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There were eight days till Christmas. That meant there were six days till Phillip Bethancourt would be called to gather round the family hearth and join in the exchanging of good cheer and discussions of the principle that, although one m might be independently wealthy, this did not eliminate the need for doing something useful with one’s life and why couldn’t he have become a barrister like his cousin Robert? Or head up a charity like his sister? If he was so interested in criminal investigation, why didn’t he get a job with the CID? Bethancourt always smiled and said he wanted to be a writer, a notion that was just barely borne out by the publishing of three or four of his articles.

Eight days till Christmas also meant five days till he would be required to place before Marla, his girlfriend, a present both expensive and spectacular. This was only their second Christmas together, but Marla’s attitude toward presents was clear to anyone who had known her a week, and Bethancourt knew better than to disappoint her.

He was proceeding down Bone Street towards Asprey’s when he caught sight of a stocky figure in a tweed overcoat just crossing the street. This bore a strong resemblance to Detective Sergeant Jack Gibbons, a great friend of Bethancourt’s and his chief source for his amateur detective hobby. Bethancourt sprinted forward to catch him up at the corner.

“Phillip!” grinned Gibbons. “I was going to call you when I got back to the office.”

“Christmas shopping, I see,” said Bethancourt, eyeing the three bulging shopping bags in Gibbons’ chapped red hand.

Gibbons made a face. “It may be the last chance I’ll get,” he said. “There’s been a murder off in Dorset. I was sent back this morning to get the postmortem and interview one or two people, but I thought I’d better get some Christmas shopping done while I was still in town.”

Bethancourt’s eyes brightened behind his glasses. “Were you going to ring me just to say happy holidays or is the murder particularly interesting?”

Gibbons laughed. “Well, it’s an odd one, certainly.” He shifted the packages in his hands. “There’s an elderly widow, quite well off, living alone now in a huge Victorian monstrosity where she brought up five children.”

“Sounds normal so far,” observed Bethancourt. “Children, I take it, live in London or other equally faraway places.”

“Yes, yes,” said Gibbons. “I haven’t come to the odd bit yet. It’s the murder itself that’s so bizarre.”

“Well, who was murdered?”

“We don’t know.”

“You don’t?”

“No. If you’d just be quiet for a bit, I could tell this in an orderly fashion.”

“Very well.”

“Mrs. Bainbridge got a Christmas tree in a couple of days ago and went up to the attic to bring down the ornaments. Well, she opens the attic door and a truly awful stench greets her. It’s so dreadful, she’s nearly sick on the spot—“

“Jack, you can’t mean—“

“Oh, yes, I can. Her Christmas ornaments were scattered all over the place and in the old steamer trunk where she usually stores them, there was a dead man—several months gone, we think.”

“My God,” said Bethancourt, fascinated. “What a shock for the old girl.”

“Oh, she didn’t discover the body herself,” said Gibbons. “The smell alarmed her enough so that she went back downstairs and rang a neighbour. He and his wife came over, and he was the one who went up and opened the trunk—and he was sick. It was rather a pity that he’s just finished lunch,” added Gibbons reflectively.

“You can’t blame him,” said Bethancourt with feeling. “It must have been perfectly foul.”

“Oh, certainly,” agreed Gibbons cheerfully. “Well, it’s all quite a mystery at the moment. Mrs. Bainbridge hadn’t been up in the attic since she put the ornaments away last Christmas, and she doesn’t think anyone else has been, but the place has been simply overrun by children and grandchildren. Once we find out who the dead man was and when he was killed, it may all become a lot clearer.”

“It’s a lovely puzzle as it stands,” said Bethancourt, an eager look in his eyes. “I say, Jack, you wouldn’t want a lift back to Dorset tomorrow or anything, would you?”

Gibbons laughed at him. “Well, I don’t know if tomorrow will suit,” he said slyly. “I’ve got to interview two grandchildren first and if I don’t find them in this afternoon—“

“You devil,” said Bethancourt. “I will pay for the taxis and even carry one of your bags if you will let me come with you.”

“And drive me to Dorset tomorrow?”

“Yes, damn you.”

“Very well,” said Gibbons, holding out a shopping bag. “I knew you’d find this one interesting, Phillip.”
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THE POSTMORTEM WAS waiting for Gibbons when they returned to New Scotland Yard to drop off the packages.

“Well,” said Gibbons, frowning at it, “he apparently met his fate sometime in August, or possibly early September.”

“Lord,” said Bethancourt, pushing his glasses more firmly onto his nose and peering over Gibbons’ shoulder. “You’d think the whole house would smell of it by now.”

“The third storey did a bit,” said Gibbons. “But that’s the old servant’s quarters and of course nobody goes up there nowadays. Mrs. Bainbridge’s daily goes up to clean once a year in the spring, but that’s all.”

“Stabbed, eh?”

“So they think, but you can see how vague they are. A stiletto or a whacking great kitchen knife; it could have been anything. There were bloodstains in the trunk, but the scene-of-the-crime men didn’t find them anywhere else. So it’s likely he was killed elsewhere.”

“Well, of course. You don’t lure people to attics to kill them.”

“You could,” said Gibbons. “I don’t see why not. No, don’t start, Phillip—we’ve got to get over to the university and find Mrs. Bainbridge’s granddaughter.”
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MAUREEN BAINBRIDGE, emerging from a chemistry class, was a truly lovely creature of about twenty. There was something kitten-like about her, how she held her head and brushed her dark hair aside. This made a fascinating contrast to to her open, straightforward manner. She was tall and slender, with the famous English peaches and cream complexion.

Even Bethancourt, who had a high standard of female beauty, gave a low whistle when the student they approached pointed her out. They extracted her from her classmates, introduced themselves and explained their presence, and then followed her to an empty classroom where they could talk.

“It’s incredible, isn’t it?” she said, sitting down on one of the desks. “I really can’t quite believe it.”

“I’m sure it’s a shock,” said Gibbons. “Can you tell us, please: when was the last time you were at your grandmother’s house?

“In the summer,” she replied promptly. “We were all there during the Bank Holiday.”

“All of you?”

“The whole family,” she said expansively, and then hastily amended, “All my aunts and uncles, I mean. Only one of my cousins showed up. Oh, and Dad brought one of his business partner’s sons. Grandmother was annoyed about that because it meant an extra bedroom, but there he was, you know.”

Gibbons pulled a notebook from his pocket and consulted a page. “That would be Renaud Fibrier,” he said.

“Yes,” she nodded. “He was just a little older than me, so my cousin Daniel and I did our best to entertain him. But, of course, there were a lot of family demands, and I’m afraid Renaud must have got bored. He left Monday morning, at any rate, instead of staying on till Tuesday.”

“He sounds a rather tedious houseguest,” said Gibbons.

“I didn’t mean that,” Maureen said. “Renaud was really rather charming. I only thought he must have been bored because he left early.”

“I see,” said Gibbons. “We haven’t spoken with Mr. Fibrier yet; your grandmother didn’t have his address.”

“Neither do I,” she replied, “but Dad should know.”

“Yes, we should be speaking to him soon,” said Gibbons. He glanced down at his notebook again. “So the house party consisted of Paul and Clarissa North, Bill and Bernice Clayton, Michael and—“

“Oh, no,” she interrupted. “Uncle Michael wasn’t there; he lives in America. But Aunt Cathy was visiting from Australia. None of us had seen her in years. So there was a sort of family reunion. Most of them were only there for the weekend. My parents and I stayed for a week—we always do during the summer. Oh!” She put a hand to her mouth in what Bethancourt could not help but fee; was a very becoming gesture.

“What is it?” asked Gibbons.

“I’ve just remembered. I was at Grandmother’s house for a weekend in November. I was a bit behind here and I wanted a quiet place to study. Grandmother said I was welcome; she always does.”

“Did you go up to the attic or the third floor while you were there?” asked Gibbons

“No. The last time I was in the attic was last year when I helped Grandmother with the Christmas things.”

“Do you remember whether anyone else went up there during the August visit?”

Maureen wrinkled her brow thoughtfully. “I don’t know,” she said after a moment. “I don’t remember anything like that, but there were so many people...it was awfully busy.”

“That’s understandable,” said Gibbons. “Now, can you tell me when you were last at the house before the August visit?”

She paused again. “I think in April,” she said at last. “There was the vacation and I went up then, I know. I don’t think I was there again until August.”

“You were alone with your grandmother in April?”

“Yes—no, Aunt Clarissa came up and spent a night, I think.”

“Don’t you have brothers and sisters?” asked Bethancourt. “Or did they not go to your grandmothers in August?”

She grinned at him. “I’m an only child,” she said, “and the youngest of my cousins. Dad married late.”

“Really?” said Bethancourt. “Did you know that only children are often very high achievers?”

“Great,” she answered. “Maybe I’ll
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