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  Chapter One


  Compared with the rest of life, the Blackstone Club had, during its one hundred and ninety years of existence, been scarcely touched by time. Indeed, it had become a
  clich for guests to comment, as they gazed at the heavy furnishings and the seeming tiers of portraits of unremarkable Georgian judges and sternly complacent Victorian ones, that they felt
  as if they had stepped back a century.


  Sometimes, of course, a carpet had to be replaced or one of the huge black leather armchairs in the smoking-room was sent away for repair, but the work was always so artfully accomplished that
  nothing ever had the impudence to give an impression of newness.


  It might truthfully be said that the only aspect of the club to suffer change at all was the membership itself. Inevitably death took its toll, but, as members were drawn exclusively from the
  legal professionand the more senior reaches at thatan air of sameness was perpetuated, lawyers not being noted for innovation of appearance.


  Ex-Judge Whitby-Stansford, who had not grown mellower with the years, threw down The Times with an impatient gesture and glared at the baroque marble clock which stood above the
  fireplace. From the clock his gaze went to the bell-push and from that, hopefully, to the occupant of the chair opposite him.


  Hugh Eversley Q.C. was not only considerably younger than the retired judge, but he was also closer to the bell. Unfortunately, he appeared buried in the magazine he was reading and remained
  undistracted by the small pantomime that was going on opposite him. At length, ex-Judge Whitby-Stansford was forced into speech.


  Mind giving the bell a push for me?


  Certainly. Eversley put his magazine down and leaned over to reach the bell. If its working.


  Apparently it was and half a minute later the smoking-room door opened and a long-haired young man wearing a blue linen jacket entered.


  Bring me a large pink gin, ex-Judge Whitby-Stansford said a trifle breathlessly as he struggled to pick The Times up from the floor.


  Anything for you, sir? the young wine steward said, looking at Eversley.


  No, thank you.


  Whats that young mans name? the ex-judge asked after he had left.


  I think its Brian.


  Brians his surname, I take it?


  I imagine its his first name.


  Since when have the Blackstones male servants been known by their Christian names?


  Hugh Eversley gave a faint shrug and smiled. He seems a very obliging youth for all that. Its not easy to get young staff these days. Not much money and Talbot can be a bit of a
  tyrant to these young men.


  Damn good club servant, Talbot. Been here over forty years. Trouble is, the young these days dont know what service means. He gave the rumpled Times a menacing shake.
  Have you read that letter in here by that left-wing M.P. chap running down British justice? Eversley nodded warily, as ex-Judge Whitby-Stansford went on in a belligerent tone,
  Seems to be all the fashion nowadays, denigrating your countrys proudest institutions. Dont know why he doesnt go and live in Russia if he really feels the way he
  pretends he does. Hed then learn quickly enough that British justice is second to none. Its our greatest bulwark against these left-wing dictator types. He gave The
  Times a further angry shake. Its their intellectual arrogance that gets my goat. I dont mind telling you, Eversley, that despite the rising crime rate and all these
  long-haired layabouts you see around everywhere, I wouldnt want to see our jury system changed for any other. May sound odd coming from an old reactionary like myself, but I believe in the
  old adage that its better nine guilty men should go free than one innocent man should be wrongly convicted.


  I agree, Eversley said with a nod and moved to pick up his magazine, but ex-Judge Whitby-Stansford hadnt yet finished.


  Once that concept goes by the board, justice in this country will be on the slippery slope. He put out a hand and took the glass with which the wine steward had just returned to
  the room. I have great faith in the good sense of the British juror, he added energetically, taking a gulp of pink gin.


  The wine steward, whose name was Brian Tanner, couldnt help grinning to himself as he made his way out of the smoking-room. After all, nobody had reason to feel better disposed towards
  British justice than he. On two occasions in his short life, he had faced trial and on each, though as guilty as hell, had been acquitted, thanks to benevolent juries.


  Silence fell again in the smoking-room after Brian had left. Hugh Eversley returned successfully to the magazine hed been reading and ex-Judge Whitby-Stansford ambled across to the table
  on which various books of reference were kept and went into a huddle with a copy of Whos Who. About five minutes later, he made to leave the room.


  You dining here tonight by any chance? he enquired, as he reached the door.


  No. Im only killing time before I go and meet my wife, Eversley replied. Were going to Covent Garden.


  Dont envy you. Theres only one thing worse than opera and thats ballet.


  Youre not alone in that view, Eversley said with a smile.


  Suppose youre not going to that sale of Georgian silver at Christies next week?


  No. Im afraid I know next to nothing about old silver. Incidentally, I gather the club has been presented with another snuff-box for its collection.


  Ex-Judge Whitby-Stansford let out a small snort. Early Victorian. Plain mother of pearl with a silver mount. Neither attractive nor particularly valuable. Dont know why we accepted
  it. Told the committee so, too. With this parting shot, he disappeared through the door.


  It so happened that Brian was standing near the glass-topped cases in which the clubs collection of snuff-boxes was kept when the ex-judge crossed the inner hall. He moved discreetly to
  one side as the old man veered towards the cases and paused to gaze at them, his expression one of greedy absorption.


  Brian couldnt help noticing that one particular item seemed to hold the ex-judges attention and, after he had moved on his way again, he walked over to the cases to see which it
  had been. It looked as if it might have been an ornate gold one which had pride of place in the centre of the particular case.


  Brian cast an idle eye over the whole collection before returning to the wine stewards pantry to await his next summons. He knew they were worth a tidy fortune and they were certainly
  nice to look at, but there was no point in his getting ideas about them. They were outside his class and, anyway, he was under different instructions.


  When he reached the pantry, Talbot was fussing with a tray of drinks.


  Im serving Sir John and his guests, he said importantly. He has Lord Crayford and Sir Douglas to dinner.


  Brian gave him a bemused look. He knew Sir John must be the Honourable Sir John Pearn, chairman of the Blackstone Club and a High Court judge. He neither knew, nor cared, who were Lord Crayford
  or Sir Douglas.


  Want a hand? he enquired helpfully.


  No, but just hand me that cloth. Whoever dried this glass must have used a dirty rag! I dont know what Sir Johns guests would think!


  Brian watched him impassively as he polished the offending glass and held it up to the light. Then picking up the tray with the drinks set out on it, he made to leave the pantry.


  By the way, Brian, somebody tried to phone you a short while ago, he said as he steered himself through the door.


  Me? Brian asked in surprise.


  It was a man. Said he wanted to speak to Brian Tanner and thats you, isnt it? Talbots tone was waspish as it was inclined to become when dealing with junior
  staff. Wouldnt leave a message. Said hed call again later.


  After Talbot had gone, Brian stood staring at the rows of bottles which lined one wall. Only one person knew he was working at the Blackstone and that was Fiona. And she had never called him
  there and, anyway, she wasnt a man.


  Brian was puzzled.


  


  Chapter Two


  The Blackstone Club was tucked away between the back of the Law Courts and Lincolns Inn Fields, much closer to the laws own precincts than the Garrick, which had
  a quota of legal members but was not exclusively legal. There was nothing to please the eye about its facade which was grey and plain and seemed to have acquired a pinched, resentful air with the
  encroachment of a number of modern multi-storey buildings.


  Brian came off duty at eight oclock that evening and was off the premises by one minute past. He walked quickly up to Holborn underground station and caught a train to Barons
  Court. From there it was a ten minutes walk to the room off the North End Road which he shared with Fiona.


  It was a tall Victorian house, owned by an Indian and let off in rooms which the owner was pleased to call flats. Flat eight was Fionas and Brian had moved in not long after meeting her a
  few months before. Quite often other people, friends of Fionas, would spend the night there, too. While she and Brian occupied the bed, it was nothing to have one or two of either sex and
  any colour stretched out on the floor. Brian didnt much care for this arrangement and Fiona would tease him about being a working-class puritan.


  But on the whole it was a satisfactory association which suited Brian for the time being (it wasnt his nature to plan ahead, in any event) and which also obviously pleased Fiona.


  When he reached the door of their flat, he could see a light shining beneath and so knocked rather than fiddle with his own key.


  Hello, love, Fiona said stepping aside to let him enter and then clasping his head in both her hands and giving him a smacking kiss. She was wearing an ankle-length coat of coarse,
  shaggy hair that made her resemble a slim yak. Her head was swathed in a bright orange bandeau. She kissed him a second time. Im just going out, love. Ill be back around
  eleven.


  Where are you going?


  One of our meetings, she said casually. Whatll you do?


  He shrugged. You didnt phone me at the club this evening, did you?


  No, love.


  Someone did.


  She looked at him sharply. You sound worried.


  Not really worried. Puzzled. I cant think who it could have been. Youre the only person who knows Im working there. Well, you and some of your friends.


  Its certainly not in any of their interests to open their mouths.


  Then somebody must have recognised me.


  But that was all checked very carefully. None of the barristers connected with either of your cases, nor the judges, are members of the Blackstone Club. Her expression cleared.
  Anyway, what are we fussing about when you dont even know who the caller was or why he wanted to speak to you. The whole thing could easily be a mistake. A wrong number, a wrong
  identity, something of that sort. I must leave you, love, she said hurriedly. She kissed him again, picked up her lighter and a packet of cigarettes from the bed and shot through the
  door.


  The room felt curiously empty after her departure. It always did and Brian supposed this was part of her attraction though he never bothered to analyse his feelings. On her part, together with
  all the vitality and energetic pursuit of causes, there was a maternalism which found expression in her genuine care for Brian. She was not only two years older than him (twenty-five to his
  twenty-three), but a far more dominating character. Not to mention a much better educated one, though each would have denied that this had any relevance to their relationship.


  After spending half an hour trying to make up his mind what to do, he went out to the nearest pub. Two pints of beer later, he returned to the flat and went to bed.


  He didnt hear Fiona come back and the next morning she was still asleep when he got up to go to work.


  He had just taken a pre-lunch gin and tonic to Arnold Feely, who was probably the clubs most sartorially elegant memberand certainly one of its youngestand returned to the
  wine stewards pantry when one of the kitchen staff stuck his head round the door and told him he was wanted on the phone.


  That Brian Tanner? a voice enquired when he picked up the receiver. It was a voice with a strong cockney accent.


  Yes, whos that speaking? Brians own voice indicated his nervousness.


  I think I can do you a good turn, Brian, the voice went on shifting into a warmer tone. Can we meet when you finish work this evening and Ill tell you what I
  ave in mind.


  What sort of a good turn?


  A financial one. What time do you get off?


  Im off at five today.


  Thats fine. Ill meet you at half past five in the lobby of the Strand Palace Hotel. Dont be late because I know youre going to be glad you came.


  At that moment, Talbot loomed in the niche where the staff telephone was situated.


  I do wish youd tell your friends not to phone you just before lunch, he said petulantly. I cant serve everyone on my own. Now get along to the smoking-room.
  Theyve rung twice already.


  Brian hurried off to do as he was bidden, glad to have his mind distracted by work. Nevertheless, the afternoon wore by very slowly and he found himself looking at his watch almost every five
  minutes.


  For once, he was on time for an appointment. Indeed, it was a few minutes before the half-hour when he entered the hotel lobby. Nobody took any notice of him as he glanced shyly about him. He
  had not advanced very far and was wondering whereabouts he had better stand when a familiar voice spoke at his side.


  Brian Tanner?


  He turned his head to find a small man with thinning hair looking at him.


  Yes.


  I thought it must be you, said the man. Lets get out of this crowd and find somewhere quiet where we can talk. Theres a caf round the back.


  He headed for the door and Brian followed. Though he had a slightly down-at-heel appearancehis brown suit had not only seen better days but been cut for a larger frame than that on which
  it now hunghe moved nimbly and with confidence. He had a narrow head and his rather elongated ears lay flat so that the general appearance was of his head having been caught in a press.


  A few minutes later they entered an almost empty caf. Brians companion nodded to the man who presided behind the counter and led the way to a table at the back.


  Two teas and two cheese rolls, he called out when they were seated.


  Now I expect youre wondering what this is all about, he said after they had been served. First of all, let me introduce myself. Im Arry. Arry
  Green. And as I told you on the phone, Im in line to do you a good turn. He rubbed the fingers and thumb of his right hand together. Money, thats what we all need,
  isnt it? The more the better. And the easier its earned the better still. Thats what Im going to do for you, Brian, help you earn some easy money. What do you say to
  that?


  Ill tell you when Ive heard more.


  Good lad, Brian. Thats what I like, a bit of caution at the right time. Youre a man after my own eart. Arry Green never got bounced into anything, Ill
  tell you that now. His glance which had darted like a lizards tongue suddenly settled on Brians face. I think you and me already understand each other pretty well,
  Brian. He grinned knowingly, revealing long, stained teeth which guarded his mouth like a weathered stockade. Do you know why you agreed to meet me, Brian? Shall I tell you?
  Brian nodded. It wasnt just because you were interested in what I said. After all, I could ave been setting you a trap. He leaned forward and, emphasising his words with
  a bony finger, went on, You came, Brian, not just out of interest. Getting you interested was the easy part. The difficult part was to persuade you to overcome your natural suspicion about
  what might be in store for you. Thats where the psychological approach came in, Brian. You came because I suggested a nice, innocent place to meet. The lobby of a big, crowded otel.
  Nothing nasty could appen to you there. Am I right, Brian? Am I right? He paused to take a bite of his cheese roll and then continued as if Brians assent could be taken for
  granted. And youve noticed that from the moment we met, Ive taken charge? Thats also the psychological approach. Ad to impress you! Even ordered you a cheese roll
  without asking first. He cast an eye on Brians untouched roll. If you dont want yours, Ill ave it. But now we already understand each other, he
  added, after Brian had pushed his plate towards him. There was a moments silence while Harry Green filled his mouth with cheese roll and tea, then he went on, And since we understand
  each other, its time to come to the point. Agree, Brian?


  Agree.


  The subject for discussion is snuff-boxes, removal of.


  Brian started and Harry Green gave him an amused look.


  Surprised, are you? Not what you expected, eh?


  Go on.


  The Blackstone Club has one of the finest collections of snuff-boxes outside of a museum, Harry Green intoned as if he were an official guide. Theyre valued at
  twenty-five thousand pounds and they could probably fetch quite a bit more than that if they were andled in the right way.


  If you think Im going to risk my neck . . .


  Harry Green held up an admonitory hand. Wait a moment, Brian lad! You avent eard it all yet, ave you? Not like you to jump in before you know whats
  coming. Remember, you and I understand each other. O.K.? Brian gave a reluctant nod. I mean if you dont want to ear the rest, all youve got to do is just get up
  and walk out and youll never see me again. On the other and, I dont think thats what you do want and its not a course of action Id advise, because then
  youd be doing yourself a bad turn. O.K.? Shall I go on now?


  Yes, go on, Brian said evenly.


  Now the great thing about snuff-boxes is that theyre small. You could almost carry thousands of pounds worth of em away in your pockets without their showing.


  The ones at the Blackstone are under heavy lock and key.


  Harry Green gave him a pained look. Whos telling who, Brian? Of course, theyre under lock and key. One set of keys is held by the secretary, the other set is kept in his
  office by day and, at night, is taken up to bed by old Talbot. As you know es the only person who sleeps on the premises.


  Brian said nothing. There was nothing he felt he could say. It was obvious that Harry Green knew a great deal about the Blackstones property, not to mention the clubs internal
  arrangements. Green went on:


  Enough said, I think, to show you this is a serious proposition. Stage two will be to tell you the part youll be expected to play in the painless removal of those little old
  snuff-boxes. He gave Brian a sly look and said, But perhaps first I should tell you whats in it for Brian Tanner. Thats what you want to hear most, isnt it, Brian
  lad? And let me be the first to say, whats more natural! FIVE HUNDRED QUID, thats whats in it for you. Yes, five hundred of the best. And all for less
  than an hours work. He chuckled. I can see from the light in your eyes that youre interested. And so you should be, its not often you can earn that sort of money
  so easy.


  What am I expected to do? Mind you, Im not saying I will, but you cant expect me to agree to something before I know what it is.


  Thats right, Brian. Were understanding each other again. Harry Green thrust a hand across the table. Its time to shake on it, he said solemnly.
  Feeling faintly embarrassed, Brian put out his own hand, wondering, as he did so, if this was another aspect of his companions psychological approach.


  Now heres the plan, Green went on. We choose an evening when you come off duty at half past eight. Then just before the club closes at eleven thirty and old Talbot
  locks up, you slip back inside and ide. You know he takes a glass of ot milk up to bed with im? And I expect you know he always washes down is sleeping pill with it.
  Well, on this particular evening when es on is final rounds with is glass of ot milk all ready to take upstairs, ell get a phone call. One of the
  members wives thinks she must ave left er bag in the visitors dining-room. Will Talbot kindly go and see. E puts down is milk and goes off. While
  es away, you pop a sleeping pill into is milk. Itll be a good strong one to ensure that e goes off into the land of nod in record time. With me?


  Brian nodded in rapt attention.


  When es asleep, youll slip up to is room and get old of the keys which e always puts on the bedside table. You come downstairs, unlock the door
  at the back, where yours truly will be waiting, then you unlock the cases where the little old snuff-boxes are kept. When its all over, you lock up everywhere again, put the keys back in
  Talbots room and find somewhere to ave a bit of kip yourself. Then the next morning after the old sod has come down and unlocked the back door, you take the opportunity of slipping
  out without anyone ever knowing youve spent the night there. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, you went off duty at eight thirty the previous evening and dont return to
  the club until after the bit of old grand larceny has been discovered. Green paused. Neat, isnt it? Nothing overlooked. A real gem of a little scheme. Now you can believe me
  when I said I wanted to do you a good turn. Itll be the quickest and easiest five hundred quid youll ever earn, Brian lad.


  When he finished speaking, Harry Green picked up the remains of Brians cheese roll and stuffed it into his mouth. It was as if he had decided to give Brian a few quiet moments to mull
  things over, for he suddenly rose and went across to the counter to order another cup of tea. When he returned, he said cheerfully, Well, ow does it appeal to you, Brian?


  Brian shrugged indifferently. Cant say until you tell me the rest.


  What do you mean?


  Somebodys worked out a neat scheme all right. Who is it? It certainly isnt you.


  A nasty look came into Harry Greens eyes. It doesnt matter who it is. Youre being offered five undred quid on a plate. Youre daft if you dont
  take it. Youre worse than daft because I dont think theyll take no for an answer.


  Whos they?


  Whats it matter? I thought you were a pro. Pros dont ask silly questions.


  Who put you on to me?


  Questions, questions, Green said in an exasperated voice. Look, Brian, Ill come clean with you. My instructions were to contact you and get your co-operation.
  Im not saying who gave me my instructions but es not the big guy anyway. There are others beyond him whose names I dont know. Whats more I dont want to
  know. The less you sometimes know, the better. All Im doing is selling a service, but I need an assistant and youre the bloke whos been chosen.


  Brian licked his lips slowly. And if I refuse?


  Christ! I thought wed been through all that. If you refuse, I merely report the fact. What appens after that is nothing to do with me. He gave Brian a hard look
  through narrowed eyes. Well?


  Brian whose mind had been revving all the time like a jet before take-off decided the moment had come to declare himself.


  If I do it, Ill want more than five hundred, he said baldly.


  Greens breath came out in a whistle as if he had just been poked in the kidneys.


  Ow much more? he asked.


  I reckon a thousand would be nearer the mark. You cant manage without me and I ought to receive proper payment for the job.


  Proper little trade unionist, arent you!


  Its up to you.


  Ill ave to talk to my boss, but es not going to like it, not one little bit.


  Someone obviously miscalculated in thinking he could get me cheap, Brian said, with a faint smile. I also have a service to sell.


  Dont blame me if you get your tail twisted bad, Brian lad. Ill put to them what youve said and let you know.


  I reckon I can look after myself all right, Brian replied.


  I hope you can, Harry Green said nastily, but I wonder if you know which league youre trying to play in. He rose and buttoned the ill-fitting jacket of his
  suit. What timell you be at the Blackstone Club tomorrow?


  Ten oclock.


  Stand by for a call from me at alf past.


  A second later he had gone, leaving Brian staring at the remnants of their exiguous meal. He remained deep in thought for several minutes. He had, after all, been given enough food for thought
  to last him several days.


  Four things stuck out in his mind as a result of the meeting with Harry Green. He was tempted to fall in with the plan even if he couldnt screw more money out of them. Five hundred quid
  wasnt bad for a few hours work, though thered been no reason not to try and get a bit more. Secondly, there were the veiled threats if he didnt agree to co-operate.
  These might only be so much bluff, but one couldnt know for sure and the fact that there were clearly bigger figures in the background gave them some substance. Next, there was the undoubted
  fact that someone had been expertly primed as to the clubs nightly routine at closing time. Lastlyand this is what bothered Brians mind most of allsomeone must know
  about him.


  His most recent acquittal had been at the Old Bailey four months before and he had been working at the Blackstone Club for just under two months. He had spent a week or so in custody when first
  arrested on the charge of stealing a cheque book from one of the customers of the night-club where he had been temporarily employed as a waiterthe job had been more temporary than hed
  intendedbut none of those hed briefly rubbed shoulders with in Brixton prison could have known he was working at the Blackstone. And before he started there, not only had Fiona
  assured him that none of the lawyers hed had anything to do with were members, but he had subsequently confirmed this by checking the club list. Moreover, he hadnt seen anyone on the
  premises whom he faintly recognised; and he had a good memory for faces.


  All he could conclude was that one of Fionas lothe always thought of them as a lotmust have talked out of turn, whatever she might say. They seemed to have
  mysterious contacts everywhere, so it could well have come about. Brian had no illusions about the number of effective grapevines in operation amongst those who lived part, if not all, of their
  lives outside the law.


  But it was an accomplished fact. Someone knew of his proclivities and also knew that he was working at the Blackstone Club. That made him an obvious choice of inside man in the planned theft of
  the snuff-boxes. His feeling of unease remained unresolved, but was it a reason for refusing to co-operate? He decided that it quite definitely wasnt. Indeed, if he agreed to join in, not
  only would he be a thousand pounds richerwell, five hundred, at any ratebut he also stood a better chance of finding out how he had come to be propositioned.


  He rose from the table and made his way out of the caf, collecting a hard, suspicious look, as he passed, from the man behind the counter.
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