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IT WAS COLD IN THE Cottlesdon police station because the boiler had broken down for the fourth time in as many months. Outside, a fine rain was falling steadily, making it damp as well as cold. Detective Sergeant Jack Gibbons rubbed his hands surreptitiously beneath the table and wished he’d worn a jumper under his jacket. 

The atmosphere in the interview room was no warmer than the temperature. Gibbons and his superior, Superintendent Wallace Carmichael of New Scotland Yard, were being briefed by Chief Inspector Peters of the local constabulary on the crime they had come to investigate. Peters clearly resented the fact that Scotland Yard had been called in, and his antagonism was almost tangible. Even Carmichael, who had years of experience in dealing with local police of every sort of temperament, had had little success in making Peters more amiable. For the last fifteen minutes, he had abandoned the attempt and let Peters get on with his obviously prearranged monologue. 

Peters had reached the point where he was explaining to them that he knew exactly who had committed the murder but had thus far been unable to produce enough evidence for an arrest. He implied that evidence would have been forth coming in a matter of hours had he not been interrupted by Scotland Yard. 

P.C. Wilkes, the local constable for Biggleswade where the crime had taken place, looked uncomfortable. He had been called upon at various points in the monologue to second Peters’ opinion, and he had done so in a colorless voice. Now he hesitated as Peters paused to allow him to agree with the obvious guilt of Nick Londree, but one look at the chief inspector’s face was enough to convince him that to say anything more than “yes, sir,” would be imprudent. 

“Yes, sir,” he said and looked unhappy. 

Gibbons noticed the hesitation, saw by the quick look in his direction that Carmichael had noticed it as well, and sighed very softly. Wilkes had been first on the scene of the crime, he had first interviewed Londree there, but he had so far not been called upon to say more than two words together. Still, Peters could not go on for much longer. He had handed over the reports, he had presented the crime, the evidence, and the culprit—what more was there to do? 

Peters gave them a copy of Londree’s police record, pointing out that he had been in prison and had had run-ins with the law on any number of occasions since his release, and that he was, in general, a very violent man. 

“Splendid, chief inspector, splendid,” said Carmichael heartily when the monologue had finished. “You’ve explained everything most clearly. We’ll just have a look around Biggleswade and make our report. You’ve been most uncommonly helpful.” 

“Very well,” said Peters, unmollified. “If you’re satisfied, I’ll be off. I have a great deal to do just now.” 

“Yes, yes, we mustn’t keep you,” replied Carmichael. 

“Wilkes,” said Peters as he turned to the door, “you’d best get back now, too.”  

“I’d like to keep him for just a few minutes more,” said Carmichael before Wilkes could reply. “I just need to go over the local geography. We’ll be going to Biggleswade directly anyhow.” 

“Very well,” said Peters curtly, and departed. 

The others left behind all heaved a collective sigh. 

“Thank God that’s over,” muttered Carmichael. He took out a cigar and lit it, releasing a stream of blue smoke contentedly. 

“Now then, constable,” he said, “I’d like to hear from you about what you found at the scene.” “

Yes, sir,” said Wilkes, marshaling his thoughts. 

“But first,” continued Carmichael, “I’d like to know why you think Londree’s innocent.” 

Wilkes looked up, surprised and a little unsure of himself. 

“You do, don’t you?” 

Wilkes licked his lips. “Yes, sir,” he said. “Although, I have to say, sir, that everything the chief inspector told you about him is true. And Londree hates the police—doesn’t trust us as far as he could throw us.” 

“But you still think he’s innocent, even though you found him on the scene?” 

“Yes, sir,” Wilkes nodded. “See, I’ve gotten to know him over the years, him being in trouble so much. And he’s clever, no doubt about it. But the thing is, he liked Arthur Kerns. They weren’t best mates or anything, but he was fond of the old man. Even if Arthur had crossed him—and we’ve found nothing to indicate he did—Londree’d never have killed him. Londree hasn’t got what you’d call a temper —more like a need to settle scores.” 

“A taste for vengeance,” murmured Carmichael. 

“That’s it, sir.” “

And you believe,” put in Gibbons, “that he refuses to tell us anything he might have witnessed because of his dislike of the police?” 

“More than that, sir. I think he’s out to get the killer himself.” 

“Oh dear.” Carmichael was half amused. “Doesn’t trust us to do it, eh?” 

“No, sir.” Wilkes sighed. “I could be wrong, sir. But that’s my honest feeling.” 

“What did he say when you found him there?” 

“Told me to bugger off.” Wilkes shrugged; he did not appear to object overly to the remark. “But that’s another thing, sir. Other times, when I know he’s been up to no good, he’s always been saucy like. Got a lot of what the cat cleans her paws with. But that day Arthur died, he was upset. Angry and, well, not really hearing anything I said to him.” 

“Distracted?” suggested Carmichael. 

“That’s it, sir.” 

“Tell me, constable, do you like Mr. Londree?” 

“Like?” Wilkes was faintly surprised. “Well, no, sir. I can’t say that I do,” he replied, as if confessing to a fault in his character. “He’s a lot of trouble to me, one way or another, and it’s not like he’s ever very pleasant.” 

“I see,” said Carmichael. “Well, constable, perhaps you would be good enough to show us over the scene of the crime. You can tell us the sequence of events as we drive down.” 

“It’ll be my pleasure, sir,” said Wilkes. 
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THE LATE ARTHUR KERNS’S house was a late Georgian gem, a small manor house set on a slope above the river. A wide lawn swept downhill to the water, just visible over the treetops. The view widened where the trees opened up to allow access to a small jetty, to which was moored a dinghy. About three-quarters of the way down the lawn was a small, one-room building that bore signs of a recent fire. A plastic sheet had been spread over one end where the roof had collapsed. 

“Arthur was in there,” said Wilkes, pointing to the small building. “Been hit over the head and knocked unconscious. It was the smoke from the fire that killed him.” 

“That was his studio?” asked Carmichael. 

“Yes, sir. He became quite the painter after he retired.” 

Carmichael surveyed the scene. “Someone in a boat gave the alarm?” 

“Ken Mainwaring. He was coming up the river when he saw the smoke and radioed in to shore.” 

“Does Mr. Mainwaring live in Biggleswade?” 

“Oh, yes, sir. He runs an antique shop in the village.” 

“Well, let’s go down and view the scene while we’ve still got some light left.” Carmichael’s voice betrayed disgruntlement. They had been late leaving London that morning, and when they had arrived in Cottlesdon, Chief Inspector Peters had been out on a case. As a result, it was now past four. 

There was not much to see in any event. The fire had been started at one end of the studio, where a large single window faced to the north. The burnt remains of an easel lay on the floor beneath it, and nearby stood a charred table. A chair with only the metal frame remaining stood to one side; between it and the table was where the body had lain. 

The walls were covered with paintings, hung closely together. At the northern end of the building were only the charred remains of stretchers and frames, but at the opposite end the paintings were unharmed aside from a layer of soot. The vast majority were landscapes in oils of Arthur Kerns’s own manufacture; only a quarter of those were framed. Dotted here and there, however, were paintings in different styles. Wilkes had no information about them, although when the signatures were legible he was able to recognize the names of other local artists. Two bore a striking resemblance to a Turner and a Monet, but the signatures read “Londree.” 

“He does copies of famous artists,” explained Wilkes. “Sells them in his art gallery.” 

“Did he ever sell any of Mr. Kerns’s things?” asked Carmichael. 

“Sometimes I believe he did, sir,” said Wilkes. He turned to the far end of the room. “There’s the Picasso,” he said. 

Chief Inspector Peters had covered the Picasso in his monologue. By all accounts it was the only thing in the studio worth stealing, but it had not been touched. Kerns had gotten it during World War II, when he had met the great artist. He was very proud of it, and pretty much the whole village knew the story. 

“I wonder Mrs. Bradley’s just left it here,” said Gibbons. 

“She’s not very interested in art,” offered Wilkes. 

Carmichael raised his eyebrows. “We’d best go up to the house and see her,” he said. 
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EMMA BRADLEY WAS A neat looking woman in her mid-sixties with bright eyes and a wealth of iron grey hair which she wore brushed back and fastened with a clasp at the nape of her neck. She had come as housekeeper to Arthur Kerns fifteen years ago, but that arrangement had not lasted long. Within a year she was the lady of the house in all but name, and she and Arthur had, according to Wilkes, always been quite happy together. Why they had never married, he couldn’t say. 

Carmichael could ask, though. 

She shrugged. “My husband was still living when I came to Arthur,” she answered. “By the time he died, it didn’t seem to matter any more.” 

“I see,” said Carmichael, disappointed. An estranged husband was a good candidate for murderer; a dead husband was nothing of the kind. “Now, Mrs. Bradley,” he continued, “I know you’ve gone over this before, but could you just describe your movements on the day of Mr. Kerns’s death?” 

She nodded obediently. “I went to do the church flowers in the morning,” she said. “Elsie Green and I do them together and then go for coffee, but she was ill that day so I came back early. Lynn—that’s Arthur’s granddaughter—was coming to lunch, but she had already arrived when I got here about eleven. Nick Londree was here, too, to give Arthur some money. He went down to find Arthur in the studio, and then they both came back and we all had some tea.” 

“Did Mr. Kerns and Mr. Londree seem on good terms at that time?” asked Carmichael. 

Emma smiled. “Oh, yes,” she said. “I’m pretty sure they’d had a quick glass or two of Arthur’s homemade wine while they were in the studio, and they were both in very high spirits.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously at this pun. “Left to himself, Arthur didn’t drink much, but anybody stopping by at any time was enough to make him drag out one of those bottles. It didn’t taste very good, but it was awfully strong.” 

“I see,” said Carmichael, amused. “Please continue.” 

“Well, Arthur had his cuppa and went straight back to
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