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  our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  Chapter One


  Whats the name of the fellow whos just come in?


  Arthur Kedby, do you mean?


  The one wearing the pink tie.


  Thats Arthur Kedby.


  George Young, who knew every member of Noones Club by name, lit a cigarette and gazed round the smoking room with a proprietorial air.


  Whats he do? his companion asked. I was talking to him in the bar the other evening and when we got on to the subject of jobs, I thought he became a bit evasive. I wondered if he belonged to
  one of those hush-hush outfits?


  Thatd be my guess, too, George Young replied. In fact, he hinted as much to me on one occasion, since when Ive always been careful not to embarrass the fellow by asking tactless questions.
  He doesnt come in to the club all that often. Probably spends a fair amount of time abroad on secret missions and that sort of thing. But hes quite a pleasant fellow.


  He doesnt look much like a secret agent, the other man replied, frowning at Arthur Kedbys pink tie, but perhaps thats all part of the game. I suppose you wouldnt get very far if everyone
  recognised you for what you were.


  I once knew one of the top boys in M.I.5. Looked like a village grocer. But he was obviously damned good at his job. Went off to Buck House to collect an honour when he retired.


  His companion grunted. Too many damned secret outfits if you ask me! Half the nations on the governments payroll!


  It was George Youngs turn to let out a grunt, as he hastily swallowed his drink and got up, murmuring something about having to see the secretary. Nobody could be more of a grinding bore than
  his companion on the subject of government expenditure and George Young knew from experience that prompt escape was essential.


  Meanwhile, Arthur Kedby, who had particularly acute hearing, smiled to himself behind a newspaper as he settled back in one of the clubs capacious leather chairs. It was not the first time he
  had overheard fellow members of Noones speculating about what he did for a living. And should they ever find out the truth, he would certainly be asked to resign quietly or face expulsion. For
  Arthur Kedby earned his livelihood largely by crime.


  Not spectacular crime, but crime of a sort that often went unreported to the police, if not actually undetected. The measure of his success was the fact that he had not only never seen the
  inside of prison, but had never even been charged with an offence. On the other hand, not for him the gigantic hauls of cash netted by those who meticulously planned bank hold-ups. His profits were
  as modest as the crimes he undertook.


  But now as he sat in a corner of the smoking room of his club, hidden behind a newspaper, he sombrely contemplated his approaching fiftieth birthday. Sombrely, because he reckoned that once you
  reached your half-century, it behoved you to start thinking about providing for the sunset years of your life.


  It was not that the sort of crimes he committed were physically exacting (for the most part they fell within the broad definition of cheating), but they required careful preparation and
  execution and it was entirely because he had always approached them in this manner that he had avoided trouble with the law. Nevertheless, they were mentally exhausting; moreover, just recently he
  had had a bad run, a lot of work with little reward. Sometimes he would spend weeks prospecting a promising seam, only to be thwarted at the end. Too late he would find out that he had been wasting
  his time and must turn elsewhere, which was always easier said than done. Victims had to be sought, they rarely presented themselves on a plate ready for plucking.


  Was it you who rang, sir?


  Arthur Kedby glanced over the top of his newspaper at the club servant who was hovering in front of him.


  No, not me, but as youre here, Ill have a large whisky and water, he said with a quick smile.


  Noones Club was his one luxury in life. It not only provided him with respectability, but, more important, with a lot of high-level gossip which could sometimes be used to good account. Indeed,
  had he ever submitted a tax return, he could certainly have claimed his subscription as a business expense. It was a question of listening and observing and Arthur Kedby could be described as a
  professional in both capacities.


  After all, it had been this trait which had led to his most profitable enterprise in recent years, namely the highly successful blackmail of a wealthy businessman, even if it had come to an
  abrupt end when his victim suddenly vanished and was never heard of again. Arthur Kedby had always suspected that he had taken himself off to Australia and settled there under an assumed name. He
  still experienced a touch of bitterness when he recalled the episode for, at the time, there had seemed to be no reason why the money should not go on coming in as regularly as a state pension.


  He now reflected that, given the right circumstances, blackmail provided the best return of any crime. It was the nearest thing to drawing a pension and a nice pension was just what Arthur Kedby
  felt he needed as he approached his fiftieth birthday.


  His drink arrived and he reluctantly reached for his wallet when the servant remained standing over him. Sometimes when they were busy and serving several people at once they would forget who
  had paid and who had not. It did not often happen, but it was always worth bearing in mind.


  He folded the paper behind which he had taken refuge and placed it on the arm of the unoccupied chair next to him. Then he took a pleasurable sip of his drink and gazed about him. The smoking
  room was not more than a third full and though he knew most of the faces by sight, there was nobody who was more than a casual acquaintance. He was always polite and attentive when anyone spoke to
  him, but forming friendships was not his purpose in remaining a member of the club. He would have been hard put to say exactly what that purpose was. A subconscious yearning for respectability,
  perhaps; plus the contrast it afforded him with his otherwise somewhat seedy existence. For, in a world in which most people seemed to go up, Arthur Kedby had come down. From a sedate middle-class
  background, he had slid inexorably downwards until he had now reached the silty environment of Earls Court bedsitterland. Not that he grumbled about this. After all, it was his chosen way of life
  and he had sufficient insight to recognise that it had been the defects of his own character that had led him on his gently downward path.


  Two men had just come into the smoking room and he glanced towards them with casual interest. One was Philip Pym, a well known counsel, who was a member of Noones; the other man was obviously
  his guest. Arthur Kedby was sure he had seen his face somewhere before.


  Pym led his guest to a sofa against the farther wall and pressed the bell beside it.


  Whatll you have to drink, Gerald? he asked, as the smoking room waiter advanced towards them.


  Ill have a gin.


  Gin and something or just gin?


  Gin with a dash of water. A large one, if I may. Im not sitting this afternoon, so can indulge myself, Gerald said with a toothy grin.


  It was at this moment that Arthur Kedby recalled why Geralds face was familiar and, in so doing, experienced a sudden tingle of excitement, as well as a reminder of the hidden benefit of his
  membership of the club.


  He thought it was a reasonable inference that Gerald was connected with the law. He and Philip Pym had the air of a couple of lawyers. Moreover, if he had heard right (and he had no doubt on
  that score), the reference to not sitting that afternoon seemed to imply that Gerald was a judge of some sort. And if Gerald was not only a judge, but also the man Arthur was sure he had seen ten
  days previously, an exciting new vista had suddenly opened up.


  He watched their drinks arrive and noted Geralds thirsty gulp of near neat gin. He felt like a spider quietly watching the complacent buzzing of a succulent-looking bluebottle. Not that there
  was anything particularly blue about Geralds appearance. His face was red and strong-jawed and he had a thatch of light brown hair which was just starting to turn grey. Arthur decided that it was
  not the face of someone you would stop in the street to ask the way.


  By the time he had finished his own drink, he was feeling far more cheerful and he even gave George Youngs companion a friendly nod as he made his way out of the smoking room.


  He walked across the hall to the glass-encased box where the porter sat.


  Do you happen to know the name of Mr Pyms guest? he asked in a casual voice. Im sure I recognise his face, but I cant think where Ive met him.


  The porter glanced down at a list in front of him.


  Hes a Judge Wenning, Mr Kedby.


  Oh! Then I must be mistaken, Arthur Kedby said with a self-deprecating smile. I dont think Ive met anyone of that name.


  Feeling more cheerful than ever, he made his way along to the snack bar at the rear of the club.


  One of Tony Chings clients was just departing when Arthur Kedby arrived home.


  Tony Ching and his friend Greg shared the basement flat and Arthur lived two floors above them in the same house which lay in a street off the Earls Court Road. It was a cosmopolitan district
  and in this particular street half the houses had been tarted up, while many others had flaking faades and dirt-encrusted windows. The house in which Arthur rented a one-room flat fell
  between the two extremes. People with skins of every hue and speaking every known tongue lived in the street, though most of the graffiti was currently Arabic.


  Arthur had been about to open the main door of the house when he observed Tony Chings visitor come up the steps from the basement and hurry away without a glance to left or right.


  Tony and his friend Greg had only moved in a few months previously and it had not taken Arthur long to confirm his suspicion that, while Greg went off to some dreary office job each day, Tony
  Ching entertained male clients at the flat. At 20 a visit, as Arthur had subsequently found out by a simple ruse, involving an anonymous telephone call.


  Though Tonys services held no interest for him, he had not lost an opportunity, since his discovery of what went on, of trying to catch a glimpse of visitors to the basement flat. In the
  meantime, he had established neighbourly contact with Tony Ching and made him aware of his knowledge, at the same time making it equally clear that he believed in live and let live.


  After watching this latest visitor hurry off down the street, he made his own way down the narrow flight of steps that led to the basement area. It seemed a good moment to approach Tony. His
  visitors seldom followed each other in rapid succession at three oclock of an afternoon.


  The door opened a fraction and Arthur saw a pair of wary eyes peering at him. A second later, it was opened wide and Tony stood there with a beaming smile.


  Come in, Kedby. I make you some tea.


  Im not interrupting anything? Arthur enquired delicately.


  I was just going out to the shops, but I can go later. So come in, Kedby!


  When they had first met and Arthur had introduced himself, Tony had said flatly that Kedby was a nicer name than Arthur and so Kedby he had become.


  Hows Greg? Arthur asked as he followed Tony towards the kitchen.


  Hes always sulky. He doesnt like it that he has to go out. He quarrels with me when he comes home at night.


  Does he mind your doing what you do? Arthur had always been curious to know.


  Why should he? We have more money. He does not own me. Perhaps he should go back to his wife.


  You mean Gregs married? Arthur said in surprise.


  He has a baby. But he is confused. He doesnt know what he wants. He turned his attention to the tea-making and handed Arthur a delicate porcelain cup. I think you like Chinese tea,
  Kedby?


  Its very refreshing.


  I go back to Hong Kong for holiday this year, so Greg will have to find another friend or go back to his wife, he went on. My mother wants to see me again. I am her youngest. All my brothers
  and sisters are married.


  Do they all live in Hong Kong?


  One of my brothers is a policeman. Two of my sisters live in Australia. With a serious expression he went on, But it is very expensive to fly to Hong Kong. That is why I must make much
  money. With a small, sad shake of his head he added, Sometimes I get very tired. He gave Arthur an indignant look. Why do you laugh at me, Kedby?


  Im not laughing at you, Tony; merely at the thought of your work being tiring.


  But it is. And sometimes the people who come are not nice. Not nice at all. Of course it is better with regulars, but some of them do not respect me and I do not like that. Why should they not
  respect me?


  Arthur made a soothing noise and decided it was time to broach the object of his visit. Before he could speak, however, Tony went on, One of my regulars has just been for the last time. I am
  sad, but he is getting married again and it will be difficult for him to come. He made a tiny moue with his lips. Many of my clients are married, but they like to try something different, he
  added with a sly smile.


  Do you know somebody called Gerald, Tony?


  The Chinese boys expression became wary. Why you want to know, Kedby?


  Hes a man in his fifties with a florid complexion and a lot of light brown hair turning grey.


  Why you want to know, Kedby? Tony repeated.


  He shows a lot of teeth when he opens his mouth. Do you know who I mean, Tony?


  You have seen him come here? Tonys tone was suspicious.


  Arthur nodded. His names Gerald, isnt it? I might be able to help with your fare home, Tony, if you answer my questions.


  How much?


  Ten pounds now and ten pounds later.


  It seemed from Tonys expression that he didnt regard the offer as especially munificent.


  What do you want to know, Kedby?


  How often has Gerald visited you?


  Three times. I do not like him. He has no respect. He is sadist, but I not allow him to do what he wants even for fifty pounds. He does not respect me and I do not respect him.


  Do you know anything else about him, Tony? What his other name is or what he does for a living?


  He said his name was Gerald. He did not tell me any more and I do not ask him questions.


  No, of course not. But he never dropped a hint about his job?


  No. I dont like him and dont want to know anything about him. I just take his money and give him massage. I would not care if he did not come back.


  But he has, Arthur observed thoughtfully. What was the interval between his visits?


  Two weeks, maybe three. You like some more tea, Kedby?


  Thanks. And heres the ten pounds I promised on account. Ill give you another ten later.


  When?


  When I have more myself.


  Tony put the folded ten-pound note under the teapot and gave Arthur a seraphic smile. A depraved little seraph, Arthur reflected as he lifted the dainty cup of aromatic tea to his lips.


  A few minutes later Tonys phone started to ring and Arthur listened to him stating his tariff for the benefit of another potential client. It seemed a good opportunity to slip away with a quick
  farewell wave.


  It was only just after half past three and he decided to visit the public library, where it did not take him long to find the information he sought.


  A search in two reference books told him all he wanted to know about Judge Gerald Wenning. That he was fifty-four and had been a judge for three years. That he was based at West Middlesex Crown
  Court and lived at Gerrards Cross. That he had a wife named Diana (ne Fielding) and a daughter who had been born in 1955. And that his main (publicly admitted) recreation was shooting.


  Well satisfied, Arthur Kedby returned home to plan his next move.
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