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PRELUDE




Editor’s Note

Edmund Crispin had published six full-length novels by the time he was persuaded to contribute a short story to Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, which appeared in June 1949. Significantly longer than any of his subsequent short stories, it was also his first published work not to feature the irrepressible Gervase Fen.




Deadlock

Captain Vanderloor had never understood the English licensing laws, and on the evening in question he came rattling at the bar door of the Land of Promise at a quarter past six, quite unaware that since his previous visit we had changed to the summer hours. He got his drink, however (as always, it was gin and bitters) because my father sent me to see who it was, and of course I took the Captain round to the back door and my father served him in the kitchen. That often happened – at any rate, with people my father approved of. Strictly speaking, it was against the law, but the Hartford police hardly ever visited us at the Basin, and the local folk, and one or two of the yachtsmen, had been used to drinking in the kitchen for so long now that we had all more or less forgotten there was anything wrong about it.

The Vrijheid – Captain Vanderloor’s ship – had berthed that afternoon. Her monthly visits from Harlingen always provided an agreeable break in the routine of our tiny community. She was a grey, square-built, smallish craft, Diesel-driven, and she carried her cargo of eels alive in the hold (from the Basin they were shipped inland through the canal, and so eventually reached London). She would come up the Estuary on the tide, and then would follow the ticklish business of getting her into the lock, which was only just large enough. Like all the other craft, she moored on the west bank of the canal. She was manned by a mate, an engineer, and three hands, all of whom regularly took the bus into Colchester the evening after berthing, and there got drunk. And equally regularly, Captain Vanderloor stayed at the Basin and visited the Land of Promise.

He was a small, stocky man, with a close-cropped bullet head and an apparently permanent expression of gentle melancholy on his face, and he spoke English well, though in a decidedly guttural way. As a seaman he had rather come down in the world. He had been master of a large merchant vessel, the Liverpool Gem, which went down, it was said through his negligence, off the coast of Java. Plainly there was some doubt about what actually occurred, for he never lost his master’s ticket. But in any case the Company brought him back to Europe, and he was relegated to the comparatively humiliating position he now held. Very occasionally he spoke of the old days, but he never welcomed questions, and I think he was anxious to forget as much as he could. Certainly he seemed a good seaman – though in those days I knew little about the handling of larger craft, and know even less now.

A kind of ritual had grown up which always followed his arrival. My father would hand him the gin and bitters and say: ‘Good crossing?’ And he, even if it was blowing a gale, would say: ‘Very fair,’ and offer my father one of the thin black cigars he habitually smoked. This my father invariably refused.

There was no variation in the procedure on the Saturday evening I have in mind – except, perhaps, for the presence in the kitchen of our new maid, Anne, who was peeling the potatoes for supper. She was a plump, cheerful girl, with red face and hands, and she was already inclined to take a far too critical interest in my goings-on. But, as my father remarked, she was a good worker – and all things considered, it was just as well, for my mother had died when I was very young, my father had his work cut out looking after the bar and the Yacht Club gear, and Aunt Jessica was of no more practical use than Papo, the parrot, who sat squawking and whistling all day in the parlour. Aunt Jessica padded about in a pair of ancient carpet slippers – I don’t remember ever seeing her without them – and was subject to mysterious ‘attacks’, the significance of which I didn’t understand until later. Anyway, she was no help in our domestic economy, and to all intents and purposes the house was run by Anne.

The fact is, I never liked or trusted Aunt Jessica. For one thing, her appearance vaguely disgusted me (she was about sixty, with a good deal of straggling grey hair, thin, and with an extraordinarily long and pointed nose). And for another thing, the way she talked seemed to me unreal and ridiculous. She was my father’s sister, and my grandparents hadn’t been well-to-do people at all, but to listen to Aunt Jessica one would imagine them the flower of the Edwardian haut monde. Moreover, Aunt Jessica seemed quite unaware that the world had progressed – or, at any rate, changed – a certain amount since those days. In her insistence on out-of-date conventions she was somewhat of a museum piece. No lady, in her opinion, would do so-and-so; no well-bred child would say such-and-such. Please don’t misunderstand me; our own age isn’t such a model of courtesy and decorum that we can afford to laugh at the manners of other times. But Aunt Jessica’s maxims were purely unintelligent and mechanical – and in addition, she had, as I now realize, views about sex which were positively diseased.

I seem to be a long time in arriving at the events of that night. But before I do, two more things remain to be explained: the relation between Murchison and Helen Porteous; and the topography of the Basin, which you will have to understand if you are to follow what happened.

Murchison was a member of the Hartford Yacht Club. The club-house itself is about a mile farther down the Estuary, but a good many of the members keep their boats in the canal, the moorings by the club-house being very limited in number. Murchison had two craft – a fine thirty-foot power launch and a sixty-foot Bermudian ketch. I may add that the use to which he put this last did not endear him to genuine yachtsmen. He would get a party on board, switch on the motor, pass through the lock, run a couple of miles down the Estuary, anchor, produce a case of gin, and after an hour or so return the same way. To the best of my knowledge he never went farther, and to the best of my knowledge he never set a sail.

He was well-to-do, unmarried, between thirty and forty, tall and powerful, with a black moustache, an aggressively loud voice, and a total lack of consideration for anyone not of his own financial standing. At the time of which I am speaking his chief interest in the Basin was his attempt to seduce Helen Porteous – an attempt in which, for all I know, he may have succeeded.

Naturally at the age of fourteen I didn’t think of the matter in just those terms. It was a ‘love affair’ such as one saw on the films. But I well remember the night when Margaret Porteous and I crept along the canal bank and looked in at the porthole of the cabin in which Murchison and Helen Porteous were sitting. The tiny curtains hadn’t been properly closed, and we could see something of what was going on. It wasn’t very scandalous, I suppose; but at the same time it wasn’t quite the sort of thing two young children should be allowed to witness. Margaret whispered to me, in her queer, husky voice:

‘I think that’s horrid.’

I said as casually as I could: ‘It’s quite normal, you know.’ But I must admit that fundamentally I agreed with Margaret.

Margaret and Helen were both daughters of Mrs Porteous, who lived next to Charley Cooke, the lock-keeper. Margaret was thirteen and Helen eighteen. Their father had died some years before. Helen was thin but pretty, and fair-haired; she dressed well and appeared to me to use too much make-up. (At the time I was inclined to be puritanical about such things.) Shortly after my father opened the bar that evening I saw her get off the bus from Hartford, where she worked. She generally stayed in Hartford for the evening unless there was some good reason for her to be back at the Basin, and I wasn’t surprised when later on Murchison came into the Land of Promise with a couple of friends and announced that he proposed to spend the night on his boat. My father disliked Murchison (though, being employed by the Yacht Club, he couldn’t afford to show it). So did I. So did Aunt Jessica. So did Captain Vanderloor. So, in fact, did everybody – which no doubt accounts for what happened to him.

[image: Start of image description, Hartford Basin, a canal, estuary and cardinal directon (North, East, South, West), end of image description]

You will have gathered that the lock is more or less the central feature of the Basin. The canal joins the Estuary at right angles, and the lock has to be a specially deep one, since even at high tide the river water is still six to eight feet below the level of the canal, while at low tide (when, of course, the lock can’t be used) there is nothing but a stretch of sand and mud over which the gulls wander, scavenging. Along the west bank of the canal stretches a line of boats – boats of all ages, kinds, and sizes, one or two falling to pieces through sheer neglect, others painted and polished and cared for like the idols of some pagan tribe. Their mooring-ropes create a series of death-traps along the tow-path. There is nothing beyond this tow-path except some fields, in which the grass is kept brown and scanty by the salt winds, and the wooden hut in which the Yacht Club gear is kept. On the other side of the canal (which, by the way, can be crossed by the inner or outer lock gates or by a footbridge farther up) are the houses, with the Land of Promise standing a little apart on the road which comes in from Hartford. This road ends in a kind of gravelled car-park in front of Mrs Porteous’s house and the house of Charley Cooke, the lock-keeper. Finally, I ought perhaps to say that although the Basin can be warm enough in summer, at other times of year it’s often bitterly cold, for it catches the east wind which blows up the Estuary. Just such an east wind was blowing on the afternoon three years ago when I …

But you will hear of that in its proper place.

*

As usual, I was sent to bed at half-past nine. I climbed the stairs to my room with a feeling of pleasant anticipation, for I had arranged to meet Margaret Porteous unlawfully at midnight, when we proposed to do a little innocent detective work. This involved climbing out of my bedroom window, and also – what from experience I knew to be a far more difficult job – keeping awake until the appointed time.

We intended to investigate the Maoris – two women and two men – who lived amid indescribable squalor in a broken-down house-boat some way up the canal. Their bickerings and beatings were a perpetually interesting topic of conversation to the local people, as was also the problem of their livelihood, for they would disappear for months at a time, and then return to resume their existence in the house-boat as though they had never been away.

Probably the police knew all about them, but they were a complete mystery to us. I had some notion, I think, that they worshipped their native gods, with fearful rites, in the watches of the night, and it seemed to me important that Margaret and I should witness these proceedings.

At half-past ten I heard my father lock the door of the bar and retire, with one or two favourites, into the kitchen (it was another part of the Vanderloor ritual that he and my father should play a game of chess some time during his visit). Shortly after eleven, the mate, engineer, and crew of the Vrijheid emerged somewhat noisily from the taxi which had brought them back from Colchester, crossed the lock gates, singing a sentimental Netherlands ditty, and boarded their ship. After that I must have dozed, for the next thing I remember is hearing the Hartford church clock strike midnight.

I splashed some water from the jug on to my eyes, and then opened the window and climbed out. This brought me on to a sloping roof of grey tiles, and from there I could slip down easily enough to the penthouse roof, which overlooked the kitchen garden and was tarred – with the deliberate intention, I always suspected, of making my foothold on it precarious. Here I was held up for a short while, as old Charley Cooke, the lock-keeper, chose just this moment to depart for home. I wasn’t worried, however. Charley was a sober enough man during the week, but every Saturday night he was in the habit of drinking as much beer as he could carry, and generally a bit more on top of that. So he wasn’t likely to notice anything

When he had gone I jumped down from the penthouse roof. I didn’t like doing this, as it was a six-foot drop, and you got rather a jar when you landed.

Margaret was waiting for me in the garden.

‘I was afraid you weren’t coming,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t talk here, idiot,’ I whispered back.

We made our way towards the lock. A fresh, cold wind was blowing, and the night sky was full of clouds, so that the weak moonlight came and went spasmodically. It was clear enough when we reached the lock, however, for us to be able to see that no one was about, though we could hear Charley Cooke singing as he approached his house. We crossed by the inner gates of the lock, and walked along the tow-path, feeling our way carefully among the mooring-ropes. Then, by the Yacht Club hut, Margaret stopped.

‘I’m frightened,’ she whispered.

I was surprised. Margaret was a nervous child, but nervous in the way which welcomes rather than avoids an adventure. She was quite unlike me in that respect: I was unimaginative in the normal way, but prone to deep and sudden panics.

‘What are you frightened of?’ I asked. ‘Suppose they don’t like being watched?’

This consideration had also occurred to me, but at the moment I was not prepared to admit it.

‘They won’t know we’re there,’ I said.

‘They will if one of us coughs or sneezes or anything … You go and look, Daniel, and then come back and tell me if there’s anything interesting.’

I was annoyed. The Maoris’ pagan sacrifices seemed considerably less fascinating now than they had in prospect. But male honour could hardly admit defeat – at any rate, in front of a girl.

‘All right, I’ll go,’ I said shortly. ‘You stay here. Shan’t be long.’

‘Be careful.’ She was shivering a little, but that may have been only the wind.

*

It had taken us, I suppose, three minutes to get to the Yacht Club hut. In another five I had reached the Maoris’ house-boat, passing Murchison’s launch on the way. The cabin was lit up and I could hear voices, but I didn’t delay. As it turned out, my precautions in investigating the house-boat were needless. It proved to be completely deserted. Either its occupants had not yet returned, or they had chosen this day to decamp.

I admit that I was relieved, but at the same time it made our truancy rather pointless. The Hartford clock struck a quarter past midnight as I left the house-boat. I had only gone a yard or two when I met Margaret, who had come to meet me.

‘Mummy keeps opening the door,’ Margaret said. ‘Do you think she knows I’m not in bed?’

‘I expect she’s waiting for Helen,’ I said. ‘Helen’s out tonight, isn’t she?’

‘Yes.’

‘There’s no one in the house-boat,’ I explained. ‘We’d better go home, I suppose.’

‘I can’t go home now Mummy’s on the watch … Oh, Daniel …’ she sounded so miserable, and she was shivering so much, that I put my arm round her shoulders – and the next moment, embarrassed, hastily withdrew it.

‘You can get in round the back,’ I said encouragingly. ‘You’d better not go over the foot-bridge, though, or you might be seen. Come on. We’ll go the way we came.’

We returned along the tow-path as far as the Yacht Club hut. We had no sooner arrived there than, across the canal, Mrs Porteous’s door opened, and I could see framed in the oblong of light Mrs Porteous herself, Anne, and my father. Almost at the same moment someone left Murchison’s launch and crossed the canal by the foot-bridge.

‘They do know we’ve gone, then,’ I whispered. ‘Come on – I’m going to try and get back before Dad does.’

We continued on our way, and crossed the lock, this time by the outer gates. Here I unchivalrously left Margaret to her fate. But I had only just got inside the garden when Anne and my father caught up with me.

‘So there you are,’ he said.

I was expecting to be punished, but he seemed unusually preoccupied, and simply ordered me to get off to bed, and stay there. He himself remained for some time downstairs, talking to Anne in the kitchen. And I just heard him say, as I closed the door behind me: ‘Curious about that blood …’

I would have liked to stay and listen, but I didn’t dare. I went upstairs and undressed, congratulating myself on my escape, feeling slightly ashamed of having deserted Margaret, and yawning as though I’d not slept for years. Then, when I came to take off my shoes, I found stains on them – dark red patches, sticky in places, but for the most part almost dry.

I assumed at once that this was blood, and although such romantic guesses are not often correct, this one was. I wondered whether this was what my father had been referring to, and then rejected the idea, for he would certainly have asked about it. I wondered, as I crawled into bed, whether I should go down and tell him. I was still wondering when I fell asleep.

As it was holiday-time, I was allowed to stay in bed until half-past eight if I wanted to, but the following morning was so gloriously fine that I got up at half-past seven. As soon as I looked out of my window I could see that something unusual was afoot. A little knot of men were looking at something at the edge of the lock – among them were Charley Cooke and my father. And when one of them moved aside I was able to make out what had drawn their attention – a dark, broad, irregular stain. You may imagine that I got downstairs and outside as soon as I could, and the general preoccupation was so intense that I was able to go quite close without being noticed. My father had sent for a long pole; now he was pushing and dredging with it in the water of the lock. And in a little time a face, white and curiously peaceful, rose towards the surface and sank again. The drowned do not float until five or more days after they are dead, and Murchison had been in the water only seven or eight hours.

*

After the body had been taken away, it was not at all easy to keep me out of the proceedings which followed. For one thing, I could hardly be confined to my room; for another, I was by way of being a witness, since I had been out and about somewhere around the time when the murder occurred. That it was murder, there seemed little doubt. And, as I realized at the time, the police were going to have no difficulty in ferreting out motives for it. There were motives everywhere; at one time or another, Murchison had succeeded in falling foul of a number of people at the Basin.

When breakfast was over I managed to slip out and inspect the bloodstains. From the pool (I call it a pool, though by now, of course, it was dry) at the edge of the lock, a trail of blood led almost to Charley Cooke’s doorway. And here there was a second pool. I inspected these things with interest, but wasn’t able to deduce much from them. Subsequently I went along to Mrs Porteous’s house and discovered Margaret in the garden. She had been soundly slapped on her return the previous night, and moreover had suffered from nightmares; so she was decidedly subdued. I made some attempt to enlist her co-operation in making a search round the lock – for what, I wasn’t clear – but she had been forbidden to go out. I saw nothing of Helen; as it was a Sunday, she was pretty certain to be still in bed.

I wandered back to the canal side. Hardly anyone was about; a sort of expectant hush hung over the Basin. Captain Vanderloor was on the deck of the Vrijheid, but doing absolutely nothing; in the usual way, unloading would have started by now. I suppose he anticipated that it would be interrupted in any case by the arrival of the police, and was not sorry for an excuse to delay putting to sea again. A colony of jackdaws were quarrelling in the tall pine tree near the Land of Promise. The sun shone brightly. I felt oddly purposeless and impatient.

Then I saw the weapon. It was a long, black, wooden stave, carved in loops and whorls at the top, and it was floating in the canal almost within arm’s length of the bank. I called to Captain Vanderloor, and he seemed, for a moment, startled.

‘What is it?’ he shouted back in his heavy, guttural voice. ‘Look!’ I called. ‘Come and look!’

I heard him descend the creaky wooden gangway of the Vrijheid, and then, unable to wait until he arrived, I got down on my stomach and began fishing for the stave; after considerable effort I managed to pull it ashore, just as Captain Vanderloor came up to me. He inspected it carefully.

‘H’m,’ he said. ‘There are still traces of the blood on it.’

‘It means the Maoris must have killed him,’ I pointed out.

The Captain took out his cigar case; he did not reply, for a moment. Then: ‘Yes,’ he said slowly. ‘It must mean that. Shall I keep this stick to give to the officials?’ He must have glimpsed the disappointment in my face, for he added gravely: ‘I shall be careful to emphasize that it was you who found it.’

Little mollified by this promise, I was preparing to argue the point when the police arrived from Hartford, in a rather dilapidated-looking car. There was an inspector and a sergeant and a constable, together with a doctor whom I didn’t know. The inspector was not impressive, and I was sadly disillusioned. He wore no uniform, and he was a weedy, undersized young man, with a marked Cockney accent, and fingers stained a deep brown by incessant smoking. His name was Watt, and he seemed to be totally lacking in any kind of method. On that Sunday morning he wandered about the Basin, talking to anyone he happened to come across, staring with vague interest at the scenery, and strolling in and out of people’s houses more, it seemed, in accordance with some passing whim than for any definite purpose. I was at the age when I expected a detective to be hawk-eyed and ruthless, and I felt cheated.

The doctor and one of the constables hurried straight into Charley Cooke’s house, to which Murchison’s body had been taken. The inspector strolled towards Captain Vanderloor and myself.

‘Morning,’ he said. ‘Is that the weapon that did it?’

That was the first experience I had of his particular idiosyncrasy, which was to ask all and sundry for their personal theories about the crime. Most of what he heard must have been absolutely worthless, but I realize now that he did it partly in order to form a judgment about the person to whom he was speaking, and partly for the sake of the scraps of information which sometimes slipped out. He had, too, a disconcerting habit of silence, which sometimes forced one, from sheer embarrassment, to say more than one had intended. ‘Polynesian,’ he said now, as he swung the stave between his fingers. ‘Ebony. Pretty heavy. Funny thing to have about.’

‘It belongs to the Maoris,’ I explained eagerly. ‘They live in a house-boat up the canal. Or rather they did. They weren’t there last night.’

‘And you think they’re the criminals?’

‘I – I suppose so,’ I stammered. ‘That is, it looks like it, doesn’t it?’

He seemed to lose interest in the subject. He stared about him.

‘Trim little ship,’ he said, nodding at the grey, unromantic bulk of the Vrijheid across the canal.

‘I am her Captain,’ said Vanderloor.

‘Eels,’ the inspector commented. ‘Never liked ’em, I’m afraid.’ I realized now that he knew or noticed a good deal. ‘And what about you, Captain?’ he went on. ‘Is your money on the Maoris?’

Captain Vanderloor shrugged. ‘I know so little about it,’ he murmured. I noticed that he was standing stiffly, and that his manner was defensive.

‘Lot of blood,’ said the inspector mildly. ‘He might have been knocked on the head outside that house there and then pulled to the lock and rolled in …’ He spoke slowly, as though inwardly preoccupied with some other matter. ‘Did you hear anything during the night, Captain?’

‘I could not have,’ said Captain Vanderloor, ‘not in my cabin. I was on deck ten minutes or so before I go to bed, but I hear no sound then.’

‘What time would that have been?’

‘Let me see: I return from Land of Promise about twenty to midnight. Then I talk to my mate and engineer till about five past. Then I go out for some air.’

‘You didn’t step ashore at all?’

‘No. I did not leave my ship.’

‘Can your people confirm that?’

‘I think so. Several of them were awake.’[1]

‘Uh-huh.’ The inspector flicked with the Maori stave at a blade of grass growing by the roadside. ‘I wonder what’s the latest time it could have happened?’ He turned to me. ‘So you paid a visit to the Maoris and found ’em not at home?’

‘Y-yes.’

‘And when would that have been?’

‘About ten or a quarter past midnight. I wasn’t supposed to be out, of course.’

The inspector grinned. ‘Let’s hear about it just the same. You may be a star witness.’

So I gave him a detailed account of the expedition – though unfortunately it was cut short, just as I was about to tell him of the blood on my shoes, by the doctor’s coming out of Charley Cooke’s house.

‘Well, doc,’ said the inspector. ‘What’s the verdict?’

‘Cause of death, drowning,’ said the doctor shortly. He was a plump, grey-haired, self-important old man. ‘The skull wasn’t fractured, though the back of his head was pretty well battered.’

‘Could this have done it?’ The inspector held out the Maori stave.

‘That’s the kind of thing. I’ll analyse the stains on it if you like and tell you if they belong to his blood group.’

‘Do that,’ said the inspector, handing over the weapon. ‘Anything definite about the time of death?’

‘Only within four hours or so.’

‘That’s no good.’ The inspector lit a fresh cigarette from the end of the one he was holding. ‘All right, doc. You’d better take a sample of this blood on the ground too, though I shouldn’t think there’s much doubt it’s his.’ He spoke to the constable, who was hovering in the background. ‘Anything in the pockets?’

‘Only a comb and a handkerchief, sir.’ 

‘No watch? no money?’

‘He was sure to have been carrying money,’ I put in. ‘He was rich, you know.’

‘Uh-huh.’ The inspector nodded. ‘Robbery with violence, eh? We must send out an S.O.S. for those Maoris. Who can give me a good description of them?’

‘My father can,’ I said.

‘Fine. We’ll go and see him. You,’ he said to the sergeant, ‘find out where this house-boat is and give it the once-over.’ And to the constable: ‘You drive the doc into Hartford and bring the car back again.’

‘I’ll send in an ambulance to take the body away,’ said the doctor.

‘Fine,’ said the inspector. ‘It’ll do where it is for the moment. Now let’s go and see your father.’

Captain Vanderloor went back to the Vrijheid, and the inspector walked with me to the Land of Promise. We found my father limping about the bar, tidying it. He was a tall, weatherbeaten man of fifty, with short red hair, and he had been a seaman until an accident with a winch had made him lame.

‘Hello,’ he said to me. ‘I didn’t know you’d been out.’ I introduced the inspector.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said my father. ‘We may as well sit here.

Will you have a drink?’

‘It’s a bit early,’ the inspector grinned, ‘but I think I could manage a pint. Nice little place you’ve got here.’

He gazed about him while my father drew the beer. There was only one bar in the Land of Promise, and I’ve seen nothing like it elsewhere. It served, really, as the family sitting-room, and Aunt Jessica, Anne, and I all sat there during the evenings. Consequently there were quantities of personal belongings – books, sewing, and whatnot – scattered about it, and they contributed to a much more friendly, informal atmosphere than is usual in such places.

‘We like it,’ said my father noncommittally. He gave the inspector a description of the Maoris, and the inspector phoned it through to Hartford. While he was doing this Aunt Jessica shuffled in, wearing her carpet slippers and a curious, shapeless garment of grey and purple wool. She was insatiably curious and hated to miss anything, whether it concerned her or not. She settled down in a leather chair, sitting bolt upright, and began knitting.

The inspector had finished with the telephone. ‘Well, Mr Foss,’ he said, ‘have you got any ideas about all this?’

My father, who had not stopped his tidying, shook his head. ‘That’d be your job, wouldn’t it?’ he said doggedly. And since the inspector made no answer, resuming his abstracted inventory of the room: ‘I’m not sorry he’s dead,’ my father added. ‘I didn’t like him.’

Aunt Jessica looked up from her knitting. ‘We should speak no ill of the departed, George,’ she remarked.

I thought that my father was going to spit, but he restrained himself.

The inspector drank his beer. ‘Any special reason for not liking the chap?’ he said.

My father nodded. ‘You might as well know,’ he said. ‘You’d hear about it sooner or later. He said he intended to get me kicked out of my job here – looking after the Yacht Club gear. He could have done it, too.’

‘That would have been a nuisance?’

My father grunted. ‘’Tisn’t easy to make ends meet.’

The inspector turned to Aunt Jessica. ‘And were you fond of Mr Murchison?’ he enquired.

The click of my aunt’s knitting-needles ceased abruptly. ‘He was impure. They say nowadays that the woman’s as much to blame as the man, but I know it isn’t so. He was impure,’ she repeated with sudden vehemence.

The inspector accepted this comment with perfect equanimity. ‘Were both of you up and about round midnight last night?’ he asked.

My father answered him clumsily, like one repeating a lesson inadequately learned. ‘I played chess with Vanderloor until about twenty to twelve. Charley Cooke left here at midnight. About a quarter past I found this kid had done a bunk, and Anne came along with me to Mrs Porteous’s house to see if Margaret had gone out with him. Jessica was there – weren’t you, Jessie?’

‘Since half-past eleven,’ my aunt supplied. ‘I often go along for a little gossip before bed.’ Her ball of wool rolled on to the floor, and the inspector picked it up for her. She smiled graciously at him by way of thanks.

‘Well, Margaret wasn’t in bed, either,’ my father continued rather uneasily. ‘I knew they must be somewhere along the canal, so I decided to go after them.’

‘I saw you come out of Mrs Porteous’s house,’ I said audaciously, ‘about twenty past twelve.’

‘Oh, you did, did you?’ There was a grimly humorous look in my father’s eye. ‘Anyway, the moment Anne and me left Mrs Porteous, we were held up by finding Charley Cooke clinging to his own door-post. We’d seen him, as a matter of fact, lying in a drunken stupor when we first went into the house, and I’d made a note to get him indoors as soon as I had a moment—’

‘Uh-huh,’ the inspector interrupted. ‘You didn’t think it was very urgent, then?’

‘No. That sort of thing’s happened before. Anyway, he was on his feet again by the time we reached him.’

‘Just a minute. I take it that Charley Cooke’s house and Mrs Porteous’s are next door to one another?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Are you sure the man you saw lying there when you went into Mrs Porteous’s house was Charley Cooke?’

My father hesitated. ‘I suppose I’m not, really, now I come to think of it. It was just a black huddle in the shadow of the house. But it never occurred to me it was anyone else.’

‘How long were you in Mrs Porteous’s house?’

‘Four or five minutes, I’d say.’

I was interested. For the first time the inspector seemed to be asking definite questions with a definite purpose.

‘And whereabouts,’ he went on, ‘was this person lying?’

‘Just outside Charley Cooke’s door.’

‘Where that pool of blood is?’

‘Yes. Somewhere there.’

‘And after you’d pushed Charley Cooke indoors—’ The inspector stopped, looking at the oddly elusive expression which had appeared on my father’s face. ‘Well?’ he said.

‘Well what?’

‘Did you by any chance notice that Charley Cooke had blood on his clothes?’

‘Yes,’ said my father slowly. ‘Yes, he had blood on his clothes.’

‘And after you left him?’

‘Anne and I were just setting out to look for the kids, when we met Helen Porteous. She’d come across the foot-bridge from Murchison’s launch.’

The click of my aunt’s knitting-needles ceased again. ‘Uh-huh. And you talked to her?’

‘Only for a moment. We left her with her mother.’

‘Then?’

‘Then Anne heard these kids scuttling along the tow-path on the other side, so we went back to the Land of Promise.’

‘Did you pass the lock?’

‘No. We went the back way, through Mrs Porteous’s garden. It’s a bit quicker.’

‘Ah.’ The inspector sighed deeply, as though exhausted by so many questions. ‘And you, Miss Foss?’

‘When my brother came to Mrs Porteous’s house,’ said Aunt Jessica primly, ‘I saw that it was after a quarter past midnight – a very late hour for me – and so I returned here.’

‘With your brother?’

‘No. I was ahead of him.’

The inspector lit a fresh cigarette as the black marble clock on the mantelpiece struck a quarter to ten. And then came the moment I had been dreading all morning. Every week my father sent me off on my bicycle to ten o’clock Sunday school in the Baptist Church at Hartford. At the best of times this was a misery. This particular Sunday, with the police at the Basin, I felt that it would be a monstrous imposition to be made to go, and I had been desperately hoping that in the general excitement my father would forget about it until it was too late. Unfortunately, he heard the clock.

‘Well, Daniel, time for you to cut along,’ he said. 

‘Oh, but Dad …’ I began.

‘There’s no ‘but’ about it, my lad. Off you go.’

Protests were useless. I went, and I don’t think I’ve ever passed a longer hour. I remember that we were given the story of Nebuchadnezzar, but even the exploits of my namesake failed to arouse the smallest spark of interest in me, and when asked for my view of the incident of the fiery furnace, I expressed the opinion, very sulkily, that it was all a trick with chemicals. Needless to say, this theory wasn’t well received.

However, even Sunday school must come to an end some time, and shortly after eleven I was back again at the Basin. Luckily I had not missed a great deal. It is true that the inspector, by some means known only to himself, had succeeded in the interval in acquiring a good deal of general information about us all; true also that his interview with Charley Cooke had resulted in what the newspapers call ‘dramatic revelations’. But as regards these last, Margaret Porteous had been enterprising enough to eavesdrop, and when I returned she told me what she had heard.

What it amounted to, in brief, was that on getting back from the Land of Promise, Charley Cooke had found Murchison lying unconscious almost on his doorstep, had been seized with the fear that he would be implicated in the crime, and had dragged the body to the edge of the lock and left it there.

Unfortunately he was quite vague about the details of the affair – times and so forth. For instance, he was dimly aware that at some stage or other he had ‘passed out’, and again, he thought that he might have entered his house before moving the body, but could not swear to it.

‘But what I don’t see,’ said Margaret, ‘is why he moved the body but didn’t try to hide all the blood.’

The only explanation I could suggest was that he had been drunk – as to which there was no doubt whatever. Admittedly the story wasn’t very plausible (I was half-inclined to think that Charley had not only dragged Murchison to the lock but pushed him into it as well), but at the same time it struck me that Charley’s account corresponded pretty closely with what any drunken, timorous, not very intelligent old man might have done in the circumstances. He would consider the area round the lock a sort of no-man’s-land; and in the darkness even a sober person might have failed to observe the blood.

I was asking Margaret for more details about the interview when Mrs Porteous called her indoors to talk to the inspector. I’m sorry to say that the temptation to do some eavesdropping myself proved too strong for me. I knew that the inspector would be in the sitting-room at the back, and I knew also that at the expense of a few wall-flowers I could listen beneath the window. Scarcely more than a minute after Margaret had left I was settled at my station.

I risked a look into the room. It was shabby and comfortable, with the big black stove along one side, and the kettle simmering on it, and pip, the canary, sitting rather dejectedly in his cage. There were hunting-prints on the walls, and the glass and crockery gleamed on the dresser. The inspector was sitting with his elbow on the oilcloth which covered the table. A cup of tea was in front of him. Mrs Porteous was in a wicker armchair which creaked every time she moved. Helen, with her scarlet lips and large eyes, was propped up against the dresser, evidently sulking. And Margaret, thin, nervous, and slightly elfin, with her fair hair in a tangle over her eyes, was repeating the story of our night’s expedition.

‘Uh-huh,’ said the inspector when she had finished. ‘And while you were waiting by the Yacht Club hut, you didn’t hear anyone moving about on the other side of the canal?’

‘No. Except for Mummy opening the door.’

‘Fine. And now perhaps the other young lady will tell me what she did last night.’

There was a moment’s pause before Helen replied. ‘I was on John’s launch,’ she said at last. ‘John Murchison, that is. I was there from after supper till a quarter past midnight.’

She stopped. In accordance with his habit, the inspector said nothing. Finally Helen went on:

‘John was there, of course, and two friends of his. Then – then some time around midnight, I can’t remember exactly when, we ran out of gin, and John said he’d go to the Land of Promise and try and get some more. I – we waited a bit, and he seemed a long time about it, and at a quarter past I thought I’d better go home. I’d said I’d be in early, you see,’ Helen added spitefully, and I could visualize the look which she gave her mother.

‘Yes,’ said the inspector thoughtfully. ‘And as I understand it, you met Mr Foss on your way back?’

‘That’s right. He asked if I’d seen the kids anywhere. I hadn’t, so I came on home.’

The inspector’s voice was placid. ‘You were up at the time, Mrs Porteous?’

‘Yes, Mr Watt.’ Mrs Porteous was plump, homely, and slow-moving, and her speech mirrored her perfectly. ‘I was a bit worried, you know …’

‘Oh, mother …’ Helen began impatiently.

‘Yes, dear, I know … Not of course that there was anything wrong in Helen’s being out, Mr Watt. But when it got to midnight, and I heard Charley come home singing from the Land of Promise, I thought I’d just have a look outside the door to see if there was any sign of my girl. It was then I saw that Charley had fallen down outside his door.’

The inspector spoke sharply. ‘You’re sure it was Charley?’

‘Of course it was. Who else would it have been?’

‘But could you definitely see that it was?’

‘No,’ Mrs Porteous admitted. ‘But all the same I’m quite sure—’

The inspector interrupted her – impatiently, I thought. ‘What time was this?’

‘A minute or two after midnight.’

‘Uh-huh. And you just left him lying there?’

‘I knew the night air would soon bring him round, Mr Watt. And indeed it did. When I next looked out, he was gone.’

‘What time did you next look out?’

‘It was close on ten past. Naturally I kept glancing at the clock, since I was anxious about Helen.’

‘And at that time there was no one lying outside Charley’s house at all?’

‘No, no one.’

‘After that Mr Foss and Anne turned up?’

‘Yes. A little after the quarter. I found Margaret wasn’t in her bed, and Mr Foss set out to search for her and Daniel. It was then that Jessica left. A minute later Helen arrived, and a minute after that, Margaret.’

I don’t think that anything further was said which had a bearing on the case. The inspector thanked Mrs Porteous for the tea and took his departure, and after a discreet interval I took mine. I didn’t see him again until nearly an hour later. Eventually I found him standing near the lock and staring out across the Estuary, his hands pushed into the pockets of his untidy brown raincoat. It was low tide, and the horizon was unusually clear – a sign, I knew, of rainy weather in the offing. The wind was freshening, and clouds were beginning to obscure the sun.

I went up to him.

‘Well, well,’ he said when he saw me. ‘With your talent for eavesdropping – and Miss Margaret’s – you must know nearly as much about the case as I do.’

I blushed.

‘And what’s your opinion of it all?’ he asked.

‘I suppose really it depends on the two bodies,’ I said, fearful of being thought a fool.

‘It depends on the two bodies,’ he assented gravely. ‘Which was Murchison? The one lying outside Charley Cooke’s door from 12:02 to 12:10? Or the one lying there from 12:16 to 12:20?’ He paused. ‘Well?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘There’s no doubt it was the second one,’ he told me. 

‘Why?’ I demanded.

‘For the good and simple reason that if it was the first, Charley must have dragged it to the edge of the lock some time between 12:05 and 12:10. And in that case either Margaret or Captain Vanderloor would have heard. You can’t perform that sort of operation in complete silence.’

‘I see,’ I said slowly. ‘Then Mr Murchison’s was the second body, and Charley took it to the lock between 12:16 and 12:20, when Anne and my father were in with Mrs Porteous. And he’d just come back from doing that when Dad found him leaning against the door.’

‘You’ve got it.’

‘But in that case when did the Maoris attack Mr Murchison?’

‘Pretty certainly between 12:10 and 12:15.’

‘But Margaret and Captain Vanderloor would have heard that.’

‘I don’t think so. Some of these natives have got the art of making a silent attack pretty perfect. The only thing that troubles me is whether Margaret and Vanderloor could have seen anything that was going on on the other side of the canal.’

‘No,’ I said definitely. ‘It was much too dark.’

‘There you are, then. Charley Cooke comes home from the Land of Promise just after twelve. He tumbles down on his own doorstep. Some time before ten past he recovers and goes inside, so that when Mrs Porteous looks out, she sees no one there. Then along comes Murchison, heading for the Land of Promise. He left the launch about twelve – neither Helen nor the other two people could tell me anything more definite than that. The Maoris, who’ve had their eye on his bank-roll and have been lying in wait, follow him, strike him down, rob him, drop the weapon quietly into the canal, and do a bunk. Enter your father, who mistakes the body for Charley Cooke. While your father’s in with Mrs Porteous, Charley comes out of his house, sees Murchison, and drags him to the lock.’

I considered this. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I suppose so …’

‘Vanderloor had gone below,’ he explained, ‘Margaret had run up the canal to meet you, and the others were indoors. So no one would have heard.’

‘No one would have heard,’ I pointed out, ‘if Charley had pushed him into the lock there and then.’

‘Ah, but look at the pool of blood,’ he said. ‘Murchison must have lain there at least five minutes.’

‘Oh, yes, of course.’ I was annoyed with myself for forgetting this.

‘So that’s the set-up, it seems to me. Charley left him there, and someone pushed him in …’ The inspector paused, and there was an uncertain look in his eye. ‘I don’t think I should be telling you all this …’

He looked back over the Estuary. Down at the bend a sailing dinghy was visible, skimming across the shallow water. The gulls were quarrelling fiercely over a small fish stranded on the mud.

‘You can’t mean it was my father,’ I said boldly, ‘because he was with Anne from a quarter past twelve onwards.’

I reflected, and realized what he was thinking. ‘Aunt Jessica?’ I said in a small voice.

For a long time he was silent. Then:

‘I’ve been looking into possible motives, you see,’ he said almost absently, ‘and she is the only person having a motive and lacking an alibi. She went back alone to the Land of Promise … You don’t like her, do you?’

‘No,’ I answered slowly, ‘but all the same …’

‘She’s a bit cracked, you know.’ He tapped his forehead meaningly. ‘I don’t think it’ll get as far as a trial. They’ll put her in a home, and she’ll be quite well looked after.’

I said: ‘She hated Mr Murchison because of Helen.’

‘Uh-huh. And there he lay, unconscious and right on the edge of the lock. It couldn’t have needed much strength to shove him in … Well …’

He turned away, to gaze again at the Estuary. The wind was still rising, and the sailing dinghy had passed out of sight.

‘Pretty view,’ he said. ‘I’d like to paint that some time.’

‘Paint it?’

‘I turn out a daub now and again.’ The inspector sighed, and I noticed that for the first time that morning he was without a cigarette. ‘Well, I’ll have to be getting back to Harford.’

We returned to the Land of Promise in silence, each of us occupied with his own thoughts. My father was working in the kitchen garden, and the inspector went to speak to him. I watched them for a moment. My father was leaning on his spade; he said nothing, and his expression hardly changed. Then I went slowly into the house.

Anne was not in the kitchen, but Aunt Jessica was. She sat swaying back and forth in the rocking-chair, and she was talking slowly and quietly to herself. The grey woollen dress had a damp stain down the front, and a broken tea-cup lay at her feet. Tiny drops of sweat stood out on the smooth yellow skin of her face, and her eyes were as blank as the windows of an empty room. What she was saying had no coherence or meaning at all. At first she didn’t notice me, but when eventually she became aware of my presence she made as if to leave the rocking-chair and come towards me. I ran from the room in terror. She was still talking, in that gentle, insane monotone, when they took her away.

The Maoris were never found. Since Murchison’s watch was discovered in a pawnbroker’s shop in Liverpool, it was thought that they had taken ship and left the country. Certainly they never reappeared at the Basin. As the inspector prophesied, Aunt Jessica did not come to trial. The death of Murchison had permanently turned her brain, and she was sent to a Home Office institution, where my father visited her regularly every month. She never spoke of what had happened, but the police were in no doubt about her guilt. My own apprehension subsided little by little, as I realized that she would not recover her reason. I suppose I ought to excuse myself for saying that, since, after all, Aunt Jessica was innocent of the murder. But I could not bear the thought that an interlude of sanity might reopen the case and direct the attention of the police to the person whom I knew to be guilty.

Nine years have passed since the events of which I have spoken. In that time much has happened. When Hitler invaded Poland, Captain Vanderloor was given the command of a large merchant vessel. He visited us, staying at the Land of Promise for a night, just after he had had the news, and we celebrated his return to bigger things. A month later he went down with his ship, torpedoed in mid-Atlantic. Helen Porteous became the mistress of a second-rate engineer (and a petty swindler into the bargain), and I believe had a child by him. There was much less yachting at the Basin. The eel-boats were replaced by small, fast vessels which brought engineering supplies from Sweden. There were sporadic bombing attacks.

And in one of these Margaret Porteous was killed.

I had been called up, and was far away in Yorkshire when it happened. My father wrote to me about it, and for minutes after reading his letter I sat in the crowded, noisy mess as though stunned. Margaret and I had drifted apart as we grew older; a shyness lay between us, intensified in my case by a sense of my obvious inferiority, for she, at seventeen, was a slender, almost ethereal girl, while I, a year older, was as clumsy and loutish as young men generally are at that age. My only comfort now – and it’s so petty a consideration in the circumstances that I’m almost ashamed of mentioning it – is that she must have been aware of what I knew, and yet trusted me implicitly. To what happened during that night neither of us ever referred. And perhaps it was that, as much as anything else, which fixed such a gulf between us in the years that followed.

I had always thanked God that the doctor had interrupted us before I was able to tell the inspector about the blood on my shoes. Now I’m not so sure. If they had put her in a reformatory, Margaret would be alive now. Alive … I ought really to say, existing. Perhaps things are better as they are. I don’t know.

Once I had begun to think about it, it was all obvious enough. The bloodstains on my shoes could not have been picked up on the way back to the Land of Promise, for Margaret and I returned by the outer gates of the lock, and there was no blood on the ground as far along as that. So I had stepped in it when we first crossed the canal, by the inner gates of the lock. That, you will remember, was just after midnight. By that time, then, Murchison had already been attacked. But Charley Cooke had only just set off for home, and so could not have had time to drag the body to the side of the lock. It seemed, then, that it must have been beside the lock that Murchison was originally attacked by the Maoris. He was not lying there, however, when Margaret and I crossed the canal, for it was light enough for us to see that no one was about, and consequently, as the blood trail showed, he must have been already by Charley Cooke’s doorstep, where either he dragged himself in search of assistance or he had been dragged by the Maoris. So this was the first of the two bodies that were seen lying there – the one that was gone when Mrs Porteous looked out at ten past twelve. Charley Cooke had taken it back to the lock, the second blood trail being superimposed on the first. Afterwards he returned, fell in a stupor, and was seen by my father.

There was only one difficulty about this theory: Charley Cooke could not have dragged Murchison to the lock in complete silence, and yet both Captain Vanderloor, on the deck of the Vrijheid, and Margaret, awaiting me beside the Yacht Club hut, swore that they had heard nothing at all. I knew, as soon as I had got this far, that they must be lying. Yet Captain Vanderloor had not committed the murder, for it was established that he had not left his ship. If he was lying it could only be because he knew that Margaret had pushed Murchison into the lock, and wished to shield her. And she, of course, was lying to save herself. After the thing was done, it was an easy matter for her to return along the tow-path and meet me by the Maori house-boat.

Why did she do it? Certainly, I think, because of her sister Helen. The night we saw Murchison making love to Helen – her mother’s grief at the relationship – Aunt Jessica’s sex-obsessed prejudices – these things, to a sensitive child of thirteen, would probably be more than enough to inspire the easy act which resulted in Murchison’s death. She must have heard Charley dragging him to the lock, gone to investigate, and found him lying there, seen the easy way, and taken it … I sometimes wonder if, as she grew up and discovered that what had so disgusted and horrified her was, after all, the merest commonplace, a sense of guilt deepened in her. Yet I am inclined to think, after all, that it was not so. Children and adults have very different values about some things – death, in particular. If you have read A High Wind in Jamaica, you will remember the indifference of the other children to the death of John. I believe that Margaret felt just such an indifference – amounting in the end almost to forgetfulness – about Murchison, and it remained with her until she was killed.

A week before the raid I was home on forty-eight hours’ leave, and it was then that I saw Margaret for the last time. I was helping my father carry a sail from the Yacht Club hut to the Land of Promise, and she was standing at the very edge of the Estuary, gazing across it as the inspector had done six years previously. The tide was full, and an east wind that whipped the grey water into millions of little wavelets was tangling her fair hair and moulding the old mackintosh which she wore against the lines of her body. She did not look round, and I, poor fool, hesitated to speak to her because of some trivial squabble we had had on my previous visit. She lies in Hartford churchyard. Now and again I put flowers on the grave.




PART ONE

BEWARE OF THE TRAINS




Author’s Note

A short story can aim either at atmosphere or at the anecdote; those which follow belong to the second category. All of them embody the nowadays increasingly neglected principle of fair play to the reader – which is to say that the reader is given all the clues needed to enable him to anticipate the solution by the exercise of his logic and his common sense. He should note, however, that for the solutions of The Drowning of Edgar Foley, Within the Gates, Express Delivery and The Golden Mean he will require in addition some fragments of technical or near technical information on about the level of the average newspaper quiz.

All the stories made their first appearance in print in the London Evening Standard; but the great majority of them have been substantially revised and rewritten for inclusion in this book.

The title Abhorrèd Shears has caused some perplexity, and an explanation may perhaps be acceptable here. The relevant lines are in Milton’s Lycidas:

‘Comes the blind Fury with th’abhorrèd shears,

And slits the thin spun life.’

The particular Fury referred to is of course Atropos. And atropine, named after her, is the poison which figures in my tale.

E.C.
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Beware of the Trains

A whistle blew; jolting slightly, the big posters on the hoardings took themselves off rearwards – and with sudden acceleration, like a thrust in the back, the electric train moved out of Borleston Junction, past the blurred radiance of the tall lamps in the marshalling-yard, past the diminishing constellations of the town’s domestic lighting, and so out across the eight-mile isthmus of darkness at whose further extremity lay Clough. Borleston had seen the usual substantial exodus, and the few remaining passengers – whom chance had left oddly, and, as it turned out, significantly distributed – were able at long last to stretch their legs, to transfer hats, newspapers and other impedimenta from their laps to the vacated seats beside them, and for the first time since leaving Victoria to relax and be completely comfortable. Mostly they were somnolent at the approach of midnight, but between Borleston and Clough none of them actually slept. Fate had a conjuring trick in preparation, and they were needed as witnesses to it.

The station at Clough was not large, nor prepossessing, nor, it appeared, much frequented; but in spite of this, the train, once having stopped there, evinced an unexpected reluctance to move on. The whistle’s first confident blast having failed to shift it, there ensued a moment’s offended silence; then more whistling, and when that also failed, a peremptory, unintelligible shouting. The train remained inanimate, however, without even the usual rapid ticking to enliven it. And presently Gervase Fen, professor of English Language and Literature in the university of Oxford, lowered the window of his compartment and put his head out, curious to know what was amiss.

Rain was falling indecisively. It tattooed in weak, petulant spasms against the station roof, and the wind on which it rode had a cutting edge. Wan bulbs shone impartially on slot-machines, timetables, a shuttered newspaper-kiosk; on governmental threat and commercial entreaty; on peeling green paint and rust-stained iron. Near the clock, a small group of men stood engrossed in peevish altercation. Fen eyed them with disapproval for a moment and then spoke.

‘Broken down?’ he enquired unpleasantly. They swivelled round to stare at him. ‘Lost the driver?’ he asked.

This second query was instantly effective. They hastened up to him in a bunch, and one of them – a massive, wall-eyed man who appeared to be the station-master – said: ‘For God’s sake, sir, you ’aven’t seen ’im, ’ave you?’

‘Seen whom?’ Fen demanded mistrustfully. ‘The motorman, sir. The driver.’

‘No, of course I haven’t,’ said Fen. ‘What’s happened to him?’

‘’E’s gorn, sir. ’Ooked it, some’ow or other. ’E’s not in ’is cabin, nor we can’t find ’im anywhere on the station, neither.’

‘Then he has absconded,’ said Fen, ‘with valuables of some description, or with some other motorman’s wife.’

The station-master shook his head – less, it appeared, by way of contesting this hypothesis than as an indication of his general perplexity – and stared helplessly up and down the deserted platform. ‘It’s a rum go, sir,’ he said, ‘and that’s a fact.’

‘Well, there’s one good thing about it, Mr Maycock,’ said the younger of the two porters who were with him. ‘’E can’t ’ave got clear of the station, not without being seen.’

The station-master took some time to assimilate this, and even when he had succeeded in doing so, did not seem much enlightened by it. ‘’Ow d’you make that out, Wally?’ he enquired.

‘Well, after all, Mr Maycock, the place is surrounded, isn’t it?’

‘Surrounded, Wally?’ Mr Maycock reiterated feebly. ‘What d’you mean, surrounded?’

Wally gaped at him. ‘Lord, Mr Maycock, didn’t you know? I thought you’d ’a’ met the inspector when you came back from your supper.’

‘Inspector?’ Mr Maycock could scarcely have been more bewildered if his underling had announced the presence of a Snab or a Greevey. ‘What inspector?’

‘Scotland Yard chap,’ said Wally importantly. ‘And ’alf a dozen men with ’im. They’re after a burglar they thought’d be on this train.’

Mr Maycock, clearly dazed by this melodramatic intelligence, took refuge from his confusion behind a hastily contrived breastwork of outraged dignity. ‘And why,’ he demanded in awful tones, ‘was I not hinformed of this ’ere?’

‘You ’ave bin informed,’ snapped the second porter, who was very old indeed, and who appeared to be temperamentally subject to that vehement, unfocussed rage which one associates with men who are trying to give up smoking. ‘You ’ave bin informed. We’ve just informed yer.’

Mr Maycock ignored this. ‘If you would be so kind,’ he said in a lofty manner, ‘it would be ’elpful for me to know at what time these persons of ’oom you are speaking put in an appearance ’ere.’

‘About twenty to twelve, it’d be,’ said Wally sulkily. ‘Ten minutes before this lot was due in.’

‘And it wouldn’t ’ave occurred to you, would it’ – here Mr Maycock bent slightly at the knees, as though the weight of his sarcasm was altogether too much for his large frame to support comfortably – ‘to ’ave a dekko in my room and see if I was ’ere? Ho no. I’m only the station-master, that’s all I am.’

‘Well, I’m very sorry, Mr Maycock,’ said Wally, in a tone of voice which effectively cancelled the apology out, ‘but I wasn’t to know you was back, was I? I told the inspector you was still at your supper in the village.’

At this explanation, Mr Maycock, choosing to overlook the decided resentment with which it had been delivered, became magnanimous. ‘Ah well, there’s no great ’arm done, I dare say,’ he pronounced; and the dignity of his office having by now been adequately paraded, he relapsed to the level of common humanity again. ‘Burglar, eh? Was ’e on the train? Did they get ’im?’

Wally shook his head. ‘Not them. False alarm, most likely. They’re still ’angin’ about, though.’ He jerked a grimy thumb towards the exit barrier. ‘That’s the inspector, there.’

Hitherto, no one had been visible in the direction indicated. But now there appeared, beyond the barrier, a round, benign, cleanshaven face surmounted by a grey Homburg hat, at which Fen bawled ‘Humbleby!’ in immediate recognition. And the person thus addressed, having delivered the injunction ‘Don’t move from here, Millican’ to someone in the gloom of the ticket-hall behind him, came on to the platform and in another moment had joined them.

He was perhaps fifty-five: small, as policemen go, and of a compact build which the neatness of his clothes accentuated. The close-cropped greying hair, the pink affable face, the soldierly bearing, the bulge of the cigar-case in the breast pocket and the shining brown shoes – these things suggested the more malleable sort of German petit bourgeois; to see him close at hand, however, was to see the grey eyes – bland, intelligent, sceptical – which effectively belied your first, superficial impression, showing the iron under the velvet. ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘Well, well, well. Chance is a great thing.’

‘What,’ said Fen severely, his head still projecting from the compartment window like a gargoyle from a cathedral tower, ‘is all this about a burglar?’

‘And you will be the station-master.’ Humbleby had turned to Mr Maycock. ‘You were away when I arrived here, so I took the liberty—’

‘That I wasn’t, sir,’ Mr Maycock interrupted, anxious to vindicate himself. ‘I was in me office all the time, only these lads didn’t think to look there … ’ullo, Mr Foster.’ This last greeting was directed to the harassed Guard, who had clearly been searching for the missing motorman. ‘Any luck?’

‘Not a sign of ’im,’ said the Guard sombrely. ‘Nothing like this ’as ever ’appened on one of my trains before.’

‘It is ’Inkson, isn’t it?’

The Guard shook his head. ‘No. Phil Bailey.’

‘Bailey?’

‘Ah. Bailey sometimes took over from ’Inkson on this run.’ Here the Guard glanced uneasily at Fen and Humbleby. ‘It’s irregular, o’ course, but it don’t do no ’arm as I can see. Bailey’s ’ome’s at Bramborough, at the end o’ this line, and ’e’d ’ave to catch this train any’ow to get to it, so ’e took over sometimes when ’Inkson wanted to stop in Town … And now this ’as to ’appen. There’ll be trouble, you mark my words.’ Evidently the unfortunate Guard expected to be visited with a substantial share of it.

‘Well, I can’t ’old out no longer,’ said Mr Maycock. ‘I’ll ’ave to ring ’Eadquarters straight away.’ He departed in order to do this, and Humbleby, who still had no clear idea of what was going on, required the others to enlighten him. When they had done this: ‘Well,’ he said, ‘one thing’s certain, and that is that your motorman hasn’t left the station. My men are all round it
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