand. He peers about him but sees nothing. He advances a step or two, but I am hidden in the shadows of the parlour, and he does not notice me. He crosses to the front door, and confirms his suspicion that his premises have been entered. He becomes afraid, not for himself, but for his precious money. Has the intruder found that? He must know at once. He stoops and examines a certain floor board, beneath which something he values is hidden in a metal cashbox. I make up my mind quickly. In another minute he will come into the parlour and discover me. At all costs I must prevent that. I find a weapon—what weapon, Reagan?”

			“The steel poker from the parlour fireplace?”

			“Yes, the steel poker. I seize it and glide forward. When I am almost upon him, Silverstein wheels sharply, and sees me. Swiftly I raise the poker and bring it down with stunning force upon his head. He topples forward, to all appearances instantaneously dead. But I must make sure. He has seen me, and must not live to identify me. I hit and batter him long after the need for violence is over.”

			

			Regan’s face whitened as he visualised the picture his superior officer had created. “My God!” he gasped. “What a fiend the man must have been.”

			“A fiend, or a man driven crazy by fear,” replied Westcott. “The pawnbroker must have known him, Regan. No ordinary burglar would have used such needless violence.”

			“What about the revolver?” asked Regan. “It isn’t lying about the shop, or we’d have found it.”

			Westcott shook his head. “The murderer probably pocketed it after he had killed the pawnbroker. The impulse to make his escape at once must have been terrible. But he fought it down and remained. He prized up the board over which the old man had stooped, discovered the cashbox, and battered it open. He found something inside, probably money, but not the thing he had come to seek. He continued his examination of the shop without result, and, searching further, found the safe, which he made a determined effort to open. But that was hopeless, and at last he gave up. After that—well, probably his fears got the upper hand of him and he bolted. But why did he take the gun with him, if the poker was his weapon? It would be so easily spotted as he made his getaway. He must have taken it, though, for it isn’t here. I expect he took it absent-mindedly, and threw it away when he got outside.”

			“It’s marvellous to hear you tell it,” Regan exclaimed. “Why I might almost have been here, watching the whole thing!”

			Superintendent Westcott smiled fleetingly.

			“It’s all simple enough, on the face of the impressions the murderer left,” he demurred. “If I am right, and the murder took place as I have suggested, it will be simple enough to fix the exact time. My calculation is that Moses Silverstein was killed within a minute of coming downstairs—and the housekeeper heard him leaving his room at twenty past twelve. It would take the murderer twenty minutes to search the premises, and do the amount of damage that he did to the safe. He could not have left the shop much before a quarter to one, just a few minutes before the murder was discovered. If the constable had happened to be in this part of his beat a little earlier, he might have caught the murderer red-handed.

			

			“But the weapon, Regan,” he said suddenly. “Why should he take the weapon with him?”

			Sergeant Regan shrugged his shoulders.

			“There’s no saying, sir,” he replied. “Criminals do odd things on the spur of the moment. The steel poker’s gone, sir, that’s a fact. Why he hampered himself with it, God only knows.”

			At that moment they heard the policeman on duty outside challenging someone, then the door opened, and a little, thin man appeared in the aperture. So emaciated was he that the skin of his face was drawn tightly over his features; giving his head the disconcerting appearance of a skull. His almost complete baldness heightened the illusion. His hands were withered and bony like talons. He was clad in shabby grey trousers, an old velvet smoking-jacket, a grey flannel shirt, and carpet slippers.

			He advanced slowly into the room, his sharp little black eyes darting about keenly. At the sight of the thing which lay on the floor, covered by a strip of carpet, his lips twisted a little.

			“I knew it! I knew it!” he exclaimed in a shrill voice. So, the old man's been murdered, has he? I knew that would happen someday!”
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