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INTRODUCTION

‘Why do we read crime stories? Short answer: for fun.’

H. R. F. Keating

 

 

Welcome to the fourth volume in the series Bodies from the Library, in which once again we bring into the daylight the forgotten, the lost and the unknown. 

Among the stories that appear in this volume for the first time are unpublished mysteries by Edmund Crispin, Ngaio Marsh and Leo Bruce, previously unseen pieces written for radio by Gladys Mitchell and H. C. Bailey (featuring Reggie Fortune), and a complete short novel by Christianna Brand.

Mysteries have been around for centuries—one can even be found in the biblical Book of Daniel—but they exploded in popularity in the late nineteenth century with the emergence of the ‘great detective’. Foremost among these are of course the omniscient Sherlock Holmes and Hercule Poirot, the self-styled ‘greatest detective in the world’, but detectives come in all shapes and sizes. As also do crime stories.

There are whodunits, whydunits and howdunits, including locked-room puzzles in which a crime is committed in circumstances that suggest it could not have happened—but it did. There are detective stories without detectives and crimes without arrestable criminals; and there are cases where, as in a closed-circle crime, there is a strictly limited choice of suspects. Fictional crimes and criminals can be found anywhere—from an isolated mountain village to a Caribbean island, from just about anywhere on earth to the moon and beyond. 

Countless volumes of such stories have been published, some collected by author, others with a (sometimes tenuous) theme. But there remain stories and plays that for one reason or another have never been collected. Stories that may have appeared in a newspaper or magazine and been forgotten. Or been collected in an anthology that has long been out of print. Or that were absorbed, unpublished, into an author’s archive when they died. Or ephemeral works—plays not aired, staged or screened for decades …

Which is where Bodies from the Library comes in.

Tony Medawar

April 2021




CHILD’S PLAY

Edmund Crispin

‘And of course,’ said Mrs Snyder, ‘you’ll have to make allowances for Pamela at first. It’s only a month, you see, since her parents were killed, and naturally the poor child is still very distressed. We must do all we can to make her happy here.’

Judith Carnegie nodded and said appropriate things. Inwardly she was striving to analyse the slight distaste which Mrs Snyder inspired in her. The small, hard eyes suggested a vein of rapacity; and the mouth, though large, was not generous. But to judge people physiognomically, Judith told herself, was a folly from which she ought to be exempt. It would be nearer the truth, perhaps, to say that she mistrusted the curious undertone of triumph in Mrs Snyder’s voice. The mere getting of a governess, even in these awkward times, was surely not sufficient to account for that …

‘Eve and Tony and Camilla are our own children, you understand,’ Mrs Snyder was saying. ‘They’re scarcely saints—I’m not one of those mothers who imagine their children can do no wrong—but I think you’ll like them.’

‘I’m sure—’

‘And I think they’ll like you.’ The large mouth smiled, but without warmth or humour. ‘Oh, there’s just one other thing.’

‘Yes, Mrs Snyder?’

‘You must deal with them in your own my—I shan’t interfere—but I’d rather there were no corporal punishment. Some children it doesn’t harm—I doubt if it would harm little Pamela, for instance—but my own three loves are very sensitive, even Camilla, and I think that striking a sensitive child may do a lot of damage; psychologically, I mean. I’m sure you won’t mind my mentioning it.’

Judith assented readily enough. She had a real affection for children, and detested the thought of their being hurt. At the same time, she noted the invitation to discriminate between Pamela and the others, and made a firm inward vow to ignore it—even, if it came to that, to fight against it.

‘Very well, then.’ Mrs Snyder pressed a bell beside her chair. ‘It’s getting late, and I expect you’d like to see your room and settle in. I hope you’ll be comfortable. You must let me know if there’s anything you want, or any way in which I can help you … Goodnight, Miss Carnegie. I have every confidence in you.’

Which was very gratifying, Judith reflected as soon as the maid had shown her to her bedroom and left her alone there: but unluckily the feeling was not mutual. Unpacking, she tried to reason away her dangerous initial prejudice. Mrs Snyder had been very courteous and considerate, after all, and Judith was aware that even at twenty-nine she was still prone to the over-ready intolerance of youth … Still, a faint aversion remained, and Judith could only hope that time would erase it. In the meantime, it didn’t matter. The children were what mattered.

At the end of the following day she was able to sum up her first impressions of them.

Pamela Catesby she had liked at once. This thin, black-clad, fair-haired child, small for her ten years, was going to need all the sympathy and understanding of which Judith was capable. She was timid, quiet and cruelly racked with homesickness. Judith’s heart went out to her, but she was shrewd enough not to be too demonstrative too quickly. There would be plenty of time for that; for the present, it was better to treat her in a kindly but still business-like way, making no overt distinction between her and the others.

And then, the Snyder children …

Camilla, the oldest, was fifteen—a boisterous, tomboyish creature with an untidy mop of mouse-coloured hair; talkative and unquenchably energetic, but not over-endowed intellectually.

‘Miss Carnegie, why does everyone have to spell everything the same way? After all, you said yourself that Shakespeare—’

‘If you don’t spell properly, my dear girl, people will think you’re either ill-educated or a crank. And they’ll treat you accordingly, which won’t be pleasant. Now, once again, how many ells in “always”?’

‘Two, Miss Carnegie—oh, no, one, I mean.’

If Camilla had the energy, Tony certainly had the looks. He was an extraordinarily handsome boy of thirteen, with that bold, sharply chiselled beauty of lip and eye which hints at insolence. Clever too—precociously so—though only in flashes. Judith saw at once that his besetting vice was idleness. And unlike Camilla he was taciturn, sometimes almost to the point of rudeness. Tony would require patient and careful handling.

And lastly, Eve …

Judith realized with something of a shock that she disliked Eve. At twelve, Eve was lean, dark, plain, and a practised hypocrite.

‘Oh, yes, Miss Carnegie, I quite understand now. You make it all so clear.’

But premeditated sycophancy, though displeasing, was by no means the chief count in Judith’s reluctant indictment of Eve. Judith was remembering what she had seen in the play-room that morning.

Eve had been alone in there. It chanced that Judith was wearing rubber-soled brogues, and so Eve did not hear her when she entered in search of a book she had left there.

On the window-sill lay a small green caterpillar, and Eve was holding a lighted match to it. It curled and rolled and twisted in a mute frenzy of pain; and Eve was watching it with a little bubble of saliva at the corner of her mouth.

In three strides Judith was across the room. She struck the match from Eve’s hand, brushed the caterpillar on to the floor, and trod on it.

‘Eve!’ she exclaimed. ‘How could you?’

The girl’s face was flushed; she licked her lips. ‘Oh … Miss Carnegie, I’m so sorry … You see, someone told me they didn’t feel fire, so I was just trying. I’m so sorry, Miss Carnegie.’

‘You were being abominably cruel, Eve. Never do anything like that again.’

And so later, alone in her bedroom, Judith found herself half involuntarily re-enacting the whole repulsive little scene. Of course, she was probably over-estimating its importance. Curiosity, in children, tends to engulf consideration. Children are often cruel. They don’t realize they’re being cruel, and they don’t mean to be …

But Eve had meant to be cruel. And she had been enjoying it.

The Snyders’ house was comparatively isolated in a fold of the Downs. A quarter of a mile away there was a larger place, its chimneys just discernible through rifts in the trees of a park, and a mile further on lay Silchurch, an undistinguished country town where the shopping was done and where Mr Snyder practised as a solicitor. These were the nearest neighbours. But Judith, bred in a country rectory, had no sense of loneliness. She loved the small coppices and shaven slopes of the Downs, and although her afternoon’s freedom each week enabled her to get comfortably to London and back, she felt no particular desire to make use of the opportunity. In the first weeks, too, the children preoccupied her almost exclusively.

In general, she found that her first impressions of them had been just; and she worked, as hard and as tactfully as she knew how, to encourage what was good in them and to root out what was bad. Rather to her surprise, Mrs Snyder’s promise held: she did not interfere. And as to her husband, he was seldom seen. At his first meeting with Judith he had mumbled something conventional and evasive, and had seemed glad to get away. Judith judged that he disliked responsibility, and that in consequence his wife dominated him.

The parents, then, kept themselves to themselves; and Judith’s chief confidant was the cook-housekeeper, Mrs Fley—a plump, comfortable, untidy woman of middle age, much of whose time was occupied in disentangling the muddles created by Mrs Snyder’s managerial incompetence. She was able to enlighten Judith on the subject of Pamela’s status in the household.

‘Why, Miss, the Catesbys were killed in one of them airplane crashes. And Mrs Snyder was a cousin of his, so they’d left orders Pamela was to come here if anything was to happen to them.’

‘And were Mr and Mrs Snyder glad to have her?’ The question crystallized a doubt which had haunted Judith’s mind ever since her arrival.

‘Glad, Miss?’ Mrs Fley sniffed. ‘That’s putting it mildly. The Catesbys were well-to-do folk, and I’ve heard tell they left the master a thousand pound a year for looking after the poor mite. And—well!—it’s not likely they’ll be spending all that money on the child.’

‘Oh, but surely, Mrs Fley—’

‘I know just what you’re going to say, Miss, and I’m sure it’s a credit to you to be always thinking the best of others.’ Mrs Fley nodded her approbation of this judgment while Judith reflected rather morosely on its falsity. ‘But I stick to my point: that money came only just in the nick of time.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Ah,’ said Mrs Fley cryptically. ‘Well, Miss, perhaps I ought to be keeping what I know to myself—but it’s like this: things weren’t going too well with the master before Pamela came here.’ She gestured broadly. ‘Why, surely you’ll have noticed all the repairs and such? And the new furnishings and fittings? There wouldn’t have been any of them, Miss, not without that airplane crash. Nor you wouldn’t be here, either.’

So that explains it, Judith thought: that explains why I sensed an undertone of triumph when I came here. Well, Pamela might have had a worse home; she was not stinted in anything, nor—in spite of the vague implicit threat which had troubled Judith at her first interview with Mrs Snyder—was she treated differently from the others. Judith was about to say as much when a new thought occurred to her.

‘That house in the park, Mrs Fley—the one nearest to here—’

‘Holygate Manor, Miss? My, that’s where the Catesbys used to live.’

Judith nodded. ‘I see. Yes, that accounts for it. You know I always leave the children entirely to their own devices after tea each day? Well, I’ve several times seen Pamela walking over in that direction, and I’ve wondered if it was the house she we going to.’

‘And isn’t it natural, Miss Carnegie?’ said Mrs Fley. ‘Of course, the Manor’s shut up now, and up for sale (though there’s precious few could afford to live there these days); but I dare say the poor young thing likes to walk a bit in the grounds and the gardens—and who’s to blame her?’

‘Yes, of course. But still, Mrs Fley, I’m rather sorry the place is so close. I can’t in charity stop Pamela going there, but it isn’t good for her to brood. It’d be far better if she could make a complete break with the past.’

‘Ah, you’re right there, Miss,’ said Mrs Fley. ‘Poor mite! It’s like as if she was stunned, isn’t it? And she still seems as put about as when she first came here.’

And that, Judith realized as she left the kitchen, was one of the things which had been subconsciously worrying her. Of course, Pamela had been an only child, and the shock of suddenly losing both parents must have been very great; moreover, her visits to Holygate Manor were obviously keeping the wound raw and painful. But children are resilient creatures, and it seemed to Judith ominous that she had never once seen Pamela smile.

That afternoon—it was a day of wind and warmth—Judith borrowed Mrs Fley’s bicycle to go shopping in Silchurch. Autumn (which seemed to come early that year) was already gilding and stripping the trees; shaggy chrysanthemums reigned unchallenged in the gardens; cloud scurried in curling white shreds across the sky. And Judith, returning, met Pamela walking away from the Snyder house, small and alone against the vacant and restless landscape, like a painter’s allegory of solitude. On an impulse Judith dismounted.

‘Hello,’ she said, smiling. ‘Are you on the way to Holygate Manor?’

Pamela looked away at the hedge, but not before Judith had glimpsed the defensive glaze which came into her eyes. ‘Yes, Miss Carnegie.’

‘That’s where you used to live, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Miss Carnegie.’

‘I’ve often wanted to look at it properly. May I come with you?’

‘I—I suppose so.’

It was a deliberately grudging permission, but Judith chose to ignore the hint. She chattered lightly about the Silchurch shops as they walked together, and presently, along a side road whose hedges were sprinkled with snowberries, they came to wrought-iron gates standing sentinel to a short, straight avenue of limes. Judith halted and drew a deep breath.

‘But it’s beautiful!’ she exclaimed.

Her admiration was spontaneous and deeply felt. The house at the end of the avenue, sheltered by trees, framed by flower-beds and lawns, had all the grace and nobility of eighteenth-century architecture at its best. But she could see the beginnings of neglect: the hedges needed trimming; a hinge had come off one of the shutters and had not been replaced; the paths were unswept. There was no sign, as yet, of actual decay, but there was evidence here, none the less, of a counterpoint to the renewal of the Snyder house. To Pamela, who would certainly notice the little things, the condition of her former home, watched and studied day after day, must seem like the progressive and mortal emaciation, on a sick-bed, of someone deeply loved.

Judith walked forward, wheeling her bicycle, into the drive; and it was some seconds before she realized that Pamela was not following her. She stopped and turned.

‘Aren’t you going in, Pamela?’

The child moved uncertainly, a small and grubby handkerchief crumpled in her hand; then seemed to make up her mind. ‘No, Miss Carnegie,’ she said.

‘But you usually do, don’t you?’

‘Y-yes, but I—’

‘But you don’t want me with you.’ Judith spoke more bitterly than she had intended, and Pamela shrank back a little. ‘I mean’—Judith caught herself up and smiled—‘I mean, I can quite understand your not wanting me—or anyone, for that matter.’

Pamela, twisting the handkerchief nervously and staring at her shoes, did not reply; and Judith was momentarily at a loss. She had hoped that at Pamela’s old home, if she were empathetic and understanding, it might be possible to establish a real bond of affection and trust between them; but at present the auguries were not good. She said:

‘You loved you parents very much, didn’t you?’

‘Yes.’ The word was spoken curtly—a rebuke, pathetic in its pride, to Judith’s prying. Judith said gently:

‘Listen, my dear, and be honest with me, because I want to help you; are you happy living with Tony and Camilla and Eve? I know you can’t be as happy as you used to be, but—well, are they nice to you? Do you think you’ll get to like it there?’

For a moment there was silence. Darkness was coming across the Downs, and with it the stillness of twilight, so that you could hear the dry leaves, wind-driven, scratching on the surface of the road. Pamela’s knuckles grew white; the handkerchief tore in her hands.

‘I hate it,’ she gasped, and suddenly her voice grew shrill. ‘I hate it, I hate it!’ She stumbled back along the road, convulsed by sobs.

Somehow Judith managed to soothe the child by the time they reached the house. But the incident left her seriously disturbed. The misery of loss, for Pamela, was clearly aggravated by the misery of a hostile environment. But no—‘hostile’ was far too strong a word. No doubt that was how Pamela felt it, but she we certainly exaggerating, for Judith had seen no evidence of hostility in the other children when she was present. Inevitably they would regard Pamela as something of an interloper; but real enmity …

She talked to them about Pamela that same evening, and received the impression that they understood, and would do their best to be considerate and kind.

A week later that illusion was felled in ruins.

Judith came on the four of them playing with a tennis-ball on one of the lawns. Eve, Tony and Camilla were standing in a triangle, throwing the ball to one another; and Pamela was in the centre, trying to intercept it. When she did so, the person who had thrown it would take her place.

That, at least, was the theory of the game. What was actually happening was that the Snyder children were throwing the ball at Pamela, hard and malevolently and with visible enjoyment.

Judith felt the beginnings of physical nausea as, unseen by them, she looked on. She had returned from an outing sooner than she had expected—and sooner, evidently, than they had expected. Bracing herself, she stepped out on to the lawn.

Eve saw her and muttered something. Tony, his arm raised to fling the ball, threw it into the air instead, and caught it again. Camilla lounged away to examine a flower-bed. And Pamela, bursting into tears, took to her heels and vanished round the side of the house.

There ensued a stormy scene in the play-room.

‘Oh, well, Miss Carnegie,’ said Camilla sulkily, ‘she’s such a little beast.’

Judith quelled her anger with an effort. ‘How is she a “beast”, Camilla?’

‘We don’t want her here,’ Tony interposed truculently. ‘We were all right before she came. Why do we have to have her, anyway? Can’t she find somewhere else to live?’

‘Let’s get this straight, Tony: what is it you don’t like about her?’

‘Oh, everything.’ He kicked testily at the fender with the side of his shoe.

‘Answer sensibly,’ said Judith. But he was silent.

‘Well, I think we ought to tell her we’re sorry.’ Eve spoke with her accustomed impregnable glibness. ‘We were doing wrong.’

‘I’m glad you appreciate that,’ said Judith coldly; the words right and wrong were disagreeably frequent on Eve’s lips. ‘Pamela has suffered a great deal, and it’s up to you all to make things as easy as possible for her. I shall certainly not tolerate any bullying.’

After a moment’s pause: ‘Yes,’ said Camilla reflectively, ‘I s’pose we were being rather rotten, Miss Carnegie. But you know how it is: you get excited and do things you don’t really mean to. Well’—she glanced at the others, and Judith seemed to glimpse a warning in her eyes—‘well, I’m sorry, anyway.’

‘Poor Pamela,’ Eve murmured.

But Tony’s cheeks were pink with anger. ‘I’m not going to apologize,’ he said brusquely.

‘In that case, Tony, you’d better go at once to your room.’

‘I shall not,’ he muttered.

Judith said: ‘Be careful, Tony.’

‘I’ll do what I please,’ he answered, turning away. ‘I’m not taking any orders from you.’

That was when Judith boxed his ears.

Even later, when she was calm again, she did not regret it. But she expected repercussions, and they came promptly enough. During the evening Mrs Snyder summoned her to the drawing-room. And Judith found, as she strode across the hall to this interview, that a sense of moral rectitude is no certain defence against inward trepidation.

Her employer greeted her bleakly and came at once to the point.

‘Tony has told me, Miss Carnegie, that you struck him this afternoon. Is that true?’

‘Yes, Mrs Snyder, I’m afraid he deserved it.’

The older woman threw her cigarette-end into the fire. ‘That’s scarcely the point, is it? I was under the impression we’d agreed that such treatment was undesirable.’

‘Yes, in general. Only—’

‘Only you happened to lose your temper.’ Mrs Snyder lit a fresh cigarette and blew smoke from her prominent nostrils. ‘Well, I agree that children are often trying. But surely it’s our business—and in particular, I should have thought, your business—to control ourselves for their good … Oh, and there’s one other thing.’

‘Yes, Mrs Snyder?’

‘It’s clear to me, from what Tony said, that you misinterpreted some—some incident or other which happened earlier on. I didn’t see it, of course, but it’s preposterous to imagine, as you apparently do, that my three children are deliberately persecuting Pamela.’

‘I’m sorry, but I didn’t misinterpret anything,’ said Judith doggedly. ‘They may have just got over-excited, but they were bullying.’

‘Tony denies that, Miss Carnegie. I’m sure he wouldn’t lie to his mother. If Pamela was hurt, it was entirely an accident. I think we’d better regard the whole unpleasant incident as closed.’

With a gesture of dismissal, Mrs Snyder turned away. ‘Good night, Miss Carnegie,’ she said.

For an instant Judith stood helpless with anger, her cheeks burning; then, rather noisily, she left the room. There was some consolation, she reflected wryly as she returned upstairs, in the fact that she had somehow controlled an almost overmastering impulse to give in her notice there and then; for it was clear by now that Pamela was going to need active protection, and Judith was prepared to suffer almost any humiliation rather than throw up her job and abandon the child to persecution and misery.

She slept little that night; there were too many plans to be made and rejected, too many possibilities to be considered and guarded against. It was four o’clock, and a gentle insistent rain was falling in the darkness beyond her windows, before she fell into a troubled, unrefreshing slumber.

But she might have spared herself the anxiety, for on the following afternoon Pamela Catesby was murdered.

It had grown suddenly cold, and the Downs were veiled in mist. The night’s rain had made little impression on the earth, which was hard from many weeks of drought, but it had clotted the drifts of fallen leaves round the gateposts and washed the dry air. Fires became inevitable and colds an impending certainty. After tea, Judith sorted the children’s winter clothes in her tiny sitting-room.

In retrospect, she found the events of the preceding day less alarming than they had seemed at the time, and was inclined to scold herself for over-dramatizing them. The Snyder children, that morning, had shown signs of active repentance. From Eve, of course, it was to be expected, but Tony’s seigneurial courtesies towards Pamela, and Camilla’s conscientious helpfulness, were something of a novelty. Pamela herself had remained timid—had, indeed, seemed so pale and nervous that Judith had excused her the afternoon’s work and sent her out to get some exercise. Fairly soon—Judith glanced at her watch—she ought to be back. But the others had had their tea early, and in Pamela’s continued absence there seemed, as yet, no special cause for anxiety.

Brooding over the ravages of clothes-moths, Judith was scarcely aware of the knock at the front door; but she looked up at the murmur of voices which followed its opening, and presently there were footsteps on the stairs and her own door opened and the maid said:

‘Excuse me, Miss Carnegie, but there’s a gentleman asking to see you. He really wanted Mrs Snyder, only she’s out, so he asked if there was anyone else and I said you. It’s the police, Miss.’

‘The police!’ Startled, Judith got to her feet. ‘All right, Anne, I’ll come.’

‘No need for you to move, Miss,’ said a new voice. A pale, tired-looking man in the uniform of an Inspector followed the maid into the room. His voice held a hint of the Kentish accent, and he carried a brown-paper parcel under his am. ‘You’ll forgive me for intruding,’ he added, ‘But it’s rather urgent.’

‘Y-yes, of course,’ Judith stammered. ‘Won’t you sit down?—That will be all, Anne.’

Radiating inquisitiveness from every pore, the maid reluctantly departed. And the visitor, without accepting Judith’s invitation, said:

‘My name’s Williams, Miss. Silchurch Constabulary. You’re the children’s governess, I believe.’

‘That’s so.’ Judith was having difficulty in keeping her voice steady. ‘What’s happened, please? Has there been a—an accident?’

For a moment the Inspector did not reply. Instead, he took the parcel over to a table and unwrapped it. Inside it was a child’s blue frock.

Judith’s head swam. She sat down heavily and covered her face with her hands.

‘You recognize that, Miss?’ The Inspector’s voice was grave without being maudlin, and Judith felt a queer, irrelevant flash of gratitude.

‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘It belongs to—to Pamela. Pamela Catesby.’

‘She was wearing her identity disc, of course,’ said the Inspector. ‘But we needed confirmation.’

Judith said, with hysterical quietness: ‘Is she dead?’

The Inspector nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. She’s been deliberately murdered.’

Judith’s control snapped. She opened her mouth to scream, and in that moment the Inspector struck her hard and viciously across the cheek with the flat of his hand. The scream died unuttered in her throat. She raised her fingers shakily to her face.

‘Far better not to give way, Miss,’ the Inspector said with a little smile. ‘I’ve known cases where people gave way and—well, never got over it.’

Almost inaudibly, Judith said: ‘Th-thank you. I—I think I shall be all right now. But murder—a child—’

‘It’s very horrible. But we shall find whoever did it, and he’ll hang.’ The Inspector looked at her kindly, and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘You’ll help us, I know.’

‘But how—where—?’

‘In the grounds of Holygate Manor, Miss. She was’—he hesitated fractionally, watching Judith’s eyes—‘she was strangled. And then when that didn’t work, her head was beaten against a wall.’

Judith shuddered convulsively. ‘Oh, God,’ she said, and began quietly to cry. ‘Oh, God.’

For a while the Inspector said nothing; but presently:

‘I shan’t trouble you much just now,’ he told her. ‘We must have a proper talk later on. But in the meantime, there are just two questions I’d like to ask.’

Judith controlled herself, slowly and painfully. She was horribly and acutely conscious of her surroundings: of the heat of the gas fire; of Camilla talking to Mrs Fley in the hall below; of Eve and Tony arguing distantly in the play-room. She breathed deeply and her head cleared a little.

‘Yes?’ she said.

‘This dress, now.’ The Inspector took her by the hand and led her to the table on which it lay. ‘This is what she was wearing when she was killed.’ He unfolded it and spread it out with the front uppermost. ‘You’ll see it’s torn at the neck, where it buttoned up. Now, was it like that when you saw her last?’

‘No. No, of course not.’

The Inspector nodded. ‘Then we can assume there was a struggle.’ He turned the frock over and flattened it out. ‘And on the back here, at the waist, there’s a little spot of something purple. What about that?’

‘Oh, it’s only paint,’ said Judith. ‘It’s been there a long while. I’ve been meaning to get it off, only somehow—’

They were interrupted. As she spoke, Judith was conscious of footsteps racing up the stairs. And before either she or the Inspector could make a movement the door had burst open and Camilla was in the room.

‘Oh, Miss Carnegie,’ she began; and then stopped short, her eyes on the Inspector, on Judith’s tear-stained face, on the frock on the table.

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize—’

Judith said: ‘Is it important, Camilla?’

‘No, Miss Carnegie. No, not a bit. I am sorry.’ And with one more startled glance round the room, Camilla fled.

The Inspector tuned to replace the dress in its brown paper, and as he did so, they heard the front door open, and Camilla’s careless shout of: ‘Hello, Daddy! Hello, Mummy!’

‘Well, now,’ said the Inspector, ‘it seems that Mr and Mrs Snyder are back, so I’d better go and talk to them at once. I’ll be seeing you again later, Miss.’ In the doorway he paused and looked at her steadily. ‘I’ve got kids of my own,’ he added, ‘and no one’s going to get away with this sort of thing if I can help it.’

Then he was gone.

How Judith got through the next few hours without breaking down she was never afterwards able to remember. For in the welter of disorganized thoughts seething through her mind, there was one that was strident and unceasing, like a tattoo of drums.

‘It’s my fault she was killed. My fault. My fault …

‘I ought to have watched her, every hour of every day. I ought to have had her sleeping in my room at nights. I ought never to have allowed her to go out alone.

‘Failure. Failure. Failure …’

While she was occupied with the other children she could keep it a little at bay. But when at last they were in bed (their curiosity hardly sated by vague talk of an ‘accident’), then the floodgates were open.

‘Dead, and I to blame. Dead, and I to blame. Dead, and I …’

She took too many aspirin, and was numbed. But when at last, at ten-thirty that evening, the Inspector came again to her sitting-room, the first shock had a little receded, leaving only a dull ache at the heart. He sat down opposite her, looking very pale and tired.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘we’ve collected about as much evidence as we shall collect. And that’s precious little, I’m sorry to say. No footprints. No fingerprints. No witnesses. No material clues. And very little blood, so that it’s doubtful if the murderer was splashed at all.’

Judith said: ‘How—who found her?’

‘Some people who came with the agent to look over the house. That was at about four-thirty. The doctor says she was killed some time between two and four, but unfortunately he can’t, or won’t, be more definite than that.’

‘You’ve—you’ve seen Mr and Mrs Snyder?’

The Inspector glanced at her shrewdly. ‘Yes. Why do you ask?’

‘Well, I haven’t, you see. They haven’t spoken a word to me, or to the children, since you brought the news.’ Judith fingered the arm of her chair, restlessly. ‘And I’m dreading what they’ll say. I ought never to have let Pamela go out alone.’

‘Nonsense,’ said the Inspector incisively. ‘You’re not in the least to blame, so you may as well stop worrying at once.’

‘I suppose’—Judith hesitated fractionally—‘I suppose Mr and Mrs Snyder are very upset?’

‘Yes, they are. Apart from anything else, they’ll lose—’ The Inspector checked himself. ‘Yes, of course, they’re greatly distressed. And now, Miss Carnegie, there are one or two more questions I want to ask. In the first place, when did you last see Pamela?’

Judith felt tears coming, and blew her nose angrily; through her handkerchief she said: ‘It was after lunch. About a quarter to two. She wasn’t looking very well, so I sent her out for a walk.’

‘Did you see what direction she went?’

‘No. But she always went to Holygate Manor whenever she had the chance. It was her old home, you see.’

‘Ah.’ The Inspector stroked his chin, and Judith realized suddenly that in spite of his grey hair he was no more than middle-aged. ‘Well, unless we’re dealing with a casual maniac, the murderer must have known that.’

‘Surely,’ Judith faltered, ‘that’s the only possible explanation?’

‘A maniac? Not necessarily. There’s robbery, for instance. Would she have had anything valuable on her? Family jewels, or something of that sort?’

Judith shook her head. ‘No. Nothing.’

‘Then that’s out. It might have been some kind of vengeance, but there’s no evidence for that. And there’s no evidence, so far, that she knew anything which would make her a danger to any person. That leaves the usual motive—money. Pamela was due to inherit a good deal when she came of age.’

Judith sat erect in her chair; a disagreeable suspicion, hitherto stilled by shock and grief, was beginning to burgeon in her mind.

‘I’ve telephoned the solicitor in London,’ the Inspector went on in the same level tone, ‘and the fact is this, that now Pamela’s dead, the fortune is to be divided between the three Snyder children, as soon as they’re twenty-one.’

For a moment Judith simply failed to grasp the implications of this; but when she did, she almost laughed outright. ‘You can’t mean—you can’t conceivably imagine—’

But then a new possibility occurred to her. ‘Mr and Mrs Snyder—you mean—for their children’s sake—’

‘No.’ There was an edge now to the Inspector’s voice. ‘They’ve been in Silchurch all day, and they’ve got a waterproof alibi. I’ve had time to check it.’

‘But the other …’ Judith leaned forward earnestly. ‘It’s impossible—fantastic!’

‘I hope so. I hope so. But I’ve got to look into every possibility. Would these Snyder children have known about the terms of the will?’

‘But you must be wrong!’ Judith exclaimed. ‘It’s unbelievable that any child—’

‘Would they have known?’ he repeated with sudden vehemence.

Judith shrank back. ‘They might have known,’ she whispered. ‘It isn’t the sort of thing I’d tell my children, but—’

‘I shall find out,’ the Inspector said roughly. His nerves were raw. ‘And now you must tell me, please, what you know of their movements during the afternoon.’

Judith was so stunned that she no longer had the power to protest. She heard her own voice, expressionlessly elucidating, as though it came from miles away. On two afternoons a week, of which this had been one, there were additional lessons, to bring the laggards in certain specific subjects up to standard. The lessons had been between two and four. Eve and Camilla had been at geography, but not Tony; Eve and Tony had been at geometry, but not Camilla; Camilla and Tony had been at English, but not Eve.

‘And you don’t know,’ said the Inspector, ‘where any of them went, or what any of them did, when they weren’t actually with you?’

Judith said: ‘No, I don’t know.’

‘Ten minutes to Holygate Manor,’ the Inspector muttered. ‘Time enough. But if none of them has any sort of alibi …’

Judith stared at him dully; her senses were as though anaesthetized. ‘You don’t believe that,’ she said. ‘Please tell me you don’t believe that.’

He stood up. ‘Not necessarily, Miss Carnegie. A maniac remains possible. But I shall have to talk to those children tomorrow, and see what account they can give of themselves.’ He hesitated. ‘It’s the safest age to commit a murder, isn’t it? The penalty’—he shivered a little—‘the penalty if you’re found out—well, it’s trivial in comparison.’ He went to the door, opened it, looked back at her. ‘Good night, Miss Carnegie.’

For ten minutes after he had gone Judith sat motionless. Then she dragged herself to her feet, automatically tidied the room, and went out on to the landing. From the drawing-room below came a murmur of voices, Mrs Snyder’s sharp and protesting, her husband’s muffled and dull. In Eve’s bedroom, too, there were voices, rapid and conspiratorial. Judith halted and threw open the door. Camilla was there in her pyjamas.

Judith said: ‘Get back to your room, Camilla. Eve, put out your light.’

Chastened and subdued, the older girl followed Judith out on to the landing. But presently, as they approached her door, she said:

‘Miss Carnegie, is it true that Pamela was murdered?’

‘I’m not prepared to discuss it now, Camilla.’

‘You see, I couldn’t help seeing her frock was torn. Does that mean—’

Judith said: ‘Go to bed, Camilla.’ And after one look at her face the girl silently obeyed.

Judith herself was soon in bed, and oblivion came with merciful quickness—though it was an oblivion fitfully illuminated with nightmares. Then, quite suddenly, she found that she was awake and sitting up in bed and searching for some fact or scene or face which lingered maddeningly just over the edge of consciousness. Was it something she had dreamed? Was she still dreaming? But it was important, she knew that. And she groped back along the twilit tunnel of sleep until, infinitely distant, she saw figures and movements etched with sharp clarity as if on a cinema screen. It was enough. In a spasm of sickness she bit at the pillow.

The nausea passed and she switched on her light. Two o’clock. Like one moving in a trance, she got out of bed, put on dressing-gown and slippers, and left the room. The house was very still, and the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall sounded preternaturally loud. In the light reflected through the open door from her bedside lamp Judith could just make out, at the other end of the corridor, the doors of the children’s rooms.

Tony. Camilla. Eve.

It was to Camilla’s room that she went.

Camilla, when Judith turned on the light, was sleeping restlessly, the sheets disordered; her face was flushed and there were little beads of sweat on her forehead. For a few seconds Judith studied her, with a kind of dispassionate curiosity; then, quite softly, spoke her name.

Camilla stirred. Her eyes opened and she stared at Judith unseeing for a moment. At last, and very quickly, she sat up in bed.

‘M-Miss Carnegie!’ she stammered. ‘What—?’

Judith sat down on the edge of the bed. She said: ‘I want to talk to you, Camilla.’

There was something like fear in Camilla’s eyes. For the first time Judith noticed how small they were, and how like her mother’s. Camilla said: ‘Wh-what’s the time?’

‘It’s two o’clock.’

‘Oh, but Miss Carnegie—’

‘It won’t take long to say what I have to say.’ Now that the crisis had come, Judith was in complete command of herself. ‘You killed Pamela, didn’t you?’

Camilla edged away from her. The flush had passed, leaving her cheeks pale, and one hand was pressed hard against her small breasts. Judith went on, levelly:

‘You gave yourself away, Camilla, by saying that you’d seen Pamela’s frock was torn. The frock was lying front downwards when you came into my sitting-room, so you couldn’t have seen anything of the sort. There can only be one explanation of how you knew.’

A silence followed, which prolonged itself almost unendurably. Camilla was moving her mouth unnaturally, as though it gave her pain. And Judith’s voice trembled a little as she said:

‘I shall have to tell the Inspector, of course.’ She leaned forward, trying vainly to smile. ‘You’re sick, Camilla—ill. You must be ill, to have done a horrible thing like that. They—they won’t hurt you, you know. They’ll take you to a—to hospital, and the doctors will see to it that you get better.’

Again there was silence. But Camilla’s mouth had stopped moving, and there was something in her eyes which Judith could not interpret.

‘Well?’ Judith prompted.

‘You’re quite wrong, Miss Carnegie,’ Camilla said.

Judith stared at her. ‘Wrong?’

‘Oh, yes, Miss Carnegie.’ Camilla’s voice was high and clear. ‘I never said anything about Pamela’s frock being torn.’

Instantly Judith’s flesh grew cold. ‘But you did, Camilla. Of course you did.’

Camilla took her hand away from her breast and smiled. ‘I’m sure you’re mistaken, Miss Carnegie. You must have imagined it.’

Judith understood. ‘Listen, Camilla,’ she said desperately, ‘you’ll be miserable if you try to escape the consequences. For the whole of the rest of your life the memory of what you’ve done will torture you. Don’t you see that, child?’

‘But, Miss Carnegie, said Camilla sweetly, ‘I haven’t done anything. And I’m terribly, terribly sad about poor Pamela.’

Judith fought against an overwhelming wave of revulsion. ‘But you knew about the will? You knew that you and Eve and Tony would get the money if Pamela died?’

‘Oh, yes, I knew about that.’ Camilla began smoothing the sheets. ‘I overheard Mummy and Daddy talking about it … Of course, I oughtn’t to be thinking about such things’—her eyes never wavered from Judith’s face—‘only it will be nice—won’t it?—to be able to have anything I want when I’m grown up—clothes and cars and a big house …’

Judith stood up abruptly. Sheer helpless anger was almost blinding her. Camilla would be found to have no alibi; but if, as the Inspector had said, there were no clues, then Camilla was safe. She might make a second mistake; but that wasn’t very likely … Judith understood a great many things now; understood, above all, that the Snyder children’s hatred of little Pamela had been rooted in black envy. She said:

‘For the last time, Camilla: are you going to confess?’

‘But I’ve got nothing to confess, Miss Carnegie,’ Camilla said; then her mood changed abruptly, and she scrambled out of bed on the other side and shrank against the wall. ‘You’re mad, do you hear me? Mad! Daddy’s a lawyer, and he’ll deal with you if you try to accuse me of anything.’

A red mist swam in front of Judith’s eyes. She was hardly conscious that she had picked up the heavy bedside lamp and was moving slowly round the bed.

Camilla screamed.

Almost at once, it seemed, the house was awake. There were footsteps, doors banging, anxious voices. And sanity returned to Judith in a dreary engulfing flood. She stood motionless, staring at the figure crouched against the wall. When she spoke, her voice was dull and hopeless.

‘You did tell me that you’d seen Pamela’s frock was torn.’

Then, with the confused and urgent footsteps very close, Camilla suddenly sniggered; and the sound was so deadly that Judith had to turn her face away.

‘Honestly, Miss Carnegie,’ Camilla said, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’



 

 

 

EDMUND CRISPIN

Bruce Montgomery was born in Buckinghamshire in 1921. Somewhat of an outsider most of his early life, he came into his own at Oxford, where he met lifelong friends and discovered detective stories, in particular the Dr Fell mysteries of the American writer, John Dickson Carr. Adopting the pen-name of ‘Edmund Crispin’— an amalgam of the names of characters in King Lear and Hamlet, Revenge! by Michael Innes (1937)—Montgomery’s first detective mystery was The Case of the Gilded Fly (1944, also published in the US as Obsequies at Oxford). The novel featured an English language professor called Gervase Fen. 

As well as producing a relatively small number of hugely enjoyable, sublimely clever and extremely funny mysteries (all featuring Fen), Montgomery was a respected composer, scoring over forty films. He spent most of his life in Devon, from where he would travel up to London with his near-neighbour Agatha Christie for meetings of the Detection Club. He was active in a range of local community groups, balancing his twin careers as writer and composer until it became clear that, while the former gave him greater pleasure, the latter was considerably more profitable. 

After 1950, Montgomery wrote little fiction but he reviewed books as ‘Edmund Crispin’ and also became something of a radio personality. In 1977, after a gap of more than twenty-five years, he published a ninth and final novel, The Glimpses of the Moon, but Gervase Fen’s resurrection was to be short-lived. Bruce Montgomery died the following year, aged just fifty-six.

‘Child’s Play’ has not previously been published.





THIEVES FALL IN

Anthony Gilbert

Elsie had an eye on the couple from the moment she joined the queue for the London-bound coach.

The woman, Ada, was unremarkable, thirty-fiveish, laden with a big black handbag, an open-mouthed shopper and two bunches of daffs she had bought while waiting.

The young man, who had stationed himself just behind her, was ten years younger, a regular smartie with shoes so pointed they added an inch to the length of his feet.

In the bus Elsie contrived to sit behind Ada and the young man, who took the last vacant place at her side. Closer than a brother, Elsie thought.

He put the shopper and flowers on the rack, slumped down and buried himself in an evening paper.

It happened, what she had anticipated, when the conductor came round collecting fares and Ada, poor thing, found her purse had gone.

She had had it when she bought the daffs, she insisted, maybe she had slipped it into the shopper.

But if she had it wasn’t there now, wasn’t in her pocket, not on the floor, not anywhere it seemed. Only I could guess, thought Elsie.

‘Didn’t see it when you put my stuff up there, I suppose?’ Ada inquired of the young man, and he blew up like a geyser.

‘No, I did not. What are you getting at? Probably left it on the flower-stall.’

These women, his attitude said.

‘It’s a combined purse-and-note case,’ Ada explained. ‘Everything I had …’ She sounded distracted.

The other passengers were enthralled: made a nice break in a dull ride.

Eventually Elsie coped—coping was her strong suit—by offering to lend Ada the fare (and the change from a ten-bob note to cover bus-fare when they reached Victoria), loan to be repaid by postal order, prompt.

Ada, cynosure of every eye, dropped her head, said it was ever so kind, and muttered it was queer all the same.

Elsie found a pencil and a bit of paper and said: ‘My address, and you give me yours.’

And there was a bit of fuss over that, and as soon as there was another seat free the young fellow shifted.

At Victoria he was first off the bus, turning sharply to the left making for a tavern.

Elsie said sharply to Ada, ‘Then I’ll be hearing from you?’ and crossed towards Victoria Station where the big red buses waited in the station yard.

Ada, loaded with parcels, watched her go.

Then she hurried along to the pub where Lennie was waiting for her.

Lennie was in a bad mood. ‘You’re losing your touch,’ he scolded as she came up and dumped her parcels on a convenient chair. ‘Giving the whole coachload a chance to know me again.’

‘Have to dye your hair,’ said Ada, flippantly.

‘Have to lay off the buses for a bit. Don’t want some Nosey Parker next time an old girl misses her housekeeping, saying, “I remember that chap, he was on the bus when that woman started creating …” You keep away from me for the future, Ada. You’re about as healthy as a glass of poison.’

‘What was the sense taking my purse anyway?’ Ada inquired. ‘Made me look a proper Charley.’

‘See what I mean? You didn’t even tumble. If a lady says she’s lost her purse, ten to one some Lady High and Mighty is going to offer the fare, and while she’s fumbling in her bag that’s the chance for a chap with his head screwed on right …’

‘Lennie! You never!’ She stared at the elegant green leather wallet he casually dropped on the table. ‘That’s hers!’

‘That’s what she thinks.’

‘I wouldn’t have had the nerve,’ Ada confessed.

‘That’s what I mean. Time you turned it in, old girl. It comes to all of us.’

‘That’ll be the day.’ Ada peeled off her gloves. She had beautiful hands, supple as anything, and that was the way she meant to keep them. No charring at five bob an hour for her.

‘Here, take this.’ A red purse and note case combined lay in her lap. ‘Who steals my purse steals trash? What were you doing all the afternoon? Playing buttercups and daisies? A measly five pounds …’

‘That’s the way it goes. Swings and roundabouts. My lot all seemed to have padlocks on their purses today. Still, you didn’t do too bad. Must be all of twenty quid there.’

‘And another fifty-plus here.’ He tapped his breast-pocket, and opened his coat an inch or so to let her see a flat black pocket-book.’

‘You’re a wonder,’ she assured him. ‘Lucky me, having a partner like you.’

‘Less of the partner,’ said Lennie coldly. ‘You can’t have been listening. We’re through, Ada. You work the buses again, you work ’em on your own.’

Ada stiffened. ‘Oh, no, Lennie,’ she said softly. ‘You don’t do this to me. Fifty-fifty’s what we agreed and what it’s always been. Everyone has a thin afternoon sometimes.’

‘You must be going on a diet,’ jeered Lennie. ‘And don’t chuck that drink in my face. Waste of good stuff.’

‘Don’t think you’re going to get away with this, Lennie.’

‘How you going to stop me? Send for the police?’

‘No need for that,’ said a new voice, and they turned like a pair of puppets.

‘You!’ Ada gasped. It was Elsie.

‘Sergeant in the Women’s Police. I’ve had my eye on your little lot for some time. Now, drink up, madam, and we’ll all go for a little walk up the road.’

‘How do we know she’s anything of the kind?’ Lennie muttered.

‘They’ll tell you at the station. We don’t sleep in our uniforms, you know.’

Lennie moved with the speed of light; shoving against Elsie so he nearly threw her down, snatching at Ada’s restraining arm, he was away in a flash.

‘Not to worry,’ said Elsie grimly. ‘He’ll be taken care of. Now, do as I say, madam, and we’ll go along to you-know-where. Don’t want a scene, do we? Bad for trade and you have to think of others.’

Lennie whirled out of the pub and picked up a cruising cab at the top of the road. For £3 he bribed the driver to take him to Coultham where he had a pal who, for a consideration, would swear he had been sitting in at a bingo session all afternoon.

He knew his onions, did Lennie, never gave Ada his real address (or his real name, come to that), and a crew cut, a moustache, specs, perhaps, and his own mother wouldn’t know him.

He had a contact in Brighton, a girl in the same line as himself, no more Ada for him, thank you very much. Too bad about the green wallet, but he still had the fifty-plus and that ’ud do to be going on with.

Or so he thought then.

About the time the taxi reached Coultham, Ada and her friend Elsie were sitting in the cosy bar of the Sleeping Cat, sipping rum fizzes.

‘Nothing like rum for keeping out the cold,’ said Elsie.

‘Honestly, Elsie, you slay me,’ Ada confessed. ‘The way you walked in—Sergeant in the Women’s Police, and if you don’t believe me come along to the station!’

‘And he bought it,’ marvelled Elsie. ‘As if any policewoman would come into a bar, in mufti, mark you, without a uniformed man at her back.

‘You’re well quit of young Lennie, my girl. Chap who can lose his head in an emergency is bound to lose his liberty sooner or later. If he had stopped to think …

‘Lucky, really, you fell in with me. Where will he be?’

‘Got a pal Coultham way. Thinks I don’t know. The cheek of it!’ Ada said. ‘Thinking he could shake me! Never even guessed I knew he had been holding out on me for weeks past. And I’ll tell you something else. There was a lot more than five pounds in that wallet when he sneaked it.’

‘He’s not even smart. The time I had to fumble with that message to let him take my wallet. Easier to have put it in his pocket myself. Still, didn’t I hear him say he had done nicely on his own account … Ada, what’s that you’ve got in your hand?’

Modestly Ada showed a fat black note-case. ‘It was when he pushed me down,’ she explained. ‘Got to learn manners somehow. Mind you, when he finds he’s got nothing to pay his taxi with he’ll be out for my blood.’

‘Will he be looking for it at Bournemouth? I thought we’d go down first thing in the morning.’

‘I like Bournemouth,’ Ada agreed. ‘It’s got class.’

‘And holiday-makers. Heaven’s gift to the working girl. Think of it, Ada—leaving their stuff all over the beach while they go for a paddle, putting their purses on counters while they choose picture postcards. Seems a shame to take the money.’

Ada, calling for one for the road, asked casually, ‘Lunch on the train, do you think?’

And Elsie thought why not? Never any harm beginning as you mean to go on.



 

 

 

ANTHONY GILBERT

‘Anthony Gilbert’ was the pen name of Lucy Beatrice Malleson (1899–1973). Named after her paternal grandmother, Lucy Malleson wanted to be a writer from the age of fourteen. In addition to over sixty full-length detective mysteries, many short stories and several radio plays as ‘Anthony Gilbert’, she also wrote verse and fiction under her own name and various other pseudonyms. The best known of these is ‘Anne Meredith’, under which name—curiously—Malleson published an autobiographical memoir, Three A Penny (1940). As ‘Meredith’ she also wrote several novels, but as there were two writers called Anne Meredith active in the 1940s and ’50s, titles attributed to Malleson are sometimes the work of the other author, who died in 1960.

Lucy Malleson was born in the London suburb of Upper Norwood and she attended St Paul’s Girls School. After leaving school and while holding down a job as a short-hand typist, she began to sell verse. Her earliest published work is a poem, ‘Good Night’, published under her own name in Poetry of Today in 1919. Malleson’s jaunty and evocative poems were well regarded; they include ‘The Gossip’, which appeared in Punch in 1925 and, in the same year, ‘The Town Wind’, which won a poetry competition in The Bookman. The latter had been submitted under the name of ‘J. Kilmeny Keith’, a pseudonym that Malleson also used for her first book. She would later recount how her career as a crime writer had been inspired by John Willard’s celebrated ‘old dark house mystery’ The Cat and the Canary (1922), whose influence can certainly be detected in The Man Who Was London (1925). In this melodramatic thriller a financier is found stabbed to death in his library, the only clue being a business card bearing the inscription ‘Nemesis-London’. The novel received mixed reviews with several criticizing the author for involving too many characters who were difficult to distinguish; one reviewer suggested that, with its anti-big business theme, the novel would appeal to terrorists. Her second novel was a melodramatic affair entitled The Sword of Harlequin (1927), which told the story of two sisters, Rhoda and Judith Kennedy, and their selfish mother. This marked the final appearance of ‘J. Kilmeny Keith’ and Malleson next disguised herself as ‘Anthony Gilbert’, which would become her main pen-name. 

As ‘Gilbert’ she published several lightly criminous serials, including ‘A Seeker after Romance’ for The Sketch in 1927, and ‘The Cavalier of Fleet Street’ for Twenty Story Magazine the following year. She also wrote several short detective stories for a range of publications including The Graphic and Eve, and in 1927 her first Gilbert novel The Tragedy at Freyne was serialized under the title The Woman in Black. It featured Scott Egerton, amateur detective and politician who would go on to appear in ten novels, including The Body on the Beam (1932) in which he bests Inspector Field, a police detective about whom Malleson wrote a series of entertaining short stories. 

Malleson had adopted a male nom de plume in the expectation that this would help sales. However, when The Tragedy at Freyne did indeed meet with success, her publisher received requests for photographs of the author. Malleson obliged. She cut her hair, donned a false beard and was photographed in men’s clothes. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the disguise was not convincing and ‘Anthony Gilbert’ was openly identified as Malleson in the press by the early 1930s. Nevertheless, her heroic failure might have inspired one element of the plot of Speedy Death (1929), the first crime novel by Gladys Mitchell who, like Malleson, would become a member of the illustrious Detection Club. 

Although her crime fiction sold well, Malleson ached to be recognized as a non-genre novelist and she therefore adopted more pseudonyms. She wrote four melodramas as ‘Sybil Denys Hooke’, and two as ‘Lucy Egerton’: the light-hearted thriller Lady at Large (1936) and, closer to home, Courage in Gold (1938), which centres on a woman with a fanatical devotion to the theatre and a thwarted love—Malleson never married, spending much of her young life caring for her father, with her ‘best friend’ an Aberdeen terrier called Sam. The most successful of her pseudonymous novels is Portrait of a Murderer (1931), published as by ‘Anne Meredith’. Because the guilty party is identified after only 75 pages, the novel is sometimes described as an inverted detective story and, as with the novels of ‘Francis Iles’ (Anthony Berkeley Cox)—the first of which first came out in the same year—the focus is psychological rather than detection.

As none of her straight novels landed particularly strongly with the public or critics, Malleson decided to concentrate on crime fiction. In a forty-year career, she built a reputation for witty, sometimes sordid metropolitan mysteries, several of which were filmed, including My Name Is Julia Ross (1945), a classic of gothic suspense. Though the character was omitted from the film, the novel on which it was based—The Woman in Red (1941)—featured Malleson’s best-known detective, the bumptious, beer-swilling solicitor Arthur Crook whom she claimed to have created ‘as a sort of protest against the erudition and culture of the Lord Peter Wimseys’ of Dorothy L. Sayers and other writers. Described by one contemporary critic as ‘delightfully vulgar’ and by another as a ‘human bloodhound’, Crook’s specialty is demolishing an apparently watertight case to the irritation of the police and the delight of his clients. Crook appears in fifty books, the last of which appeared posthumously in 1974. They include the sinister domestic killings of Is She Dead Too? (1955), Knock, Knock, Who’s There (1964)—a story of blackmail largely set in a Thames-side public house—and Death Knocks Three Times (1949), in which Crook investigates the murder of an eccentric colonel, possibly by his nephew—ungrateful relatives, like strong female characters, blackmail and homicidal spouses, being something of a staple of Malleson’s work.

‘Thieves Fall In’ was first published in the London Evening News and Star on 22 May 1962.




RIGOR MORTIS

Leo Bruce

‘Rigor mortis and all that sort of thing may be all very well,’ said Sergeant Beef contemptuously, ‘and I daresay doctors can tell how long anyone has been dead. Give me human nature every time.’

He was holding forth in this pompous way to young Thackeray, who had once served under him as a constable and was now at the Yard.

‘Now forget about the corpus for a minute,’ he went on, ‘and give me the facts. I want to know all about these people before I hear what time the old man was murdered.’

So Thackeray patiently began at the beginning. Old Herbertson, it appeared, was a village Lear with three daughters, all married to prosperous men in the district of Whipston, where he lived. He had also a young niece who kept house for him. He was a little man, not much more than five foot in height and very thin. He was not enormously rich but had enough money to provide a motive for murder. (“How much is that?’ asked Beef. ‘Men have been killed for a few shillings.’)

On a Wednesday afternoon he had set out from his little house outside the village with the intention of calling on Stella, one of his daughters, married to Bert Gabriel, a butcher who was supposed to be well-to-do and lived in a large house called ‘The Byres’. The old man was murdered that evening and Bert Gabriel was now the chief suspect, so Thackeray paused to give some description of him.

‘A big heavy chap in his thirties,’ he said, ‘red-faced and deep-voiced. Does not talk a lot but supposed to be a heavy drinker. Nothing against him before this. The sort of man who could have committed a murder but, if it were not for the circumstances which point to him, not the kind you would pick for it.’

His story was simple, so far as it went. He was at home when old Herbertson arrived as it was early closing day. He told his father-in-law that Stella was in London for the afternoon. He made a pot of tea and the old man drank two cups and asked him why the house was so cold. Bert explained that owing to the fuel shortage, the central heating was off but that he was expecting a supply of coke and anthracite that day. At five o’clock, according to Bert, old Herbertson left the house to walk the mile home. It was a dirty winter’s night, but old Herbertson said he had a torch and would be all right. Bert Gabriel added that he hated to be fussed over, so he let him go.

At half-past five, Bert Gabriel says, John Griggs, a young man who delivered coke for the local coal merchant, arrived with half-a-ton each of coke and anthracite. Bert went out with him to unlock the boiler-room which adjoined the house. This room had a Yale lock, recently fitted because of coal thefts in the district. There were only two keys, of which Bert had one and his wife Stella had the other. He turned on the light and showed Griggs where to dump the fuel. Questioned afterwards, Griggs was positive that there was no fuel of any sort there before he started to deliver, the small room being completely bare. When the coke was all in and the boiler-room locked, Gabriel asked Griggs if he would mind following him down to his butcher’s shop as his cheque-book was there and he wished to pay for the coke right away. Griggs agreed and Gabriel led the way in his saloon car while Griggs followed in the lorry. The cheque was paid and as Griggs prepared to drive away he heard the church clock strike six. From a few minutes after opening until he was summoned home just before ten, Gabriel remained at the Duke of Suffolk inn. He went once to his shop at about seven to get a pound of sausages for the innkeeper, but he was absent for only fifteen or eighteen minutes.

Old Herbertson was never seen alive again, though David Ercott, another son-in-law and a local farmer, thought he recognized his back as he, David, drove home soon after five. His headlights were weak, however, and he cannot be sure.

When seven o’clock came and the old man had not returned, his niece Agatha began to grow worried and telephoned to a number of relatives. At eight she was frantic and asked John Perris, the third son-in-law, to come down at once with his wife Freda, Herbertson’s youngest daughter. Perris was a solicitor who practised in the nearby town but had an office in Whipston. When he arrived at old Herbertson’s home and heard the circumstances from Agatha, he decided that the police should be informed.

Enquiries were soon made and possibilities exhausted. In a village like Whipston it is possible to get categorical information on such points. Old Herbertson had left neither by bus nor train and could not have gone far on foot. The only way he could have been taken away was in a private car. Thus the mystery stood for an hour.

Then Stella Gabriel, the eldest daughter, arrived from London at Whipston Station at 9.15 and walked the few hundred yards to her home. Finding the central heating still not on, she went out to the boiler-room to see whether the coke had been delivered. She found it locked (the lock had not been tampered with), and she opened it with her own key.

As she was examining the heap of coke she saw that a dark liquid had oozed out from under it and was horrified to find that it was blood. Bravely, for she felt quite alone, she raked away the coke enough to realize that a body was underneath it. Then she ran screaming from the house.

‘The doctor made his examination,’ said Thackeray, ‘and it brings us to
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