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01. MR. SIMMONS’ PROFESSION
THE magistrate looked over his glasses at the prisoner in the dock, and the prisoner nodded in the friendliest way.

The clerk at his little desk before the magistrate jerked his head round in the direction of the dock.

“Were you drunk last night?” he asked pointedly.

“I were in a manner of speakin’ excited,” said the prisoner carefully.

“You are charged with being drunk. Are you guilty or not guilty?”

“Not guilty,” said the accused loudly.

The clerk nodded, and a constable made his way to the box.

A stolid-looking constable, who moved with surprising agility, and glanced at the resentful prisoner with a twinkling eye.

“P.-C. Lee 333 ‘D’,” he began, “I was on duty last night–”

“Hold hard,” said the aggressive prisoner, “let’s have all this took down in black an’ white.”

He fished out from the depths of his mud-stained overcoat a tattered memorandum book and the stump of pencil.

“Now then,” he said sternly, “what did you say your name was, me man?”

“P.-C. Lee, of ‘D’,” repeated the good-natured constable.

“Oh!”

Very deliberately the accused closed his book and replaced it. He looked benevolently round, then: “Guilty,” he said.

“Seven and six or five days.” said the magistrate.

“The fact of it is, sir,” said the accused man later–he was sitting in the waiting room whilst his wife was collecting the necessary three half-crowns–“I didn’t catch your name.”

“I dessay,” said P.-C. Lee with a smile.

“I respect you, Mr. Lee,” said the prisoner oratorically, “as if you was me own brother–hopin’ there’s no offence.”

“None whatever,” said P.-C. Lee, “an’ talkin’ about brothers, where’s your brother Elf?”

“Elf?” said the other wonderingly, “Elf? Why, he’s in Orstralia.”

“I don’t know a public house of that name,” said P.-C. Lee reflectively. “but I dessay I shall find him.”

P.-C. Lee lives quite close to me. We have met professionally when he was severely reticent and remarkably polite and respectful; we have met privately, when he was more communicative.

Inspector Fowler, to whom I mentioned the fact of our acquaintance, had nothing but praise for Lee.

“He’s a remarkable chap,” he said enthusiastically. “He’s practically the last court of appeal in the Notting Dale district. They take him all their little disputes to settle and he holds an informal court at his lodgings.”

For P.-C. Lee lives in the heart of Notting Dale, in a tiny house near Arbuckle-street, and sometimes, when he’s off duty, and when there is a slack time in his arbitration court, he comes to me to smoke a pipe and talk shop.

“Crime,” reflected P.-C. Lee, “ain’t always murder, nor highway robbery, nor forgin’ cheques for 10,000. That’s the crimes authors–present company excepted–write about. It’s generally a tale about how a detective with whiskers fails to discover the lost diamonds, an’ a clean-shaven feller, who plays the fiddle, works it out on paper that the true robber was the Archbishop of Canterbury, But crime, as we know it in the ‘D’ Division, is mostly made up of ‘bein’ a suspected person’ or ‘loiterin’ with intent’ or ‘being found on unoccupied premises for the purpose of committin’ a felony’; or, as you have seen yourself, ‘drunk an’ usin’ abusive language’.

“I’ve done all kinds of duty, plain clothes an’ otherwise, an’ although I’ve had my share of big cases, an’ have been to the Old Bailey scores an’ scores of times, the gen’ral run of life has been takin’ violent an’ insultin’ ‘drunks’ to the station, an’ pullin’ people in for petty larceny.

“One of the most extraordinary chaps I’ve had to deal with was a man by the name of Simmons. He moved into 64, Highfield-street, an’ I got a tip from headquarters to look after him. A quiet little man, who smoked a briar pipe, an’ went about his work sayin’ nothing to anybody.

“He was a bachelor so far as I could find out, an’ there was an old woman, who was his aunt, who kept house for him.

“The rum thing was that he didn’t associate with any of the ‘heads’.

“There was a nice lot of lads in my district. Nick Moss who did seven years for armed burglary; Teddy Gail, who did five for runnin’ a snide factory*; Arthur Westing, the tale-pitcher–Lord! I could fill a book with their names.”

[* A counterfeit coin manufactory.]

“Somehow, they knew he was in a queer line of business, an’ naturally they tried to be friendly with him–but he had nothin’ to do with them, an’ that made ‘em wild. They tried to find out what his lay was, but he was as close as an oyster. They came to me, some of ‘em, an’ worked the conversation round innocently to Simmons.

“Nick Moss was the most curious.

„ ‘That’s a queer chap in 64, Mr. Lee,’ he says. ‘Can’t make him out.’

„ ‘Can’t you?’ says I.

„ ‘No,’ says Nick, shakin’ his head. ‘Do you think he’s quite straight, Mr. Lee?’

„ ‘I hope so,’ says I. ‘It’d be a dreadful thing if a dishonest feller came into this pure an’ innercent neighbourhood corruptin’ the morals of its upright citizens.’

„ ‘It would,’ says Nick.

“To tell you the truth, I had no more idea of what Simmons’ game was than they had. My instructions were worded rather curiously. ‘Watch Simmons, but don’t interfere with him.’

“I thought once that he must be a nark*, but the station Inspector told me he wasn’t on the books, an’ none of our C.I.D. men knew him. All I knew about him was that from time to time he used to go away for two or three days at a time carryin’ his little brown bag an’ smokin’ his pipe. My mate, who’s an energetic young chap, stopped him one night when he was coming home an’ asked to see inside of his bag.”

[* Police spy.]

“But there was nothin’ except a paper of sandwiches an’ a couple of short luggage straps. The sandwiches was wrapped up in a paper that bore the name of a Chelmsford confectioners, an’ we watched for the Chelmsford report to see if there had been a burglary–but nothin’ appeared. I don’t know whether Simmons reported the matter; so far as we knew at the station he didn’t, but a few days afterwards my mate was transferred to ‘R’ Division, and got a nasty letter from the Yard tellin’ him not to exceed his duty.

“One night, soon after this, I was standin’ on duty at the corner of Ladbroke Grove, when a woman came to me sobbin’.

“I recognised her at once. She was the wife of Crawley Hopper, a chap well known to the police as a ladder larcernist.*”

[* A “ladder larceny” is a definite form of housebreaking. Whilst a family is at dinner a ladder is placed against a bedroom window, the thief enters and clears the bedroom of portable valuables.]

„ ‘Mr. Lee,’ she sobs, ‘look at my eye!’

„ ‘I wouldn’t mind the beatin’,’ she says, ‘but he’s took up with another girl.’

„ ‘Go home to your mother, Mrs. Hopper,’ I says, ‘He’s in drink an’ he’ll be sorry in the morning.’

„ ‘He’ll be sorry to-night,’ she says savagely, ‘because he was the man that did the Highbury job last Wednesday.’

„ ‘Oh!’ I says–we’d been on the lookout for the man who did the Highbury job–‘in that case I’ll ask you for a few particulars.’

“The end of it was, I found Crawley in a little pub standin’ drinks all round. He had his arm round the neck of his new girl an’ I beckoned him outside.

„ ‘I want you, Hopper,’ I says.

„ ‘What for?’ says Hopper, as white as a sheet.

„ ‘The Highbury job. Come along quietly to the station.’

„ ‘It’s a fair cop,’ says Hopper, an’ went like a lamb.

„ ‘Who gave me away?’ he says.

„ ‘Information received,’ I answered.


“He nodded his head.

„ ‘I think I know the lady’s name,’ he says, ‘an’ when I come out she’ll know mine,’ he says.

“Crawley had lots of pals, an’ as soon as they found he’d been pinched, they had a whip round to get the money together for a mouthpiece (as they call a lawyer), an’ naturally they went to Simmons.

“From all accounts, Nick Moss an’ a feller named Peter called on him one night.

„ ‘We are making a collection, Mr. Simmons,’ says Nick, ‘for a friend of ours that got into a bit of trouble.’

„ ‘What kind of trouble?’ says the little man.

“He stood in the doorway in his shirtsleeves smokin’ his pipe most furious.

„ ‘To tell you the truth,’ says Nick frankly, ‘he’s been pinched.’

„ ‘By the police?’ says Simmons.

„ ‘By the police,’ says Nick.

“Simmons shook his head.

„ ‘It’s no good comin’ to me,’ he says. ‘I don’t pay a single penny to help criminals,’ he says, cool as a cucumber.

„ ‘What?’ says Nick wrathfully, ‘you undersized little crook! For two pins I’d scruff you!”

“An’ with that he reached out a handy left–but somehow it never reached Simmons, an’ before he knew what was what a pair of hands like steel clamps caught his arm, an’ he found himself chucked into the street, an’ the door banged.

“Nick an’ the feller Peter waited for ten minutes bangin’ at the door an’ askin’ Simmons to be a man an’ come out an’ be smashed, but Simmons took no notice, an’ just then I strolled up and cleared away the little crowd that had collected.

“Nick was so wild that he wouldn’t go at first, but I persuaded him, first by kind words, an’ then by a smack on the head. After that I got the tip that the boys were waitin’ for Mr. Simmons to do him in, an’ when I saw him I gave him a friendly warnin’. He smiled as though the idea of his being done in was an amusin’ one, but knew our lads too well to see any joke in it.

“Sure enough they laid for him, six of the brightest boys in Nottin’ Dale.

“The first I knew about it was from hearin’ shouts of ‘Murder!’ an’’Police!’ an’ I ran as fast as I could, blowin’ my whistle.

“I found Simmons with his back to the wall, his head bleedin’ but grinnin’ cheerfully. He had a life-preserver his hand an’ two of the lads was sleepin’ peacefully on the pavement.

„ ‘Hullo,’ says Simmons, ‘just in time.’

„ ‘Was that you shoutin’?’ I sez.

„ ‘Not me,’ says he, with a chuckle. ‘I rather think it was a gent named Moss–you’ll know him by the bump on his forehead.’

“They left Simmons alone after this. They used to scowl at him, an’ he used to grin at them, but they never tried any more tricks. Nick Moss was rather bitter.

„ ‘A little feller like that didn’t ought to be strong–do he, Mr. Lee?’ he says indignantly. ‘It’s deceptful, that’s what I call it.’

“Failin’ to get satisfaction in one way they tried another. They did their best to put him away. There wasn’t a thief in London, nor a receivin’ shop either, where they not did make inquiries to find out what Simmons’ particular hobby was. But for a long time they worked without any result.

“One day this chap Peter I told you about was standin’ on the arrival platform at Euston, an’ he sees Simmons get out of the Manchester train. Peter was a bag-claimer an’ used to do quite an extensive line of business at big railway stations, pickin’ up other people’s bags, beggin’ pardon if they found him at it, an’ he was too busy to think much about Simmons till that night when he was talking things over to Nick at the little pub.

„ ‘Manchester!’ says Nick, quite upset. ‘Lord love a duck! Why, ain’t you heard the news?’

„ ‘No,’ says Peter.

„ ‘The Manchester an’ Salisbury Bank was cleared out last night–eight thousand pounds taken an’ the chap got clear away.’

“Peter whistled.

„ ‘He’s one of the swell mob, that’s what he is,’ says Nick excited, ‘an’ if I don’t put him away my name’s not Nick Moss.’ Which as a matter of fact,” commented P.-C. Lee thoughtfully, “it wasn’t.”

„ ‘Go out an’ get a late paper,’ says Nick, tremblin’ with excitement; ‘perhaps there’ll be a description of the feller that did it.’

“So Peter went out an’ bought one, an’ together they read it over.

„ ‘Here it is,’ says Nick, who ain’t much of a reader. “Thomas Cadaver was executed this mornin’ at Manchester for–“ no, that ain’t it–here we are–’ an’ he read in the late news: “Description of the suspected man: short, strongly built, clean shaven, wearing a black bowler hat–”

‘That’s him for a dollar,’ says Nick, an’ round they came to me with the paper. I was just goin’ on duty at time.

„ ‘Mr. Lee,’ says Nick, ‘we’ve got a good thing for you.’

“Good,’ I says. ‘Did you buy it or find it?’

„ ‘It’s the Manchester Bank bloke,’ says Nick, very solemn, an’ handed me the paper. I read it carefully.

„ ‘I’ll take it down to the station,’ I says.

“There was a lot of news in the paper that night, but the news that mostly interested the boys was that Crawley Hopper had been found not guilty. There was some technical mistake in framin’ the indictment, an’ the evidence was a bit contradictory an’ between the two Crawley got off.

“He was discharged at six o’clock, an’ I met him at eight. He come up to me, an’ I could see he’d been celebratin’ the occasion, for he was what I’d call ‘nasty drunk’.

„ ‘Hullo, P.-C. Lee,’ he says, ‘seen my missis?’

„ ‘Which one’?’ I says.

„ ‘You know which one,’ he says with an ugly look, ‘the one that gave me away.’

„ ‘Don’t talk foolish,’ I says, ‘nobody gave you away,’

„ ‘All right,’ he says, turnin’ to go, ‘I’ll know all about it very soon.’

“There are instincts that come to a man,” said P.-C. Lee gravely, “that oughtn’t to be suppressed. My instinct told me to arrest him–on any charge. To give him a night at the station. But I hesitated. He’d just been released from prison an’ was naturally excited. I didn’t want to kick a man who was down, so I let him go.

“At eleven thirty I was in Pointer-street, when I saw him comin’ towards me. There was somethin’ in his air that I didn’t like, an’ I stopped him.

„ ‘Where are you goin’, Crawley?’ I says.

“He sort of hesitated before he answered; then he ran. But I caught him in a dozen yards.

„ ‘Let go!’ he hissed an’ he struck at me.

“It was a stingin’ blow in the face, an’ I felt somethin’ warm an’ sticky. I thought he must have used a knife on me, so I took my stick to him an’ that quietened him.

“With the help of another constable I got him to the station.

“My face was covered with blood, but I couldn’t feel the cut, an’ as soon as I got him into the steel pen the Station Inspector ordered one of the men to go for the divisional surgeon.

“Then Crawley spoke.

„ ‘It’s all right,’ he says in a matter-of-fact tone, ‘he’s not wounded.’

„ ‘Where did the blood come from?’ says the Inspector.

„ ‘Off my hands,’ says Crawley, and showed us.

„ ‘I’ve done in my missis,’ he says simply.

“An’ it was the truth, for we found the poor creature stone dead in her mother’s house. It was one of the most dreadful things that had ever happened in our division for a long time, but it wasn’t what you’d call a paper murder, for there was no mystery about it. It was just a low down, sordid wicked murder, an’ Crawley’s trial lasted two hours, an’ he was sentenced to death. There’s always a lot of mad people who’ll sign a petition to get a brute like Crawley reprieved an’ there was the usual procession of old ladies walkin’ about askin’ people to sign papers to save the life of this ‘poor creature’.

“All the boys did their best in the way of gettin’ mouthpieces but when it came to signin’ petitions they wouldn’t.

“Nick put the situation to me.

„ ‘I’m a thief, Mr. Lee.’ he says, quite serious; ‘you know all about me. I was born a thief, an’ will die a thief ‘–but I’ve got no use for a man who does a thing like Crawley did. We did our best to prove him innercent, but now there’s no doubt about his bein’ guilty he’s got to go through it.’

“I hadn’t much bother with ‘em on my beat durin’ the weeks followin’ the trial. Everybody was subdued an’ upset, an’ I had time to keep my eye on Simmons. I’d got a fuller account of the wanted man from the Manchester police, an’ I must confess that it filled the bill so far as appearances went. We reported the matter to Scotland Yard, an’ they sent one of their best men down to have a look at him.

“But he poured cold water on the idea–in fact, he was very much amused.

„ ‘Him!’ he said. ‘Don’t you know who he is?’

„ ‘No, sir,’ I says, an’ I waited for him to tell me, but he didn’t.

“I missed Simmons for a bit. With the Crawley business finished, an’ almost forgotten, things began to liven up in our quarter, an’ what with one thing an’ another I didn’t trouble about Simmons.

“I saw him one night. He was walkin’ home briskly an’ nodded to me. He passed me when suddenly he stopped an’ walked back.

„ ‘I’ve got a message for you,’ he says. ‘Crawley told me to tell you that if he’d taken your advice he wouldn’t have been where he was.’

„ ‘Crawley,’ I says puzzled, ‘Crawley’s dead.’

„ ‘I know that,’ he says quietly, ‘but he told me just before he died.’

„ ‘How could you see him?’ I says.

„ ‘Oh, I saw him all right,’ he says, turnin’ away, ‘I’m the hangman!’”


02. A MAN OF NOTE
ONCE I hinted delicately to P.-C. Lee that it was remarkable, considering his popularity not only with his superiors but with the man in the street equally with the man on the bench, that he had never achieved promotion. I did this with some trepidation because I feared that I might have disturbed a hornet’s nest of grievances, and the best fellow in the world is a wearisome bore if he has a grievance. But P.-C. Lee was very frank. With no false shame he told me that it was a matter of education with him, and he was content to remain a first class constable.
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