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  Chapter One


  
    
      And many a burglar Ive restored


      To his friends and his relations.


      GILBERT.

    

  


  I


  IN THE LATE SUMMER of 1940, when Hitlers Blitzkrieg on London was staggering everyone except the English, one of his pilots, for reasons best
  known to the High Command, dropped a bomb uncomfortably near the roomy flat occupied by Mr. Arthur Crook at No. 1 Brandon Street, Earls Court, S.W.5. The sight of so much debris, glass and
  rubble temporarily blocking the roadway and destroying telephonic communication, caused the tenant on the floor below to pack her traps and depart hastily for the country, thus leaving the house,
  consisting of a basement and four floors, virtually in Mr. Crooks possession. Since the outbreak of war the tenant of Flat 2 had remained out of London and, since she was responsible for the
  rent in any case, the agents had been at no great pains to secure a sub-let. In any case, at that time it seems doubtful whether they could have got one.


  The ground floor and the basement comprised a maisonette let to a Miss Bertha Simmons Fitzpatrick, who kept herself to herself, and for the good of the country joined
  Churchills Silent Column and was very fierce at pinning down enemy spies, discovering them in the most improbable disguises. She believed the Prime Minister when he said they were all around
  her, and would hardly have been surprised to see one climbing up the bedroom wall. Her reaction to the bomb outrage was characteristic. Collecting all the property she chiefly valued, she migrated
  to the basement, where she lived in the heart of her possessions, like some small underground creature, seldom coming up for air. Her presence made itself felt to her neighbours by her constant
  practising on an antique harmonium, that she placed in the window, so as to watch all the comings and goings of the house, while simultaneously ensuring that Satan should not find work for idle
  hands to do.


  This harmonium was her especial consolation during the raids themselves.


  
    
      
        Nearer, my God, to Thee,


        Nearer to Thee,


        Een though it be a bomb


        That raiseth me.

      

    

  


  she would cry in her cracked, fervent voice, while the bombs fell all round and great piles of masonry came crashing to the ground, a new version of an old favourite that
  scandalized the devout, and enchanted Mr. Crook.


  Shed be a daisy for crime, he would say respectfully, but unfortunately the attraction was not mutual. He was aware that she regarded him with the deepest suspicion, noting
  his comings and goings in a marble-covered exercise-book in which she inscribed all the movements of the house between daybreak and blackout. When it was time to draw the curtains and switch on the
  light, she ended her self-imposed vigil.


  Crook had only spoken to her on one occasion, when she had appeared at the top of the basement-steps to inspect local damage that, on that particular day, was considerable. A bomb had fallen in
  the middle of the road not far off, and windows and their sashes were splintered in all directions. Crook tipped his common brown bowler and said cheerfully, Nice work. But Miss
  Fitzpatrick would have none of him. Like a little shawled troglodyte she was, her sparse grey hair sticking out in all directions like a detachment of steel pins, casting suspicion on air-raid
  warden and A.F.S. man alike.


  It isnt the uniform that makes the man, she observed, darkly.


  Some of em ud look a lot less without it, suggested Crook.


  Miss Fitzpatrick turned her spectacled, malevolent gaze upon him. Then, in a voice like a nutmeg-grater, she remarked, It stands to reason someone told them whereabouts they were,
  and, turning, began to flap down the basement stairs to the back door, looking now like a very untidy penguin. Crook realized that he was suspected of flashing signals to the Junkers 88 as they
  flew overhead.


  Though why the old girl should imagine I want to hand in my checks is beyond me, he told himself.


  Miss Fitzpatrick established herself at the back door, and watched him as he climbed the front steps.


  You stay at the top, she hissed unexpectedly, with all the suddenness of a concealed revolver going off in the dark.


  Right you are, lady, agreed Mr. Crook, in blithe tones. If we are all going to Kingdom Come, its nice to know Im nearest Heaven and will get there
  first.


  Getting to any particular destination one field ahead of the hunt was one of Crooks peculiarities that hadnt endeared him to the police, who naturally dont like having their
  eye wiped by an amateur any more than anybody else.


  Mr. Crooks relations with the basement remained on this footing until the curious affair of the Tea-Cosys Aunt brought the tenants of the house into a closer relationship.


  The Tea-Cosy, as Crook was to christen him, put in his appearance early in 1941. There was a rumour that he had been bombed out of his previous lodgings, which made Miss Fitzpatrick say
  indignantly, A Jehu, meaning by that cryptic comment a Jonah; but no one, not even Crook, who overheard it, had the courage to correct her. The newcomer was even more elusive than the tenant of the
  basement. During the early months of his tenancy Crook never spoke to him at all, and rarely saw him. In appearance he was something like a question mark with a halo atoptall, lean and
  bowed, always wearing a large wideawake hat of black felt, and usually carrying a haphazard collection of papers under his arm and having an odd, slightly staggering walk that caused people to
  wonder if he could be just a little under the influence. To judge by the number of books that moved in with him, he was of a studious temperament. Crook saw him once or twice on the stairs on his
  way out in the morning, when the old pedant was en route for the British Museum, where he apparently spent his day, and usually realised that he was back when he (Mr. Crook) returned at night, by
  the faint blue light shining through the glass transom above the front door. Crook put him down as one of those amiable lunatics to whom the British Museum is the antechamber of Paradise, and
  concluded that he was hardly likely to be of use to an ambitious man.


  In which, for once, the astute lawyer was at fault.


  II


  One evening in April it chanced that Crook returned earlier than usual, i.e., at about eight p.m. Mounting the stairs in his usual solid manner, he noticed the blue light over
  the door of Flat 3, and decided that his neighbour had, as usual, returned. As he came round the bend of the stairway to the floor above, however, he halted suddenly. From the inky blackness beyond
  him (for a thoughtful landlord had painted the windows as being cheaper and safer than curtaining them) strange sounds proceeded. It became obvious to Crook that someone inexperienced was trying to
  break into his flat. The faint scratch of an instrument being unskilfully applied came to his keen ears. Frankly entertained, he leaned against the wall and awaited developments.


  I never was one for spoiling the fun, he told himself, and if things are going to happen Im not one to hurry them.


  He was further intrigued by the fact that either the amateur housebreaker had actually not heard his cheerfully noisy ascent or else was waiting for the newcomer to reach his level.


  When in doubt suspect a trap, Crook reminded himself. And waited a little longer. Job, he thought conceitedly, had nothing on him when it came to patience.


  After two or three minutes the invisible cracksman stepped back with a sigh.


  It wont open, he announced to the unsympathetic night.


  Like an actor entering on his cue, Crook stepped forward.


  Perhaps I can help, he offered briskly, I have a key.


  The ghost turned vaguely in the direction of the voice. Neither man flashed a torch, Crook because he was an old hand and could see in the dark anyway, and the house-breaker because he
  hadnt got one.


  How very kind, said a thin, old voice. Mine, for some reason, seems quite useless.


  Jumping Moses! thought Crook. Its the old boy from downstairs.


  Opening the door with a flourish, he ushered his visitor into the hall. From his gesture you might have thought it was Buckingham Palace, and from Crooks point of view it was better. The
  long corridor, with its shabby carpet and inevitable hatstand, was revealed in a faint blue glow. There was nothing startling, certainly nothing imposing, about the scene, but it seemed to fill the
  old man with a kind of awe, bordering on delight. He looked, thought Crook, like one of those noble but bewildered birds of prey a civilised society imprisons in cages and charges its enlightened
  members a shilling to view. His hair was grey and rather long, his bald forehead was magnificent, his nose like a beak economically covered with parchmenty skin, his mouth long, classical and
  severe. He still wore the wide, black hat and a very long, exceedingly shabby, black overcoat of old-fashioned cut, that came almost to his ankles. His voice was touchingly grateful, and though he
  seemed possessed by a surprised pleasure, he evinced no embarrassment at all.


  How exceedingly kind, he said. I cant imagine why my key grated in the lock.


  I had a Parkinson put on, Crook told him cheerfully. Any amateur could bust the kind the landlord provides. Thats probably why you were in difficulties. Im
  afraid you must have got cold hanging about on the stairs.


  The old gentleman didnt appear to be listening. With every sign of confidence he had pattered after his host into what Crook called the sitting-room. This was a square, untidy,
  uncomfortable place, full of books, papers, hard chairs and dingy curtains.


  Make yourself at home, he invited.


  If the hall and passage had appeared to astonish the old man, the sight of this room completed the miracle. He stood on the threshold goggling at the unappetising furniture. The two men formed
  as vivid a contrast as you could hope to find. Crook wore his business suit, a round coat and trousers of a brown shade he considered cheerful and the refined found vulgar. A brown billy-cock was
  tilted over his large aggressive nose, almost concealing his thick, red eyebrows. His brown shoes were pure gangster. Stamping across to a cupboard, he produced two bottles of beer; but when he
  turned to offer his guest the only thing he understood by hospitality, he was staggered by the expression on that gaunt, handsome face. It had passed through amazement to ecstasy; he was like a man
  who realises he is about to perceive the Beatific Vision and it was more than he could bear. He simply couldnt believe his luck.


  Wonderful, he whispered, just above his breath. I could never have credited it. And yetand yet the evidence seems invincible. Putting out a timid hand he
  touched a book-case. Quite solid, he remarked. I must certainly write to the Review about this. I believe there is only one similar record, and that not
  authenticated.


  Will you or wont you? asked Crook, patiently, holding out the beer.


  The old man stooped to read the titles of the books on the nearest shelf. Slyly his hand stole out and he abstracted one. There was nothing there that might be expected to interest a savant, but
  the old scholar seemed absorbed.


  Blood at Wapping Stairs, he read aloud, and turned to the title-page. 1938. He looked at Crook, questioningly.


  Crook smiled in what he believed to be a reassuring manner. Bill Parsons said once that in a previous existence Crook had probably been an alligator.


  Thats right, he said, kindly. The year of the Crisis. Thats why I bought it. For distraction.


  The year of the Crisis, his visitor repeated. Andhow long ago would that be?


  Arithmetic not your strong point? suggested Crook, in the same kind voice. Say two and a half years.


  The old mans face fell. In place of rapture dawned perplexity.


  So it is still the year 1941.


  Snap out of it, said Crook. What did you think it was?


  He had not, by this time, the smallest doubt that his visitor was crazy, but he had no desire to be rid of him for that reason. Madmen, he knew, have a logic of their own, and madness, after
  all, is only comparative. Crook was determined to find out the meaning of the old mans presence here and what his speech was intended to convey. The visitor laid down the book and lifted his
  sensitive, troubled face.


  I simply do not understand, he confessed. For an instant I believedI hopedthat I might be a spectator, a privileged spectatorof some experiment in time.
  But you, sir, what is your view on the subject?


  Instantly Crook felt himself on familiar ground. Actually, Ive never done any, but Im told by chaps who have that its an education in itself. You may know nothing
  when you go in, but theres precious little you havent picked up by the time you come out. Not that any of my clients do time, he added hastily. I only defend the
  innocent. Thats what they pay me for, see?


  His guest looked like a child who has suddenly been let loose in a toy bazaar. His attention was perpetually diverted from one prize to another. All the time Crook was speaking, his eyes were
  roaming round the room. Nevertheless he had heard what was being said, for as soon as Crook fell silent he inquired, You meanyou claim to be infallible? Interesting, most interesting.
  That, naturally, raises the whole question of the power of thought. Which, in its turn, is inevitably linked up with my time theory. He paused for breath and Crook took advantage of this to
  say, No need for anythin like that. Youve only got to be a bit less fallibleand gulliblethan the old boy on the box.


  His visitor gaped an instant before he realized that Mr. Crook referred to the judge in charge of the case.


  Any little thing I can do for you just nowas between friends? inquired Mr. Crook, his eyes as bright as a canarys. Hang it, man, you were damn-all keen to get
  into the place.


  Is that so strange at this hour? the old man rejoined. Naturally, I had not presupposed your presence here, and I hope you will not allow yourself to be inconvenienced by
  the fact that at this momentmy moment, that is, which may, perhaps, not coincide with yoursI am the tenant of these rooms.


  Crooks elaborate expectations fell to the ground so abruptly he wouldnt have been surprised to hear them bounce.


  I get you, he said, in tones of extreme mortification. You think this is your flat, dont you? Well, it aint. Its mineme, Arthur Crook, the
  Criminals Hope and the Judges Despair.


  Your flat? The old mans face was ludicrous with dismay. In that case, where is mine?


  Where it was when I passed it five minutes ago. In fact, I thought you were in it. By gum, though, thats queer. When were you there last, Mr.Mr. . . . ?


  Kersey is my name. Theodore Kersey. He fumbled in his pocket and produced a battered visiting-card. Mr. T. Kersey. Crook read aloud and grinned. I bet they
  called you Tea-Cosy at school.


  Mr. Kersey looked a little embarrassed. As a matter of fact, they did. But I must confess I could never fathom the connection. Even as a boy no one could suggest any resemblance between
  myself and that very useful, but plump, article of furniture. He looked down at his spare form with a sigh.


  You win, said Crook. He was, as has been said, a patient man, but he claimed to know his limitations. You didnt answer my question. When were you last in your own
  flat?


  I left, as usual, about nine oclock. Myerfemale comes then and she doesnt care for me to be on the premises while she is at work. As a rule, I return about
  six, but to-day I attended a conference on the nature of time, which delayed me somewhat.


  Well, then, your skivvy must have left the light on in the hall, said Crook, sensibly. Its quite usual.


  I thought, said the Tea-Cosy nervously, I heard sounds in the flat.


  What sort of sounds?


  It was like running water.


  She could have left the tap on, Crook reassured him. Thats another trick theyre rather fond of. One of these days someone will invent the automatic tap, and
  then women like yours and mine will break their hearts looking for some fresh mischief. You shouldnt let a little thing like that keep you out of your own premises.


  You misunderstand me, said Mr. Kersey, with a very moving dignitythat is, it would have moved any man less hard-boiled than CrookI thought, in my absorption, I
  had paused a floor too soon, and I therefore climbed an additional flight of stairs, still under the impression that I was approaching my flat.


  Youre not mistaking me for one by any chance? suggested Crook, but the old gentleman only shook his head in fresh bewilderment. Crook saw that he was wasting his time. It
  hadnt occurred to the old bustard that his story mightnt be accepted.


  Actually, he was saying, I anticipated an even later return, but eventually I decided not to remain for the dinner of the society. I had no inclination for that part of the
  programme.


  He looked so like a big bird as he spoke that Crook almost expected him to add that what he really liked was a dish of caterpillars, with worms in dew for dessert. He nodded intelligently.


  So much to do, so little time, he agreed, under the impression that he was quoting some literary master. And indeed, even poets must have enunciated truisms on occasion.


  As to that, said Mr. Kersey, anxiously, we are, as one may say, in the dark. Youermisunderstood my question about time a little while ago. I am, as you are
  yourself, a spirit moving in the fields of eternity. Now, eternity of itself implies a condition of perpetual being. He rambled on very happily for a time, and Crook gave every appearance of
  absorption. In his heart he thought, Goofy old bird this, but you never can tell. And when he could get a word in edgewise he brought the conversation back to its starting-point by saying,
  About that light. There shouldnt be any one on the first-floor either. So it looks as if someones on your premises who didnt ought to be, or else, like I said, your
  Abigail is to blame.


  As a matter of fact, murmured the old man, I remember now. There was a card in the hall from Mrs. Davis saying she was unavoidably prevented from coming this morning, but
  hoped to return to-morrow. It was sheer chance that I saw itI have so few letters. A bad leg, I think she said.


  The number of bad legs these women develop youd think they were centipedes, agreed Crook, genially. Well, who else has a key? I take it youve one and
  shes another . . .


  Mr. Kersey wobbled on the brink of explanation. It isnt so much that she has a key as that a key is available for her, he bumbled. Actually, it is placed beneath the
  mat, and she replaces it when she leaves. That, in point of fact, is for my benefit. I am a little absent-minded (Crook here reminded himself of the British genius for under-statement),
  and I might well forget to take my key with me. In that case, I know that I shall find a duplicate beneath the mat.


  You find it works? said Crook.


  The Tea-Cosy beamed earnestly. It has a double advantage. If I am detainedand I am expecting a visitorhe or she has simply to admit himself and wait.


  I suppose to a chap with his views on time, keeping a guest waiting an hour or so doesnt mean a thing, Crook reflected.


  That might be the explanation, he added aloud. If youre expectin someone.


  But the Tea-Cosy shook his head. I assure you that I am not. Indeed, I seldom expect any one.


  Have many unexpected visitors? pursued Crook, but he knew what answer hed get to that. The Tea-Cosys wasnt the kind of establishment where people drop in
  without warning.


  Mr. Kersey smiled vaguely. Crook kept a tight grip on his patience. You dont think the charwoman recovered and decided to pop round after lunch? was his next idea.


  The Tea-Cosys eyes nearly fell out of his head at this bizarre suggestion.


  I am the last man in the world to deny the possibility of miracles, he declared, but even so . . .


  I get you, said Crook. A hundred to one, no takers. Well, then, it looks as though theres some villain rootling round your place.


  But he didnt really believe it. He thought the Tea-Cosy had left the light burning himself.


  The old man was looking at him imploringly. If you could further extend your kindness toeraid me in my investigations, he suggested.


  Pleasure is mine, said Crook, who never refused a dare. He had been up since seven that morning, but was as fresh as a daisy and as curious as Peeping Tom.


  That would be most accommodating of you. It is very difficult for me to believe that any one would assume I have anything worth burgling in my possession. A few books, my notes for my
  monograph on time, but . . .


  No ones goin to move into Park Lane on their account, murmured Crook, rightly interpreting the old mans expression.


  Then, again, I find myself at a loss in dealing with the Englishmans idea of American dialects. I was on the classical side myself, but . . . his voice said that even
  classical scholars had to draw the line somewhere.


  You leave it to me, said Crook, reassuringly. I know half a dozen languages even Oxford wouldnt recognise. But, first of all, how about a drop of Dutch
  courage, and once more he indicated the beer.


  The Tea-Cosy looked doubtful. Has iterrecuperative qualities? he inquired.


  Nothing like it at the priceor any price for that matter, Crook informed him enthusiastically. He found glasses and did the honours. No, no, he exclaimed in
  horror an instant later. Youve got it wrong. This aint port and it aint sherry wine. You dont sip it or roll it round your palate. You just open your uvula and
  let the stuff roll around your Little Mary. Thats where it does the most good.


  Like a man dazed, Mr. Kersey did what was expected of him. Then, feeling considerably more dazed, he picked up his big black wideawake and followed his host.


  Crook clattered cheerfully down the stairs. An amateur would have been disappointed in his technique. There was here no hint of the hooded figure, stealing on feet of velvet through the gloom,
  no sudden hiss of, Got him, my dear Watson, no complacent re-countal later over a pipe of opium and a violin. Crook pounded down those stairs like a sack of coals.


  Chaps are on the lookout for what they expect, he would explain. If youre after a fellow hell take it for granted youre coming like Old Man Possum, so,
  if he hears you tearing about, he wont take any notice, because detectives and policemen simply dont do things that way. Crime Detection in Twelve Lessons by Arthur
  Crook.


  As he came round the corner of the stairs he saw that the blue light was still visible through the transom of Flat 3. Which might argue that the interloper, whoever he was, was still on the
  premises. Still, even Crook who, like his companion, cherished a belief in miracles, could hardly credit that the old man would have anything very valuable on the spot, nothing worth breaking in
  for, anyway.


  When, slipping his hand under the mat, he found the front door key, he was convinced that the alleged mystery was all moonshine. Still, for forms sake, he examined the lock with his
  torch, and found, as he expected, that it hadnt been tampered with.


  Once more into the breach, said Crook gallantly, straightening himself from his croquet-hoop posture and wondering: Am I for it this time or am I? For he was sufficiently conceited
  to suppose that all this might be an elaborate plot against himself. He wasnt a psychologist, he couldnt tell you a mans secret history by looking at his handwriting; he knew
  that the poet was right (though he never read poetry) when he said that all things are not what they seem, and that though the Tea-Cosy looked like a goof of the most harmless variety he might
  conceivably be a murderer, a Fifth Columnist or the leader of a stick-em-up-shoot-em-in-the-guts gang. It didnt seem likely, but part of his success (and his annual takings would have made a
  prime minister sing small) lay in the fact that he didnt believe in the impossible. He said it didnt exist.


  Fitting the key into the lock, he pushed the door open and waited politely for a man or a bullet to come through the aperture. It occurred to him a little late that he might have shoved the
  Tea-Cosy in front of him. All things come to him who waits, he knew, including a good wallop on the head, but it seemed that his hour was not yet.


  Got your blackout up? he inquired of his invisible companion.


  The old man poked his head over Crooks shoulder. Ithink not, but perhaps my visitor . . .


  Thats right, approved Crook. Look on the bright side.


  He stood very still for a moment. He said he had a sixth sense that warned him of danger. The fact that more than once murderous attempts had been made on his life, and twice at least had been
  almost successful, did not affect his belief in his instinct. He said that in his profession a man had to harden himself to take risks. That was what his clients paid him for, and, he
  would add, they pay damn well.


  Looks like the birds flown, he observed cheerfully. Wed better see what flew with him.


  The flat was very quiet, except for the patient flow of running water. There was no sound of any breathing but their own, no betraying creak of boards or rustle of draperies. Crook, like a great
  dark cat, his torch shrouded, moved through the hall. Behind him the Tea-Cosy whinnied and whickered like a nervous horse.


  All the doors of the flat were fitted with glass transoms, so that the merest flicker of a torch would be readily discernible. But if there was any one on the premises, he was playing remarkably
  canny.


  Ive had enough of this, said Crook. It reminds me of that silly gameMurder, they call it, dont they?


  The Tea-Cosy replied courteously that he didnt knowhed never played it. Methodically Crook went round the flat, pulling curtains as he went, because at that time even a
  torch was enough to land you in court with a two-pound fine. Meanwhile the Tea-Cosy, anxious to be helpful, pattered into the kitchen and turned off the running tap. Crook arrived just too late to
  stop him. There was a notice on the wall about patriotism and waste of water, that seemed to stamp the interloper, whoever he might be, as a person of no good feeling whatsoever.


  One thing, said Crook patiently, if there were any finger-prints on the tap youve blotted em out.


  The Tea-Cosy looked startled. I shouldnt have touched it?


  It doesnt matter, said Crook, now Im on the fellows trail, he can do with all the help he can get.


  He turned back to the living-room that overlooked the street. Here the curtains were partly drawn.


  Is this the way you left it this morning? inquired Crook.


  Mr. Kersey said a little nervously that he was afraid he couldnt remember. Again Crook assured him it didnt matter. I daresay, to him, this mornings as far away as the
  Battle of Thermopyl, he reminded himself generously, pressing the switch of the electric light.


  Nothing happened.


  Bulb gone? he wondered. But examination showed that the bulb had been removed.


  It was a pitchy night; not a gleam came through the partly-drawn curtains and the pale beam in the hall was too faint to penetrate the blackness. Crook advanced with speed, but with some
  caution. But he need not have feared. There was no one in the room able to do him any harm.


  Well, he observed, switching the shaded beam from wall to wall, it looks as though. . . . My gosh! He stepped backwards on to the Tea-Cosys feet. The Tea-Cosy
  instantly apologised.


  Dont mention it, said Crook. Youeryou didnt tell me you had a lady on the premises. Or perhaps you forgot about her.


  I assure you, began Mr. Kersey in agitated tones, but Crook was well away.


  Praps she turned on the light andand washed her hands under the tapcome to think of it, I didnt see any kind of drying-up cloth in the kitchenand then
  went to sleep and got tired of waiting for you. Anyway, there she is.


  His torch showed an unforgettable hat resting on the top of an armchair turned backwards to the door. The hat was a staggering creation in black velvet, shaped like the Albert Hall and decorated
  with jet, marquisite, flowers, tulle and a number of small, black velvet bows, perched like careless butterflies over crown and brim.


  A woman? repeated the Tea-Cosy. He might have been an evolutionist considering the possibility of yet another missing link.


  Well, said Crook in reasonable tones, did you ever know a man whod be found dead in such a decorated cartwheel? and then wondered if perhaps his notorious tact
  had failed him for once.


  The Tea-Cosy stared. You dont mean that shethat she


  Did I say so? demanded Crook, feeling he might quite well be saying so five seconds later.


  He pounded between the piles of books, manuscripts and diagrams that scattered table, chairs and floor. And after him came the Tea-Cosy, falling over something at every step.


  You have to be up early in the morning to catch Crook, was one of Crooks mottoes. But it appeared that someone had been up early.


  The two men came to a standstill beside the empty chair.


  My aunt! Crook ejaculated, in a queer voice.


  No, said the Tea-Cosy, simply, mine. I could never mistake that hat.
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